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Chapter 1

“Young master, young master! Please wake up!!”

The sound of someone calling out seemed to drift towards him. The moment he realized his consciousness, previously as hazy as fog, was gradually returning.

“Argh!!”

“Screech!!”

Thud.

He suddenly jolted awake, screaming, and gasped for air while clutching at his chest.

“Heave, heave!”

Cold sweat ran down his entire body, and his heart pounded as if it was about to burst.

“Ouch, ouch. Are you okay, young master?”

A small voice from beside him prompted him to turn his head with difficulty, only to see a little girl, seemingly not even ten years old, sitting on the floor beside his bed, looking at him with a worried expression.

‘What’s this? What happened??’

As his breathing slowly steadied, he took a look around, only to find many oddities.

His eyes met with a large room filled with antique furniture.

Walls adorned with lavish decorations and paintings.

Windows made out of wood.

And lastly, a girl in a maid’s outfit.

It didn’t seem realistic at all.

He had thought he was dead, stabbed and asphyxiated, only to wake up in such a luxurious room?

If he was alive, shouldn’t he have woken up in a hospital?


As he frantically scanned his surroundings, the girl who had flopped onto the floor asked him again.

“Are you alright, Master Raul? You are sweating profusely. Should I call a doctor??”

‘Raul??’

The moment he turned his head towards the girl with a puzzled expression.

He saw something that he shouldn’t have.

[Lv3. Anna]

Above the head of the maid-dressed girl floated a small inscription.

“Anna??”

“Yes, Master.”

The girl replied as if it was the most natural thing, and he furrowed his brows, clutching his head.

It seemed he had entered the world of Connect.

A while later.

Having become the boy named Raul, he sat at the desk with a grave expression.

Through Anna, his personal maid, he was able to gather basic information about his surroundings.

And after checking his changed body through the mirror, he had no choice but to accept his new reality.

‘To think I’ve entered the world of Connect…’

It wasn’t merely logging into a game; he had reincarnated into the body of a boy named Raul existing within the game.

And the moment he acknowledged this fact, a small message window popped up before him.

[The settlement of your soul is complete. Close Beta system activated. User interface is now available for use. Current user count: 1.]

The moment Raul saw the system message, he was thrilled.


It wasn’t just that he had reincarnated into the game world; he had come back to life with the ability to use the game’s system!

The myriad of ways he could use this ability began to swirl in his head.

‘Wait. Close Beta? And if the user count is one, doesn’t that mean… I’m the only one in this world using the game system?’

Raul’s gaze deepened.

As a professional player who had risked his life in games in his previous life, he couldn’t miss such an opportunity.

‘First, I need to figure out exactly who I am and where I am.’He had spent a whopping 15 years in the world of Connect. Leveraging the advantages of being a leading player and a top ranker, he even managed to run a game information site dedicated to Connect.

No matter how vast the world of Connect was, he had accumulated a comprehensive stack of information in his mind.

There were a total of six human nations in Connect: two empires and four kingdoms, along with dozens of cities united with each other.

The number of noble families was staggering, making it nearly impossible to recall them by name alone. Or so he thought.

But then, at that moment.

[Locked user information has been verified. Updating information.]

A system message appeared, and suddenly, a deluge of information began to pour into his head.

“Argh.”

Pain and dizziness akin to his brain being directly hammered struck him.

He clasped his head with both hands because of the excruciating pain, but as if nothing had happened, his head cleared up, and he regained the memories of the last 15 years of Raul.

“Huff, huff.”

Raul, catching his breath belatedly, quickly regained his composure and thought.

‘The Count Ashton’s household of the Ruben Kingdom. I’ve heard that name quite a lot, but wait a minute!’

As Raul revisited the rough map of the continent and the major events in his mind, his face gradually turned pale.

“Good grief, I remember!”


The Count Ashton’s household was the first noble house to be destroyed in Connect.

* * *

In the year 2035, rapid technological development gave birth to the perfect virtual reality game [Connect].

A reality almost indistinguishable from real life.

Artificial intelligences in the form of NPCs without any sense of incongruity.

And spectacular swordplay, magic, and superpowers that could only be experienced in the game.

All these brought people into the world of Connect.

Bae Dohyun, game nickname: Crash.

He was a veteran player entering his 15th year and ranked among the top hundred players.

Being among the top hundred out of over a hundred million players meant he was an immensely talented individual.

Especially considering he was a solo player.

Had it not been for the major guilds colluding with empires to overturn the world of Connect five years ago, he might not have lost his number one spot which he had held for ten years.

But Connect had already fallen under the control of the major guilds, and he was the only solo player in the top hundred.

Squelch, squelch.

Dressed in assassin-like black leather clothes and a black cloak, Bae Dohyun walked across the blood-stained floor.

Around him lay the bodies of players in armors adorned with various logos.

With every step he took, dozens of weapons embedded in their bodies were pulled out and concealed within his cloak.

An old priest stained with blood on his pure white clerical robe was seen among the corpses.

He was leaning against the stairs leading up to the platform, panting heavily.

Clink.

With a flick of his hand, the blades stuck in the priest’s body fell out and clattered across the hall floor.

Bae Dohyun poured a potion on the bleeding wound, but it was too late for any treatment.

“Cough… So it has come to this, stranger.”

The priest spoke with a pallid complexion.

However, Bae Dohyun seemed uninterested in the priest’s words, merely starting to search the priest’s body.

“The gods predicted that a savior would come to this world, yet why is it that only packs of wolves have gathered? Look, stranger. Why have you brought calamity upon this world? Why have you burned down cities and massacrated the innocent? Why have you enslaved the residents here?”

The priest’s rebuking tone made Bae Dohyun’s eyebrows twitch.

But he soon turned his attention to the distant sounds of shouting and combat, hastening his search.

Finally, he pulled out a small pendant hidden within the priest’s robes.

‘Phew, found it. I need to hurry.’

The priest, with great effort, grabbed Bae Dohyun’s ankle as he was about to leave.

“You’re no different from the rest of them. But do not forget. All is according to the will of the divine… In the end, you all will pay for your sins. Cough!” With blood tears streaming down, the Elder Priest uttered his last words before his head finally fell to the ground. 

Bae Dohyun, with a bitter expression, detached the Elder Priest’s hand and said, “Sigh. Elder, your resentment should not be towards me, but towards the Empire and the guilds in league with it. They’re the ones who have turned this world into chaos.”

Though he felt uneasy, there was no time to dwell on the lamentations of an NPC. ‘I need to find it and get out of here quickly.’

Fortunately, he had managed to ambush a detachment of the guild’s forces. However, it was only a matter of time before the main force arrived.

If he didn’t want six months of hardship to go to waste, he had to hurry.

Holding the pendant, he ascended the platform and noticed a chair adorned with lavish decorations.

Bae Dohyun nodded slightly and without hesitation, placed the pendant into a slot behind the chair.

Soon after, a secret passage revealed itself, and there they were—the first-ever mythological items to appear in the Connect world! “Just as the intel said. With these!” Bae Dohyun clenched his fist and bit his lip hard.

Though late, he was filled with a conviction that he could once again reach the top rank, surpassing the major guilds and the Empire.

He hurriedly stored the three items in his inventory and was about to leave the secret chamber when something caught his eye. ‘What’s that?’

In a corner, untouched by light, lay something. Despite the urgent need to escape, Bae Dohyun was drawn to it.

“This is… a game cartridge?”

It was a small, rectangular plastic object, the kind that is highly prized among collectors of classic games—a game pack, without a doubt.

The presence of a game cartridge in a medieval virtual reality game was perplexing.

As he hesitated, his vision began to warp as if interfered by static, and throbbing pain assaulted his head accompanied by a pounding noise. ‘What’s happening?’

The moment he hastily grabbed the game cartridge, Bae Dohyun was ejected from the world of Connect with a great shock.

* * *

“Ha, ha…”

Bae Dohyun was panting, leaning against the wreckage of the capsule device.

Holding his stomach with one hand and a broken piece of wood rolling nearby his other hand, he wondered, ‘How did it come to this?’

Looking down at his blood-streaked left hand, he grimaced and bit his lip feeling the hot gush of blood.

“Sucker, you’ve finally calmed down a bit. You should’ve just gone quietly instead of struggling.”

As Bae Dohyun strained to lift his head, he saw men in dark suits surrounding him, the nearest one’s sashimi knife dripping with blood.

One of the men in the back made a phone call, “Yes, Chairman. We’ve caught him. Should we bring him alive? Yes, yes. Understood. We’ll do so.”

After the call, the man ordered, “Alright, finish him. Just bring his head.”

As the men approached, Bae Dohyun tried to swing the broken piece of wood but was quickly subdued.

“That’s what you get for messing around. You thought you were something special just because you knew how to play games? You thought the world had nothing on you because your fans adored you? Idiot.”

A white cloth covered his face. Despite his struggling, he couldn’t fend off four strong men.

Fading into unconsciousness, all he felt was regret.

‘I thought I was finally going to make a change… To think they’d actually resort to knifing in reality, those bastards.’

That’s how Bae Dohyun took his last breath, unaware of what would happen to him next.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 2

				
Chapter 2

Click.

Stepping out through the small side door, an open terrace appeared before me, offering a wide view of the surroundings.

The garden’s greenery under the warm sunlight and the colorful flower garden were dazzling to the eyes.

Extending my hand, I could feel the slight chill of the breeze brushing between my fingers.

And enveloping my whole body was an odd sensation and a refreshing fragrance—perhaps the traces of dense ‘mana.’

“Connecting via the capsule is on a different level.”

Among the reasons Raul, or rather Bae Dohyun, was able to reach the pinnacle among Connect’s players was his remarkable ‘Sync Rate.’

Whereas the average player’s sync rate hovered around 30%, Bae Dohyun boasted a rate close to 90%.

This allowed him to maintain sharper senses than others, and its impact on combat was absolute.

“90%, my foot.”

But the sensations now were beyond something that could be described simply by sync rate. Even the feelings experienced on Earth seemed like mere child’s play compared to this vividness.

Raul momentarily closed his eyes, savoring the enchanting sensations that he could easily become addicted to.

“Hoo~.”

After steadying his breath, Raul, with his arms folded on the terrace railing, snapped his eyes open.

His previously muddled mind, laden with the sudden blend of memories and concerns over his family’s downfall, felt significantly lighter.

Calmly, Raul pondered the tragic future awaiting the Count Ashton’s household.

The sudden death of the family head.

The eldest son falls in battle against monsters.

The second son goes missing after leaving for training.


And as soon as the youngest son inherits the county, a rebellion happens as if it had been lying in wait.

“That youngest son is me, Raul.”

Yet, that wasn’t the end.

Not long after the count was replaced following the rebellion, the forbidden zone’s barrier opened, and monsters invaded. The county failed to fend them off.

Subsequently, the territory, now occupied by monsters, passed through the hands of players among other forces…

“Hoo. There’s no need to think about what comes after.”

Shaking his head to clear those thoughts, Raul looked down with vibrant eyes.

Beyond the spacious mansion’s garden, the vast county surrounded by several layers of walls could be seen at a glance.

It was hard to believe that this beautiful and grand city would turn to ruins in just three years.

“No, that won’t happen. I’ll make sure of it!”

Bae Dohyun, who had lived his entire life as an orphan—never fully rewarded for his efforts, always exploited by those with possessions—sought a different world in Connect.

However, even there, certain individuals aimed to transform it into a realm exclusive to those with possessions, and facing them alone had its limits.

In what could be considered his third life, he felt more alive than ever.

For the first time, he had a family and a place he could call home. Most importantly, he had hope.

“It doesn’t matter how I returned to the past and became Raul.”

Whether it was regression, reincarnation, or possession, frankly, he wasn’t curious nor interested.

Even if this world was merely an illusion inside a game, it made no difference.

“What’s important is that I’m breathing here, now. Now that it’s come to this, let’s live this life properly.”

Raul stood up from the railing and stretched out his arms.

The small yet vast territory, which seemed graspable if he clenched his fists, gazed at it and tightened his fists once more, reaffirming his resolve.


“I’ll definitely protect it. With the knowledge of the future I possess and the new powers I’ve gained, I can surely do it!”

In that moment, a thick golden aura gushed from Raul’s body, swirling around him before disappearing into the air in an instant.

Some knights patrolling the mansion turned their heads, feeling a strange sensation, but by then, Raul had already concealed himself from the terrace.

* * *

“Ha, ha.”

Raul sheathed his longsword and let out a rough breath.

His right hand, which had been gripping the sword, trembled slightly.

“Seriously, such lousy stamina! Huff, huff.”

Letting out a single sentence left him gasping for breath.

Glancing down at his own fair and smooth forearm, Raul sighed inwardly.

“What kind of swordsmanship prodigy’s body is this?!” Raul couldn’t help but feel truly satisfied the first time he looked into the full-length mirror. After all, the mirror reflected a handsome young boy who seemed like he stepped right out of a movie, smiling brightly back at him. 

Moreover, though he was only just 15 years old, he already stood over 175cm tall, and his proportions were so appealing – with long limbs and a small face, he looked simply fantastical.

However, the illusion shattered in an instant.

During the first hour or so of training, the heavens seemed to collapse and his breath threatened to stop – a situation he overcame with sheer willpower more than five times. 

What followed was muscle pain that felt like hell, which made him understand why the training instructor had nervously asked him multiple times if he wished to continue.

Recalling his past, Raul realized he had never trained for more than ten minutes a day. Any more, and he would faint from dizziness. 

Without the system’s correction, perhaps Raul would have been unable to overcome the physical limits of his body.

“Even so, to think this is the body of a child from one of the kingdom’s top five prestigious martial families? My father and brothers are all masters of swordsmanship. How could they neglect me like this?!” Raul mused, dripping sweat and catching his breath, his face full of discomfort.

A month had passed, and only now had his physical and muscular strength caught up to that of his peers. 

Continued training might soon earn him recognition as a proper knight.


“The problem is that soon I have to participate in a match.”

Looking around, Raul noticed dozens of boys, all around 15 years of age like him, warming up with swords throughout the large training field, all of them soon-to-be adults.

The Ashton county held a special coming-of-age ceremony every year. It involved gathering the children of the county and nearby territories for a swordsmanship tournament.

The tournament was not just a festive event. 

For those who showed exceptional skill, it was a chance to officially join the county and receive knightly training.

Additionally, reaching the semi-finals offered the opportunity to obtain a recommendation letter for the kingdom’s swordsmanship academy.

The Raul before his rebirth wouldn’t have even considered signing up for the tournament. But now, Raul had a reason he must participate.

“I must get into the kingdom’s academy! Otherwise, I’ll be stuck in the territory with nothing to do for a while.”

His father, Count Melvin, and his significantly older brothers had always been overly protective of the frail Raul. 

He couldn’t even leave the mansion, much less venture beyond the castle walls.

For his future’s sake, he had to leave the territory.

As he resolved to secure his place among the top four and snatch that ticket to the capital, a sinister presence loomed behind him.

Whoosh.

“Dodged it, did you?”

Raul narrowly avoided someone attempting to shoulder-check him and turned to face the source of the voice.

In that moment, Raul’s eyebrows twitched.

“Oh. You’ve grown quite a bit, haven’t you? Now you even dare to make eye contact. Don’t have the guts, huh? Bam!”

The person, Dion, his uncle Austin’s second son and thus his cousin, raised his hand as if about to strike.

Surrounded in a manner akin to personal guards were seven other children, all either distant relatives of the county or children from neighboring territories – all from well-to-do families.

Without showing much reaction, Raul calmly faced Dion, who tapped Raul’s shoulder and said, “I told you to stay quiet and out of trouble. What if you get hurt during the match? With your already frail bones, what then? Right? Hahaha.”

“That’s right. You’ve been beaten so much, even your brain’s gone bad. What can you do now? Pfft.”

The surrounding group joined in the mockery.

Slowly turning his head to look at each face, Raul began remembering things he had forgotten.

“Hmm. That one’s wrist, that one’s calf, that one’s ribs…”

His memories started flooding back.

During the joint swordsmanship training sessions, these individuals used sparring as an excuse to bully Raul.

Even after the outcome was decided, they continued to hit Raul with wooden swords, extending the duel and causing injuries – sometimes even fractures or serious breaks.

The instructors and even the Count turned a blind eye, adhering to the Count Ashton’s training principles and motto:

– Train as if in real battle.

– The sacred training ground is equal for all.

– Do not hold anyone accountable for injuries sustained during a duel.

Being the Count’s son did not exempt him from attention or spare him from what the instructors saw as mere child’s play.

“I was such an easy target. Tch.”

While Raul was inwardly scoffing, Dion leaned in to whisper menacingly, “Just mess around a bit and drop out on your own. If you catch my eye this time, it won’t just be a broken bone; I’ll make sure you’re crippled for good. You wouldn’t want to end up bawling in front of the adults, would you?”

With one final pat on the shoulder, Dion and his entourage departed. Raul smirked to himself as he watched their retreating figures, quietly muttering, “Pathetic, really.”

Compared to the foes he had faced in his past life, these novices were barely taking their first steps. Of course, his current condition was even worse than theirs.

“But I can’t just laugh it off. Before they get any worse, I need to put them in their place.”

This gave him all the more reason to focus on the upcoming competition.

Dion, despite his unpleasant demeanor, was the leading contender for the championship. It was possible that Raul would only meet him if he reached the finals.

“The goal isn’t just the semifinals anymore. I’m aiming to win.”

A slight smile formed on Raul’s lips.

* * *

The tournament progressed smoothly.

With over 3,000 participants, preliminary screenings were held, followed by the completion of the group stages.

This narrowed the field down to 32 finalists.

Dion, a strong favorite to win, and his gang of seven had all made it to the main tournament. And, naturally, Raul’s name was also among those listed.

Gambling became legal starting with the main tournament.

It meant that the Count’s family was operating a betting pool to boost the event’s popularity.

Not just the local citizens, but knights and nobles from neighboring territories participated, leading to significant sums of money changing hands, with the Count’s family taking a considerable cut for themselves.

Information and gossip about the finalists circulated in shops and taverns, with self-proclaimed experts selling their predictions for a fee.

Whoosh.

A set of documents was in the grasp of a large hand, resembling a bear’s paw. Flipping through them, the touch appeared surprisingly gentle despite its appearance.

Thud.

After tossing the documents onto the desk, the bear-like man spoke up, “How is he?”

“The young master has finished his meal and retired to his room. Perhaps to rest early due to fatigue…”

Across the desk, a neatly dressed elderly man with graying hair slightly bowed in response.

His white gloves and red bow tie immediately caught the eye.

“Doesn’t seem to be hurt anywhere?”

“No injuries were found. He appears to be quite fatigued from the prolonged matches.”

“That’s good then. You may leave.”

“Yes, Count.”

Clunk.

Left alone, Count Melvin of the Ashton family, again reached for the documents.

“Huh, never would’ve thought.”

He hadn’t imagined his youngest would make it to the main tournament.

Unlike his two older brothers, who took after him, the youngest had inherited his frailty from his mother, hence why Melvin never forced him into sword training.

He was aware his son was being bullied at the training grounds.

Yet, he chose not to intervene, partly to preserve the family’s pride and partly out of respect for Raul’s will.

Nobody had forced Raul to participate in training. Yet, he showed up at the training grounds daily, even if he couldn’t last ten minutes before collapsing.

The same was true for joint sword training. Despite being bullied and injured, he never gave up.

Intervening would not only invalidate Raul’s efforts so far but also brand him a shame to the family.

Seeing his son struggle and get hurt tore at Melvin’s heart, but he could only silently cheer for Raul’s growth from the sidelines.

And now, his son had finally achieved a significant yet small victory after a long and difficult journey.

“I thought he’d just grow up healthy… Haha.”

With the kingdom and surrounding territories showing unsettling activities recently, Melvin had been on edge. But thanks to his son, his shoulders felt a bit lighter.

“After tomorrow’s match, it’ll be good to take a walk together, as a way to congratulate him.”

Just making it to the main tournament was an impressive feat. Even if his son lost tomorrow, Melvin wanted to ensure he wouldn’t be discouraged. If possible, he considered giving him direct sword training in the future.

The wind entering through the window fluttered the papers in his hand.

[Round of 32, Match 6] Analysis

Edmund (Predicted rank: 6) vs. Raul (Predicted rank: 32)

…

Unfortunately, in the Count’s mind, Raul’s defeat seemed almost certain.

(To be continued)
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Clash~ Clash and clang!

Whoa~!!!

Above the training ground set up in the central square of the fortress, the sounds of swords clashing continuously burst forth.

And not only from the surrounding stands, but from all around the fortress where the images were being transmitted, cheers resounded.

The main tournament of the coming-of-age ceremony had already progressed to its sixth match. Moreover, the audience watching this match sent out cheers hotter than any before.

“Exactly~!! Oh my goodness…!”

“Oh no!!”

Various sighs and cheers were unceasing, and it was clear who they were all for.

A young boy, his blonde hair shining brightly under the sun, with a small face and distinct features, and his slender arms and legs skillfully moving about perilously.

It was Raul, the third son of the count’s household.

Screech~

Clang!

Raul lightly deflected a thick bastard sword aimed at his chest with his thin long sword, which was less than half its size.

However, unable to withstand the force of the blow, he was pushed back a couple of steps.

Despite this, his long sword was ready for more attacks, and his gaze remained unshaken, directly ahead.

Before anyone realized, twenty minutes had well passed since the match started.

Considering that the outcomes of the previous five matches were decided in less than five minutes, this was exceedingly unusual.

“This rat-like coward! How long do you plan to keep running away?! Aren’t you ashamed to be a member of the count’s household?!!”

Raul’s opponent, Edmund, screamed with a face turning bright red with anger.


At the age of 15, it was unbecoming how he was nearly 190 cm tall and swung a huge bastard sword that even adults struggled to wield with both hands, like a monster.

“Hoo.”

Raul used the break between Edmund’s attacks to catch his breath.

Because facing this brute for 20 minutes meant exhausting already limited stamina.

Drip. Drip.

Sweat mixed with blood trickled down Raul’s slender jawline.

And those droplets, running down the battered and dented armor, soon dried up.

Raul’s armor, heated up by the hot sun, was in such a mess that it was hard to recognize its original form.

Especially on the side, where several parts were split, exposing the flesh underneath, and the leather protectors on his arms and legs were torn and ragged.

Despite these many marks, Raul had hardly taken any real damage.

Most were just marks from deflecting attacks.

There were a few cuts on his face and limbs, but they were superficial.

Catching his breath, Raul, with his sword still ready, lunged at Edmund, who was still going on about a fair and square duel.

Naturally, Edmund, caught off guard, hastily swung his bastard sword from below.

Thump, thud!

Yet, evading like a swift swallow changing its course, Raul stabbed at his chest a couple of times with his long sword before stepping aside.

Unfortunately, Raul’s thrusts couldn’t penetrate the armor and were deflected.

After all, Edmund, suited to his monstrous strength, wore armor that was twice as thick as others’.

“This cowardly!!”

An infuriated Edmund swung his bastard sword fiercely at Raul, but couldn’t even graze him.


‘Pathetic.’ During the match, instead of focusing on fairness, he just swung his sword recklessly in anger.

Had there not been something Raul was aiming for, such a fool would have been brought to his knees in a minute.

Whoa!!!

As the clash resumed, cheers burst forth from the stands, especially from the female spectators, whose reactions were explosive.

“Master~ You’re so cool!!”

“Ah, how can he move so beautifully?”

“Quickly, take down that gorilla-like brute!!”

Everyone, from young girls to voluptuous middle-aged women, gasped at Raul’s every move, and as sweat and droplets of blood scattered into the air, they screamed as if they were losing their minds.

The frenzy surrounding Raul wasn’t just because of his appearance.

Before the match began, most people thought it would end quicker than the previous ones.

“How did the weak third son of the Count come to be in the finals?”

“Can the third son even hold a sword properly? I heard he’s too lazy to train.”

“He has no talent for swordfighting at all, so much so that the Count himself gave up on teaching him.”

Though Raul scarcely ventured from his mansion, the people of his domain were mostly aware of the kind of person he was.

Born into a prestigious family of swordsmen, yet had put down his sword— the disgrace of the Count’s family!

There were rumors that the Count was so ashamed he wouldn’t even allow him outside the estate.

On the other hand, his opponent, Edmund, was known for his strength exceeding that of most adults and was a mana user capable of wielding a mana sword.

Among the finalists, he was undoubtedly one of the favorites to win.

As expected, for the first 5 minutes of the match, Edmund relentlessly attacked, and Raul could barely even launch a counter, focusing instead on blocking and dodging.

Knocked to the ground repeatedly, his armor became a mess.


“Wow! Go Edmund!!!”

“Finish off the weak third son quickly! I put my entire salary this month on you!!”

People cheered for Edmund’s splendid swordsmanship, finding delight in seeing a usually lofty noble’s son getting thoroughly beaten.

However, at some point, the cheers began to fade.

“He’s been hit to shreds, doesn’t it hurt? Look at the blood running down his face!”

“Why doesn’t he give up? The difference in skill is clear.”

“What’s Edmund doing? Is he dragging out the match for fun?”

Despite being relentlessly attacked, Raul didn’t give up.

Like a Weeble that wobbles but won’t fall down, he stood back up and aimed his sword again, showing an unwavering resolve.

On the other hand, Edmund appeared to be playing with him, avoiding vital spots in his attacks and sometimes just standing there with his arms crossed, smirking.

Eventually, people began to unwittingly root for Raul, who, despite bleeding and being covered in dirt, valiantly stood back up every time.

They realized he was not a haughty noble, but simply a boy who refused to give up.

“Something’s off here.”

Edmund was confused by the sudden shift in the atmosphere of the arena.

Beating Raul as he did in their practice sessions felt good.

He was annoyed by Raul’s persistence despite normally giving up after a few hits, but it allowed him to show off his skills for a longer time, garnering cheers from the audience.

But it seemed it was time to wrap it up.

Dion had said to beat him almost to death without allowing any form of retaliation, but there seemed no need to drag it out amidst the boos.

“Beating him for 5 minutes should be enough. Maybe I’ll finish by breaking an arm or leg.”

But the match didn’t go as Edmund planned.

Somehow, despite his serious attacks, Raul held on, and at some point even began counterattacking.

During the 20-minute match, the audience completely switched sides to Raul.

People enjoyed watching a strong favorite demolish their opponent, but they were also thrilled by an underdog making a dramatic comeback to defeat a stronger opponent.

Clang, Clash!!

Now, if Edmund attacked twice, Raul would successfully counter at least once.

Neither could land a finishing blow, but recently, it was Edmund’s armor that started showing marks.

Perhaps that was why: at some point, Edmund’s face turned bullishly furious.

Swinging his sword powerfully and pushing Raul back, he gripped his bastard sword with both hands for the first time.

“Hyaahh!”

With a great shout and a burst of faint light emanating from the bastard sword raised above his head, the scene was set.

“It’s a Mana Sword!!”

“Be careful, young master!!!”

As murmurs filled the stands, Edmund charged toward Raul without hesitation. His body, energized by mana, moved much faster than before, and the mana-infused bastard sword looked menacing enough to split Raul’s blade in two. Yet, Raul’s expression remained unaltered. Calmly aiming his longsword at Edmund, he chose to advance rather than retreat as Edmund’s sword cleaved through the air towards him.

Crash!! Clang!!

As the dust cloud, formed from the cratering ground of the training field, settled, the outcome of the match was clear. A knight who appeared between Raul and Edmund at some point loudly declared, “The winner, Raul!!”

A thunderous cheer erupted from the crowd. They rose to their feet, rejoicing as if they themselves had won, jumping and cheering ecstatically.

However, there was one who could not accept the outcome of the match. Edmund protested to the knight in a resentful tone, “Why is Raul the winner? I cannot accept this!” Pointing at Raul, who had managed to drop his sword and was now sitting on the ground, he argued.

“Fool. Look at your neck! Had I not spared you, you would be dead.”

Confused, Edmund instinctively touched the area below his neck, only to find it smeared with a smattering of blood. ‘How…!?’ Upon checking, he discovered a slight gap in the armor plate that guarded his neck. ‘Did he manage to thrust his sword through this gap in that fleeting moment?’

While Edmund stood there dazed, Raul collected his sword and left the arena. Long after Raul’s departure, the audience’s cheers continued to echo throughout the stadium.

—

[Your level has increased.]

[The proficiency level of Ashton Family Swordsmanship has reached Beginner Level 9.]

Having received treatment, Raul lay on his bed back in his room, checking the system messages. As he had anticipated, his level increased, and his swordsmanship proficiency had risen satisfactorily.

‘It definitely made a difference compared to just training or preliminaries. It was worth dragging out those fights, even forcibly. I’ll easily hit my target at this rate. Hardcore mode, for sure!’

Connect had two game modes. In Normal mode, one was given three lives, with the option to resurrect at an additional cost. In Hardcore mode, once you died, your character was permanently deleted. 

A significant advantage of Hardcore mode was the fact that leveling up and skill proficiency rose at least twice as fast as in Normal mode. However, Hardcore players were practically nonexistent, as the world of Connect was too harsh with just one life to live.

Indeed, Hardcore players who initially maintained high ranks and were thriving disappeared before the year was out.

And why was Raul in Hardcore mode?

‘Well, I didn’t have a choice.’

He had realized he was in Hardcore mode the moment he checked his status after waking up, erasing any complacent thoughts that this might just be a game. Whether inside a game or not, dying meant the end all the same. He harbored no complaints about having just one life.

‘I might have complained if it was just the Hardcore mode, but with ‘those things’ around, how could I?’

Raul chuckled to himself and spoke into the air, “Open status window!”

(To be continued)
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As Raul summoned the status window, a translucent hologram screen appeared in front of his eyes.

[Name]: Raul

[Level]: 19 (Hardcore Mode)

[Occupation]: Training Knight (Beginner Swordsman), Beginner Psychokinetic

[Affiliation]: Count Ashton’s Household

[Title]: Youngest Son of the Count Ashton’s Household

[Stats]

[Strength 22]

[Agility 25]

[Stamina 19]

[Intelligence 15]

[Willpower 34]

[Magic Power 29]

[Spiritual Power 35]

[Sense 30]

* Unique Traits

Psychokinesis Meister (S+), 

Distinguished Swordsmanship Family Lineage (A), 

??? (EX), 


??? (EX), 

??? (EX)

After scanning through the contents, Raul wore a reasonably satisfied expression.

“To think I’ve grown this much in just a month… I guess I’m finally fit to be called a human.”

The moment he first checked the status window, Raul couldn’t help but doubt his eyes.

[Lv. 5]

His level was embarrassingly no different from that of the servants passing by the mansion.

Furthermore, his stats were in a more miserable state.

Being below 10 in strength, agility, and stamina, essential for any swordsman.

In Connect, stats grow automatically based on training, experience, and talent, unlike other typical games where players distribute points manually.

Hence, simply raising one’s level doesn’t necessarily mean a steady increase in stats.

“This game has quite a number of realistic aspects.”

As a result, most of his day had to be dedicated to training and sparring to boost his stats.

Making his frail body move even slightly was an incredibly painful ordeal.

However, feeling a sense of pride after seeing his somewhat grown stats was undeniable.

“The journey is still long…”

At 15, considering it’s the age where one grows significantly, his physical condition was still significantly inferior compared to other tournament participants, which remained an ongoing issue to address.

“Huh. Stats aside, what’s up with these traits?”

There were no less than five unique traits listed.

Considering that regular players only had one, this was an extraordinary occurrence.


Among the five traits, [Psychokinesis Meister (S+)] was something Raul, previously Bae Dohyun, had possessed.

With psychokinesis, he had been able to secure a top position in the world of Connect.

Given that various skill combinations based on psychokinesis were his forte, expectations were high for this life as well.

[Distinguished Swordsmanship Family Lineage (A)]

It was clear that this was a trait originally possessed by Raul. Despite this trait, it was frustrating how he had such a poor physique and swordsmanship skill level…

The remaining three traits were unknown at the moment. Although there were guesses, they were merely speculation.

“A question mark means it’ll reveal itself eventually. Maybe I should focus a bit more on leveling up?”

Though his gaze lingered for a moment, Raul soon let go of his hesitance and closed the status window, kicking off the bed. His wounds were fully healed, and it was time to prepare for tomorrow’s match.

“Let’s see, who will be my opponent?”

His mind was already filled with thoughts of the upcoming match.

* * *

Despite advancing to the round of 16, evaluations of Raul’s abilities hadn’t changed much.

His perseverance and mental strength were acknowledged, but his objective skill level still seemed lacking compared to other participants.

“Can Sir Raul win this time as well?”

“It might be tough. Last time, it was only because the foolish Edmund got cocky and let his guard down, but this time might be different.”

“True. It’s only because his sword luckily slipped through the neck guard at the last moment.”

Many attributed his victory more to luck than skill.

Indeed, the experts’ rankings had him at 16th place, and the betting odds in the gambling houses were the highest for all matches.

It indicated that very few had bet on Raul.

Crash!!


“That’s it! The winner is Raul!!!”

Despite winning his match in the round of 16, the perception of Raul remained unchanged.

“Seriously, how could one trip over a rock at that moment?”

“Exactly. It seems like the heavens are aiding young master Raul.”

“Nevertheless, the young master is incredible. To last more than 20 minutes in both the first and second matches!”

“His persistence is truly unparalleled!!”

Throughout the match in the round of 16, Raul was dominated.

Unlike before, he didn’t roll on the ground, but his armor was torn to shreds, and he was bleeding in several places.

His victory in the match was entirely due to his opponent’s misstep at the end.

Thus, no one believed Raul would win in the quarter-finals.

Apart from Raul, the quarter-finalists had all sufficiently proven their worth, being hopeful prospects capable of wielding mana swords.

“… Unbelievable.”

“Can this really be happening?”

“Even if luck is considered a skill…”

“It’s certain that the young master is born under a lucky star!”

Hence, when Raul won the quarter-final, people were thrown into disarray.

The quarter-final was slightly different from before. For the first time, Raul didn’t sustain any injuries.

However, his armor was still dented in many places, and he spent the entire match on the defensive.

The decisive moment came with a ‘gust of wind’.

As his opponent enveloped his sword with mana for a critical strike, a dust storm struck, blinding him.

Caught off guard and blinking reflexively, Raul’s sword reached his opponent’s neck in that brief moment.

* * *

Knock knock knock.

“Young master, it’s Ivan.”

“Come in.”

Ivan visited Raul in his room after the match.

Dressed in a spotless suit, Ivan was a veteran butler who had managed the Count’s mansion for 25 years and had earned the Count’s trust with his meticulous work.

Known among the servants as the ‘demon butler’ due to his strict nature, Ivan’s expression softened beyond that of a kindly neighborhood grandfather when regarding Raul.

After all, it was Ivan who had raised Raul like his own grandson. Stepping in after Raul’s mother, the Countess, had passed away not long after his birth.

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

“Thanks to your concern, I’m fine. Plus, the priest and healer are on standby, what’s there to worry about?”

For the tournament, they had invited skilled priests and healers from the capital, capable of reattaching limbs, so injuries were not a major concern.

“Still, complacency is dangerous. Remember, there are injuries they can’t heal. Even if the competition is important, I hope you don’t push yourself too hard.”

As Ivan lightly admonished him, Raul scratched his cheek.

‘Seems he watched the match from somewhere. Nevertheless, dealing with Ivan isn’t easy.’

Having spent his previous life as an orphan, Raul found it difficult to interact with someone who offered familial affection and concern.

“Cough. I’ll try to be more careful. But, how did the task I asked for go?”

Watching Raul awkwardly change the subject, Ivan sighed softly and handed over a small piece of paper.

“As you instructed, it has been taken care of. But are you sure this is okay? Up to now is one thing but…”

With Ivan’s worried words, Raul replied with a light laugh.

“Don’t worry too much. I’ll definitely win this time. Haven’t I said? I’m going to win this tournament.”

Seeing Raul’s confident expression, Ivan bowed slightly and left the room.

‘That confident look really resembles the young Count. But even if he wins this time, the final opponent is Prince Dion. Can Raul really beat that genius?’

While Ivan supported and believed in Raul wholeheartedly, his mind was still filled with doubts.

Shaking his head, Ivan walked away.

After Ivan left, Raul examined the paper in his hand.

It detailed the amount he had earned through tournament betting and the money he reinvested.

Seeing the amount, which had inflated beyond recognition, Raul smirked, folded the paper neatly, and tucked it into a drawer before sitting back in his chair.

‘Good. The hard-earned acting paid off!’ Although the first match had been like this too, Raul had purposefully prolonged today’s two matches. His defensive maneuvers, his armor ending up in disarray, and his injuries, were all calculated moves. And of course, the elements that ultimately decided the victor were no different.

“Indeed, the residents of Connect are still not accustomed to psychic powers.” The slip of the opponent’s foot during the Round of 16 and the sandstorm blinding the opponent’s eyes in the quarterfinals, both were Raul’s doing, executed with his psychokinesis. Those on the receiving end would certainly feel aggrieved, but in reality, these tactics were often employed by Raul in his previous life.

“Still, I must be careful. For now, my psychic powers cannot be too conspicuous. I must live thoroughly as Raul until players appear.” The saying that a protruding nail gets hammered down wasn’t exclusive to Earth. Moreover, with the county being targeted by someone, it was imperative to have a trump card up his sleeve. This was a time to quietly focus on growth.

“Anyway, I need to secure my initial capital with this opportunity. But the acting ends here. The favor of the territory’s people has been sufficiently drawn. Now, what’s needed is to be recognized for my skill!! Unfortunately for you, Dion, you’ll have to serve as my stepping stone.” A subtle golden glow was leaking from his tightly clenched fist. Whether he knew this fact or not, the fierceness in Raul’s eyes as he gazed out the window was undulating intensely.

* * *

The semifinal match that took place the following day was fairly close. From the start, Raul seriously exchanged swords with his opponent, showcasing evenly matched skills throughout the match. The result was Raul’s victory. He had deliberately exposed weaknesses to deceive his opponent, and the opponent, trapped, had to acknowledge defeat in front of the glinting longsword, sweating coldly.

And finally, the day of the final match dawned. Raul, carrying the enthusiastic support of the spectators on his back, stepped onto the arena.

“Please give us another thrilling match!!”

“Young master Raul~ You’re so amazing!!”

“Lucky you, please win!! I’ve bet my entire salary on you this month!!!”

Perhaps because he showed a decent level of skill during the semifinals, there seemed to be quite a number who were expecting Raul’s victory this time. And, as expected, the majority of the female spectators were going wild for him.

Soon, Dion revealed himself from the opposite side. Unlike Raul, Dion had advanced through the matches swiftly and ruthlessly. Most of those who faced him had been severely injured, with some even losing limbs.

“You’re the best, Dion!! Finish it quickly and win!!!”

“Dion!! Crush your opponent again this time!! Show that third son of a house who knows no fear the taste of defeat!”

Shouts of encouragement from some of the more extreme spectators burst out. However, disapproving glares from the angry women and other spectators quickly subdued their voices. Traditionally, during the festival period, whether in pubs or stands, everyone was guaranteed the freedom to support whomever they liked, as a gesture of consideration from the Count’s family and nobility to let the people comfortably vent their fatigue and dissatisfaction for that moment. Indeed, this governance style was considered natural among the prestigious houses that frequently held swordsmanship tournaments and festivals because it contributed to the excitement of the events and effectively quelled the populace’s complaints.

Step by step.

Dion, having walked up to him, opened his mouth with a menacing expression. “Hey, you weakling. I don’t know how lucky you were to get here, but showing up will soon prove to be the greatest misfortune of your life. And soon those stupid chicks shouting from the stands will realize just how pitiful and wretched you are! I’ll make sure you’re crawling on the ground with your limbs cut off!!”

The trash talk before the duel was spot-on. Though trash talk was permitted to spice up the tournament, it surely served another purpose. After all, in various duels and battlegrounds, it was common practice for knights to demoralize their opponents or distract them with trash talk.

Dion had reportedly shaken many of his adversaries in previous duels with his trash talk. Yet,

“How cute.” To Raul, who had spent over a decade on the battlefield, this was merely amusing. However, Raul said nothing. He simply smirked, idly cleaning his ear as if he was listening to a distant dog barking.

“You insolent brat!!” Furious, Dion clenched his fist and charged, but was only stopped and warned by the knight acting as referee. Meanwhile, as Dion, trembling with resolution, glanced at Raul, who appeared to mock him with his crossed arms, he thought,

“Today, I’ll truly crush that guy!!”

However, Dion was unaware of what fate awaited him in a short while…

(To be continued)
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Raul looked at Dion with an amusement that bordered on ridicule, seemingly unimpressed by his excitement. However, contrary to appearances, he was observing Dion quite seriously. A faint golden aura gathered in Raul’s eyes, allowing him to see things that wouldn’t normally be visible.

[Name]: Dion

[Level]: 42

[Occupation]: Training Knight (Sword User)

[Affiliation]: The Austin Viscountcy

*Titles: The Holy Knight of the Austin Viscountcy, Swordsmanship Prodigy

[Stats]: Potential (B-Grade)

[Strength 52] 

[Agility 41] 

[Stamina 43] 

[Intelligence 18] 

[Willpower 14] 

[Magic Power 32] 

[Sense 21]

A translucent status window displaying this information floated next to Dion’s face. Viewing someone’s status window, a capability that had mysteriously begun after his reincarnation, seemed related to a hidden unique trait. Its purpose remained speculative, but its utility was undeniable.

“Uh…” Raul silently sighed inwardly. Despite leveling up and improving his stats through the last three matches, he was still nowhere near Dion’s physical prowess. At 15 years of age, with strength over 50 and agility and stamina both over 40, and possessing B-Grade potential, Dion’s chances of reaching stats over 70 upon full maturity were high.

“But in the end, it’s just a B-Grade.” Within the world of Connect, there were monsters far stronger than that. Compared to those beings, Dion was insignificant.

Though distracted by these thoughts, Raul quickly refocused on the match. After all, the key to victory wasn’t in stats. Physical prowess was merely an advantage; the real battle lay in understanding and utilizing swordsmanship skills.

“It’s time you learned that lesson thoroughly, Dion!” Raul thought, watching the still-excited Dion with a barely restrained smile.


* * *

As the Count gave the signal, the match began, and for the first time, Raul took the initiative to attack.

Clang!!

“Hm, the recoil isn’t as strong as I expected.” The shock transmitted through his long sword, lightly thrust out to gauge the resistance, was surprisingly minimal. It seemed easier to maneuver through the match than anticipated.

Whoosh.

Catching Dion off guard, Raul watched as Dion aggressively swung his bastard sword downward.

However, with a simple sidestep, Raul easily dodged the attack.

Clang, clang!

After exchanging a few blows, Raul was certain. Dion’s sword strikes were powerful and, fitting for a scion of a renowned swordsmanship family, his technique was flawless. However, that was precisely the problem.

“Your swordsmanship is too honest. It’s the prototypical nobleman’s style, unused to real combat.”

The knights of the Austin house, responsible for training him, likely held back in their duels against Dion, given his young age and status as the son of a viscount.

His superior physical and talent probably ensured his dominance in practice duels.

Such conditions were not conducive to evolving one’s swordsmanship. An earlier awakening to mana, thanks to his talent, had inadvertently become a hindrance.

“Well, now that I’ve assessed the situation, shall we really get started?”

As Raul lightly deflected Dion’s thrusting bastard sword to create distance, he focused his gaze on Dion, took a deep breath, and charged like lightning.

“Haah!”

The longsword thrust forward in a straight line.

Dion, with a contemptuous ease, parried with his bastard sword.

But the thrust was a feint.

Using the rebound from the parried longsword, Raul twisted his body slightly and leveraged his momentum to close the distance rapidly.


What followed was a powerful shoulder charge.

Thump~ Crash!

Caught off guard, Dion lost his balance and tumbled backward.

Raul quickly approached the fallen Dion and struck both of Dion’s cheeks with the flat of his longsword. Thwack, thwack!

Dion swung his sword reflexively, but it only sliced through thin air. Raul had already moved back. 

“What the hell!” 

Dion got up swiftly, incredulous that he had fallen. 

The marks from the sword blade engraved on both cheeks swelled, fueling his anger.

“You insolent brat! How dare you lay a hand on me? I’ll kill you!!”

Dion’s sword, now infused with blue mana, flew towards his opponent. 

It was a testament to his maturity as a sword user that the blue mana on his blade did not waver in the slightest. 

However, with a metallic clang, his attack was futilely blocked.

Unbeknownst to him, Raul’s sword was now wreathed in golden mana.

“Blocked?! No way!” 

Caught off guard by his sword being blocked, Raul easily knocked Dion’s sword aside and tripped him.

At the same time, he lightly punched Dion’s face with the empty hand.

Thud!

Blinded by the blow to the face, Dion momentarily lost his vision and stumbled back to the ground, swinging his bastard sword wildly.

“Argh!!”

The sight of him flailing about in fear was quite pathetic. 


Raul, now standing back, folded his arms and looked down at Dion.

“You look miserable. Stand up already.”

Upon hearing Raul’s calm voice, Dion scrambled up coarsely.

His expression was distorted with rage, holding his face in one hand.

Blood streamed between his fingers, perhaps indicating a broken nose.

Spitting out the blood in his mouth, Dion now looked at Raul with wary eyes, clearly having been brought to his senses by the few hits.

‘As if that would change anything…’ 

Dion’s swordsmanship, albeit slightly altered, originated from the techniques of the Count Ashton’s House.

Naturally, Raul, sharing the same swordsmanship, had no reason to be bested by Dion.

‘And I see everything, don’t I?’ 

Raul’s pupils, gleaming with a soft golden light, could even discern the movement of mana within one’s body.

Though it drained a significant amount of mana, he only used it when necessary, which was more than enough.

“Haaah!”

Dion attacked with a more solemn expression.

However, nothing had changed. A slight increase in mana and speed were not enough to escape Raul’s eyes.

Raul effortlessly dodged Dion’s sword and drove his longsword into his side.

Ssssshk.

A long scar was etched where the sword passed.

“Eeek!”

After the previous clash had subdued his excitement a bit, Dion attempted a counterattack, trying to knee Raul who was passing by him.

But Raul simply dodged it and, catching him by the shoulder, threw him down again.

Thud.

Raul slightly inserted his longsword between Dion’s leg guards and pulled away, leaving a trickle of blood flowing down.

* * *

“Hmm.”

Count Melvin watched the arena with mixed feelings. Glancing to the side, he noticed several seats were empty.

‘Well, it’s hard to keep watching.’

The match had been going on for over 10 minutes and had been completely one-sided.

One was bleeding all over and his armor had turned to rags, while the other hadn’t sweated a single drop and had a hand behind his back, not even holding his sword. 

The outcome was shockingly unexpected to anyone before the match had started.

Thus, despite his son’s match not being over, Viscount Austin gritted his teeth and left the spectator seats.

The count felt a sense of satisfaction as the impudent brother, who had been subtly irritating him before the match, grimaced and disappeared.

Thinking about how he had always compared Raul and Dion, acting as if Dion had already won, made it all the more gratifying.

‘That boy Raul….’

Raul’s overwhelming skill, truly to the extent that one could say he was ‘playing around,’ made a proud spectacle. On one hand, the count couldn’t hide his regret for not having accurately gauged his son’s abilities.

‘With that level of skill, he must have reached the realm of Sword Users a while ago.’

Indeed, Raul had only ascended to the realm of Sword Users the day before, but from the count’s perspective, it was a misconception he couldn’t help but have. It wasn’t merely a matter of reaching a certain realm, but Raul’s mastery of the sword was exceptionally outstanding.

The two in the arena were at the same stage. Sword Users. Those who infuse mana into their swords. Yet, there was an overwhelming gap in skill between them. Raul seemed at ease, as if conducting a practice match, while Dion was desperately squeezing out every bit of his mana. Even so, Dion’s sword couldn’t even graze Raul.

When assuming the same sword techniques were used, this gap appeared to be more a matter of practical experience rather than simply understanding the technique.

‘Unless, it’s a level of understanding that transcends genius…. I should talk to Raul after the match.’

For now, it seemed best just to enjoy the match. The count stretched his previously furrowed brow and shouted with encouragement, “That’s it! Keep pressing on!”

* * *

Indeed, Dion’s skills were significantly superior to that of his peers. In the previous four matches, his opponents couldn’t maintain their mana swords for long. Dion, on the other hand, kept emitting mana without pause for more than ten minutes.

‘But that’s coming to an end now…’ His mana was running low, causing the mana in his sword to flicker. His movements had also slowed compared to the beginning. The time to finish the match was drawing near.

“Huff, huff. Why! Why can’t my sword reach you!!!”

Raul had no intention of kindly explaining why. He simply took advantage, delivering a low kick to Dion’s shin in a mechanical manner.

“Cough. You bastard! What kind of cowardly trickery is this?? There’s no way I should be losing to you like this!!”

Dion seemed to still have energy left, judging by his continuous ranting. However, it seemed about time to end it.

‘A body lacking in strength even after taking such a beating! This frail body clearly needs more training.’

Dion appeared utterly frustrated. If he had landed even one solid hit, Raul’s weak body might not have withstood it. But there was no need to give him that opportunity.

A cross cut brimming with mana, in a last desperate effort, flew towards Raul. But Raul had already predicted Dion’s movement from the moment his shoulder twitched. Effortlessly, he moved out of the sword’s reach and, finding an opening after the attack, clenched his fist.

“It’s about time you grew up.”

Swoosh—Bang!

Raul’s fist hit Dion’s temple accurately, shaking his brain. Dion collapsed on the spot, foam forming at his mouth.

A knight hurriedly checked Dion’s pulse, then crossed his hands above his head.

“The match is over! The victor is Raul!!”

The crowd was filled with murmurs. Some found the match’s outcome unbelievable; others admired Raul’s true strength; and there were female spectators satisfied simply because Raul had won.

But what was certain was their awe at this movie-like ending. The spectators were once again charmed by Raul’s stellar performance.

Sighing lightly, Raul sheathed his sword and raised his fist triumphantly into the air. In that moment, the multitude of spectators in the venue rose from their seats, applauding and shouting in celebration.

Raul, fist still raised, looked out at the crowd for a while before stepping down from the arena. As he walked down, his expression unchanged, it was as if he had merely achieved an expected outcome. There was no particular emotion in defeating Dion.

As expected, after winning the final match with an overwhelming skill gap, a system message appeared in front of Raul.

The quest [Coming-of-Age Tournament] has been completed. Please check your rewards!

(To be continued)
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Raul received simple medical treatment and headed to the waiting room. The tournament award ceremony and adulthood ceremony were scheduled to begin shortly. Since the events would last well into the night, there wouldn’t be any other spare time. Making sure no one was around, he opened the system window to check his quest rewards.

**Quest: Coming-of-Age Tournament**

[Rank]: D+

[Objective]: Finish within the top four in the Count Ashton’s coming-of-age tournament. Additional rewards will be given based on the final ranking.

[Result]: Tournament Victory (Completed)

[Rewards]: Experience points, 300 coins (Player store exclusive), Random skill book (E rank or below).

[Additional Reward]: Extra experience points, 5 D-rank free stat points, Random skill book (D rank or below).

[Do you want to receive your rewards?]

Given his tournament victory, the rewards seemed quite generous. Raul’s expression brightened as he accepted them, and several level-up messages flashed before his eyes.

“Check status.”

[Name]: Raul

[Level]: 25 (Hardcore Mode)

[Occupation]: Trainee Knight (Sword User), Beginner Psychokinetic

[Title]: Winner of the Count Ashton’s Coming-of-Age Tournament.

[Stats]

[Strength 31] 

[Agility 36] 

[Stamina 29(+1)] 

[Intelligence 22] 


[Willpower 45] 

[Magic Power 41]

[Spiritual Power 44] 

[Sense 43]

Remaining Stat Points: 5

“Taking on quests is the answer, after all?” Winning just four matches in the tournament had caused his level to rise by 6. Considering that a month of training had only gained him about 10 levels, this was nothing short of power leveling.

However, he still felt vastly inadequate; his level and stats were hardly beyond that of a 15-year-old. Reflecting on what was yet to come, it felt as if he had only begun to crawl.

“I need to leave the domain soon.” Growing within the confines of the count’s estate might be safe, but it had its limitations. To leverage his ‘unique player’ advantage, venturing into the world was imperative.

He needed to claim the quests, treasures, and fate encounters that lay in the vastness of the Connect world before anyone else. In this context, the biggest reward from this tournament was undoubtedly “admittance to the Kingdom Academy.” Although it required the count’s approval, Raul believed that winning the tournament made it hard for his request to be outright denied.

** **

“No.”

“Pardon?”

“The Kingdom Academy. I cannot permit it!”

“But you said if I made it into the top four of the tournament, I could go to the academy…”

“Ahem, that was said in the spirit of encouraging hard work. Besides, Raul, you have much left to learn within our household. You’ve neglected your swordsmanship training; it’s high time you properly focused on it.”

His trust was shattered. It seemed his father, Count Melvin, had no intention of letting him go. However, Raul couldn’t give up.

“Learning the way of the sword is a lifelong pursuit. Isn’t that what you always say, Father? Just as you’ve said, the family’s swordsmanship is a task I shall devote my life to learning and practicing. But, isn’t there an age limit for entering the Kingdom Academy? If not now, when else would I get the chance?”

Count Melvin was surprised by Raul’s assertive and logical response. Raul was usually taciturn and meek, often mumbling or hesitating in speech. Yet, here he was, making a strong, cogent argument.

“When did he grow to be so resolute?” wondered the count, barely managing to suppress a smile that threatened to break out. He glared down at Raul—his small stature barely reaching the count’s chest, his legs thinner than the count’s arms, and his complexion pale as if he were ill.

For the record, the count was a giant of a man, towering over two meters, with forearms thicker than the waist of an average woman. Contrary to the count’s observation, Raul’s skin was merely fair, not sickly pale.


“Still, it’s not possible. How can I send someone as frail as you to such a far place?”

At that, Raul sprang up from his seat and exclaimed, “But what if I insist on going? Moreover, having won the tournament, I cannot accept being called weak!”

The count and Raul’s gazes clashed fiercely in mid-air, both seemingly unyielding in their stance.

After staring intently into Raul’s eyes for a moment, the count spoke in a calm voice, “Words alone will not settle this. If you really desire it, then convince me with your skill!”

And on that day, Raul found himself knocked down without even grazing the count’s collar.

* * *

Clattering, clattering.

Raul gazed vacantly out of the window from inside the jostling carriage.

In his sight were about forty knights escorting three carriages, all cloaked in ash-gray mantles, their chests emblazoned with the emblem of a bear roaring skywards – the insignia of the Count Ashton’s family.

A month had passed since the duel with the count.

Since that day, akin to a tacit agreement, Raul and Count Melvin engaged in daily sparring sessions. Now, Raul was leaving the domain in a carriage.

‘It was a struggle to the very end to make the escape.’

Truth be told, Count Melvin’s prowess was overwhelming.

It was not for nothing that he was the patriarch of one of the kingdom’s five greatest martial households. His swordsmanship far surpassed Raul’s level.

Moreover, the count’s physique was almost monstrously beyond what could be considered human.

That explained why the Ashton family had held firm their status among the top martial families, even though the count wasn’t a sword master.

Given his relatively young age compared to other family heads, reaching the pinnacle of sword mastery and becoming a true monster seemed not far off for him, Raul felt.

In his past life, Count Melvin’s name hadn’t been well-known. By the time players entered Connect, the count was no longer of this world.

But this time would be different.

‘I need father to face the enemies that will appear from now on! And what a family it is to have gained. I can’t let it go to waste!’


The words ‘family’ and ‘father’ still felt strange to him, hard to get used to.

Yet, living with the Ashtons, a warm sentiment began to take root in Raul’s heart, an intense emotion he hadn’t felt with anyone else.

In the end, it wasn’t his swordsmanship that won the count’s permission.

After days of duels, Raul admitted that he couldn’t find the answer with swordsmanship alone and revealed his psychokinesis in front of the count.

Whoosh!

For the first time, Raul’s longsword grazed Count Melvin’s cheek.

The split second the count thought he had evaded the sword, its trajectory subtly shifted with psychokinesis.

“…!!”

Count Melvin’s expression hardened.

‘What was that change at the last moment?’

Wiping the blood trickling down his cheek, the count looked at Raul.

The young man who had seemed merely a boy until moments ago now felt like a formidable swordsman, stirring something in the count’s heart.

“Alright! Let’s truly test your mettle!”

For the first time, the count attacked Raul, who reciprocated with equal fervor.

That day, Raul was acknowledged by the count as both a man and a swordsman.

After the duel, explaining his sudden increase in skill and psychokinesis, Raul resorted to the cliched plot of divine revelation through awakening. Naturally, the count was skeptical.

But when Raul mentioned specific information and geopolitical details he shouldn’t be privy to, the count couldn’t ignore his words any longer, especially since the count too had felt that the regional tensions were unusual.

Thus, over the month, through their sparrings, Raul and the count had many discussions.

While the count was half-doubtful, he fulfilled Raul’s requests to the best he could.

And so, Raul set off on his journey away from the count’s domain towards the kingdom’s capital.

Thud.

The carriage came to a halt, and a man approached the window.

“Young master Raul, we shall take a brief meal here before continuing.”

The man was Philip.

He was responsible for the escort, and also a top-level knight of the ‘Golden Bear Knights’, the First Knights of the Count Ashton’s family. Among the knights with a capacity of 100 members, he ranked among the top ten for his incredible prowess.

“I understand. I’ll be heading down,” Raul nodded before stepping out of the carriage. Then, focusing mana into his eyes, he examined Philip’s information.

[Name]: Philip (42 years old)

[Level]: 92

[Occupation]: Senior Knight (Advanced Sword Expert)

[Affiliation]: Count of Ashton, Golden Bear Knight Order

[Title]: Sword Breaker

[Stats]: Potential (S-Grade)

[Strength 82] 

[Agility 76] 

[Stamina 81] 

[Intelligence 68] 

[Willpower 77] 

[Magic Power 76] 

[Senses 73]

*Unique Traits

Ogre’s Strength (A+), Natural Commander (A), Obsession with Swordsmanship (A-)

‘Impressive indeed.’ His stats and traits were more commendable than known capabilities suggested.

Typically, the stats for sword expert-level knights were in the 70s. However, his strength and stamina had already crossed into the 80s. Given his high S-Grade potential, it was only a matter of time before he could break through the barrier to Sword Master.

Turning his gaze away from Philip, Raul soon found himself seated at a makeshift table that had been prepared, with knights lining up to take their places beside him. A total of 50 individuals had joined Raul on his journey. 

Among them were three full-fledged knights including Philip, six squires, fifteen trainees receiving knight training, twenty cavalrymen, and the last five were servants and workers attending to Raul.

Selecting these attendants required Raul to navigate a hectic month-long schedule. With the count’s permission, he visited the knight order and training grounds to personally persuade knights, and had to sift through countless soldiers at the barracks himself. Fortunately, selecting the servants and workers was less labor-intensive thanks to the house steward Ivan’s recommendations, but ultimately, each selection necessitated conducting interviews.

Some might question why he went to such lengths. But Raul’s goal was clear. He sought young, talented individuals who could pledge loyalty to him. Without that, inclusion in the party held no meaning.

‘Gathering them all like this is quite satisfying.’ Philip was the eldest at 42, while the other two knights were in their 30s, and the remaining were either in their 20s or teens. Each of them had a prepared talent of at least B-Grade potential. Even without prompt action, they had the potential to flourish in any field, but time was of the essence. 

To confront the threats looming over the Count’s household, it was necessary for them to grow rapidly. Hence, bringing along such a substantial number may seem excessive to some, but if the objective was merely reaching the capital, a company of about ten knights would have sufficed.

“How much longer until we reach our destination, Sir Philip?” Raul inquired.

“If we continue as planned, we’ll arrive in five days. Should we speed up?”

“No, there’s no need to hurry. The soldiers need their training, so let’s keep to our current pace.” At these words, a sigh of relief escaped from a few young soldiers who were dining a bit away. 

These soldiers had never ridden horses before their inclusion in this journey. However, following the strict order to learn riding, they had been alternating between carriages and horses for training.

“Why exactly are we heading to the [Free City of Mira] with such a large party?” one of the knights, Jake, seated next to Raul, asked. Though the recruitment had mentioned a journey and training, curiosity still lingered.

“The reason will become clear once we arrive. And don’t forget, you swore to follow my commands as if they were the Count’s,” Raul responded.

Jake shrugged his shoulders and replied, “Of course. A promise from me, Jake, is not to be taken lightly. But really, what will we be doing there for more than a month?”

“Ah, Jake!” Philip interjected, prompting Jake to raise his hands in submission and mutter, “So serious, all of you. I was just curious…”

Jake’s reputation as the most talkative among the knights was clearly no joke. 

Raul simply chuckled and thought, ‘Might as well go with a lighter heart if hardship awaits anyway.’

(To be continued)
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Their Destination, the Free City of Mira

The Free City of Mira was one of the first ‘starting points’ that players visited after completing their tutorial. This meant it was a treasure trove of quests and hidden items.

Raul intended to gather lucrative quests, equipment, and talents while staying in the Free City of Mira.

And of course, he wasn’t planning to do it alone but with his companions!

‘I’m really looking forward to what’s ahead.’

Raul smiled subtly, his smile seemingly malevolent for reasons unknown.

Five days later, Raul’s party arrived at the outskirts of the Free City of Mira without any issues.

‘It wouldn’t have hurt to encounter some problems…’

He needed real battle experience if he was to level up quickly and regain his former strength.

It felt like a loss that they had brought along sturdy escorts yet had encountered no trouble.

Trying to shake off the disappointment, Raul mounted his black steed and gazed out at the vast forest unfolding before him.

That’s when Philip, leading the group at the forefront, approached.

“Young master Raul, once we cross that forest, we will be in the territory of the Free City of Mira.”

“The forest is as dense as I’ve heard. We have to pass through it to enter Mira?”

Philip nodded in response to Raul’s question and pointed toward the forest.

“Yes. Mira’s borders are all blocked by such dense forests. And since the trees in the forest can’t be cut down, it’s difficult to pass unless it’s by the designated path.”

The Free City of Mira. Another name for it was [God’s Domain], because it rejected human influence—whether it was the border forest or various places within Mira.

Trees cut down would regrow in an instant, hunted animals would be replaced by new ones from somewhere, and monsters, regardless of how many were killed, always maintained their original numbers, making it impossible to exterminate them.

The problem was that anything taken from the forest—whether it was felled trees, gathered herbs, or hunted animals—couldn’t be brought out of it.


It was as if divine objects couldn’t be tampered with, vanishing into thin air the moment they were tried to be removed.

‘Well, it’s meant to be a hunting ground for players. It would be troublesome if the residents could meddle freely.’

If the residents could exploit the resources, the place, a treasure trove of infinite resources, wouldn’t be left alone by the surrounding kingdoms.

“There have been reports of bandits around this forest path, but don’t worry. Would they dare to mess with our Count Ashton’s household?”

As Philip spoke with pride, Raul nodded and then ordered,

“Let us depart. We need to reach Mira by today.”

“Understood. Everyone, we’re moving out!”

Philip headed back to the front. Raul, watching his back, suddenly looked around.

The knights and soldiers’ armor and cloaks, the banners held by the banner-bearers, the three carriages, and the harnesses of the horses—all bore the emblem of a roaring golden bear.

‘It’s truly unmistakable.’

The Count Ashton’s household was prouder than any other in the kingdom, showing off their family emblem wherever they went.

‘But to maintain such pride, one must have the strength to back it up. If they were really that strong and dignified, they would not have been the first to fall.’

The imminent crisis facing the family was something he could thwart, knowing roughly what and who to expect.

But what about after that?

There was a limit to what he could do alone. He had learned that painfully in his past life. That’s why, in this life, he had to make full use of the family’s power.

As long as the Count Ashton’s household held onto ‘that’, the threat would continue.

To overcome this crisis, Raul had to become stronger, and so did the family itself.

Raul etched the family emblem into his mind once more before driving his horse towards the forest.

“More of them have already appeared.” 

A presence spying on Raul’s party from between the forests was felt. 


Still, there would be no immediate attack. As Philip said, the power of their family was not to be trivialized, so no ragtag band would dare to attack them. 

However, once they left this area, trouble would surely erupt. The enemies would have ample time to prepare, and by then, the numbers in the party would have also dwindled. 

“I wish they would bring as many as possible. The more experience, the better.” 

What they probably couldn’t imagine was the significance of a hardcore player monopolizing a hunting ground for a month.

* * *

As expected, Raul’s party exited the forest without any conflict and found themselves in a vast plain. 

Small mountains and forests surrounded a lake-like body of water on either side of the plain, with several large and small villages visible in between. 

“This place is incredibly vast. It’s almost comparable to a count’s territory, isn’t it?” Jake, who appeared out of nowhere, exclaimed in surprise.

“That’s about right. It’s a large territory encompassing more than a dozen dependent villages. We would need this much space for self-sufficiency, wouldn’t we?” Raul replied, as if it were obvious, making Jake’s eyes sparkle.

“Then there must be a lot of things to enjoy here too, right? I thought it was just the countryside; this is a relief. Haha.”

“It’s better not to have high expectations. The land is vast, but it lacks substance, and the population is thin. I heard the city’s situation isn’t too comfortable either.”

However, it seemed Jake wasn’t really listening to Raul’s words. Maybe because the Free City of Mira, visible on the horizon, looked much larger than the Count’s main castle. 

“The city is that big; surely it will be fine. You’d better not start exclaiming in surprise about all the fascinating things once we get there!”

“I guess you’ll be quite disappointed once you know the reality. But since we’re not here for leisure, it doesn’t matter much.” Raul could only click his tongue internally. 

It took a while longer on horseback before they could reach the city. 

Upon reaching the city gates and preparing to be inspected, a small chime sounded, and a sparkling message appeared on one side of Raul’s vision. 

– The system has been updated. 

– A new function [Connect Community] has been unlocked. 

– A new function [Guild] category has been unlocked. 

– New quests [The Starting Line of Adventure], [Skill Collector] have been registered.


Raul’s eyes sparkled upon casually checking the message. 

Up until now, the so-called game system was limited to checking information panels and inventories. He worried that other features might not be available until the official service launch… 

“Excellent! Meeting certain conditions might unlock more features!” 

With this, he could widen the gap even further between himself and the others. 

Just as Raul was about to check the new functions, Philip approached him with a message.

“Young master Raul. The mayor is waiting for you. Shall we visit him immediately?” 

“That’s the plan. The party members can secure temporary lodging, and only the knights will accompany me.” 

“Understood.” 

It seemed that checking the system would have to wait. Meeting the city’s leader was evidently more important. 

Raul boarded the prepared carriage and immersed himself in thoughts while looking at the street scenes. 

“It’s worlds apart from my last visit. Back then, I had to go through hell just to catch a glimpse of the mayor for a year…” 

As a player, it was difficult to meet even intermediary managers without raising the city’s contribution levels. To get better quests, one had reluctantly to start with lower-ranked ones to increase contribution levels. 

Now, being immediately invited by the mayor and riding in a private carriage upon arrival reflected a whole new experience. The mayor probably invited him as a courtesy since a child of the Count’s family had arrived, but Raul had much to gain from the mayor.

“It won’t be a bad story for you either. So, I hope you make a wise choice, Mayor Reynaldo.”

Raul hummed a tune and sported a leisurely smile as he looked at the approaching mansion.

* * *

Reynaldo Hart.

This 44-year-old man was dressed in a neat suit with brown hair.

At first glance, he looked like an unremarkable scholar, but he was actually the mayor of the free city of Mira.

Having held the office for eight years now, he was incredibly disheartened.

His slumped shoulders and heavy expression were tell-tale signs of his feelings.

He had been confident when he first became mayor.

“Although my father took care of his health, I am different. I will definitely transform Mira into the best city on the continent!!”

He had ambitiously prepared new projects to change the constitution of the city.

But it all proved to be futile.

It seemed as if delving into the domain of the gods was an impossibility, as the mages, clergy, and priests from other races he had invited all shook their heads in disappointment.

Although he had attempted to transform it into a tourist city, the prideful nobles found no attraction in a city filled with common citizens.

He had tried to process special products to become a trade city, but the lack of raw materials and inconvenient transportation made it difficult to attract major merchant fleets.

In the end, the only option left was to become a training ground or resort for knights and noble children, as it had always been.

For Reynaldo, who dreamed of the city’s true independence, it was nothing short of a defeat.

“So, who has come to visit?”

Exhaustion was evident in Reynaldo’s voice.

“Sir, it is the youngest son of the Count of Ashton, Raul, accompanied by 50 attendants.”

Hearing his secretary’s words, Reynaldo’s expression softened slightly.

“Ah, the rumored frail third son, eh? He couldn’t have come for training, so perhaps for a recuperation? In any case, with so many people, they’re bound to spend some money.”

Noble children had been causing trouble and headaches by the day, worsening the already dire situation of the city.

At least Raul was not known to be a troublemaker, despite being weak.

“Let him in when he arrives. And make sure to prepare some decent tea. We need to show our hospitality to such an important guest.”

After giving his instructions, Reynaldo leaned back and closed his eyes slightly.

‘How long do I have to keep cleaning up after these kids? I wish that the day of the prophecy would come already.’

The prophecy passed down through the Hart household since the founding of the Free City.

It spoke of strangers who would one day venture into divine territories and bring great change to the continent.

Whether or not that day would come within his lifetime was uncertain, and Reynaldo did not wish to spend his life waiting as his father had.

However, Reynaldo was beginning to feel exhausted enough to start relying on that prophecy.

Just then, a knock and his secretary’s voice sounded.

“Mayor, Sir Raul has arrived.”

“Is that so? Let him in.”

Reynaldo got up from his chair, preparing to welcome his guest.

‘First, I need to put out the most urgent fires. Since it’s the Count Ashton’s household, a family that deals in monster by-products, maybe I can persuade the young man to invest.’

And the moment the door opened.

“Welcome, Sir Raul. We sincerely welcome you to the free city of Mira!”

A radiant, welcoming smile blossomed on Reynaldo’s face.

The weary appearance, marked by the accumulated fatigue up to this point, was completely gone.

(To be continued)
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“Thank you for the welcome, Mayor.”

Raul took steady steps forward and shook hands with Reynaldo.

‘He looks surprisingly solid.’

Raul’s appearance was entirely different from what Reynaldo had expected.

He had anticipated a small, frail figure with gaunt limbs and a pale face, but to his surprise, Raul was about as tall as him, with muscles aptly adorning his limbs, giving him a sleek look.

And above all, his face was incredibly handsome.

Reynaldo, who almost lost himself staring, quickly gathered his wits before speaking up.

“So, young master Raul, what brings you to our city?”

“I heard this place is good for training.”

Upon hearing Raul’s answer, a sense of disappointment washed over Reynaldo, as he had expected. However, as always, he had a response ready.

“Of course. If you’re looking for a place to train, you’ve come to the right place. Speaking of this place…”

Though he felt a dent in his pride having to explain this time and again, as if he were a guide, the need for money commanded respect.

‘He’ll probably just pretend to train, like the others, and leave when he’s had enough.’

The reasons nobles’ offspring came to this place were mostly twofold: either they caused trouble or were sent for reflection, or they were curious to see if the rumors about the training conditions were true.

The rumors weren’t false; this place was indeed blessed by the gods, making it impossible for anyone to take another’s life.

Status didn’t matter here. Anyone granted permission to stay was under absolute protection.

Injuries healed, and the dead were revived. It was truly divine protection.

Hence, using the city’s training grounds meant one could spar with real swords without risking death.

It was an excellent training opportunity for nobles’ offspring who lacked real combat experience!


Yet, they often shied away from training due to the ‘pain’ it involved.

While life was preserved, pain was not eradicated.

Spoiled as they were, it was no surprise they disliked such rigorous training.

Thus, Reynaldo thought Raul would be no different. Rumor had it he was exceedingly weak.

But Raul’s next words made Reynaldo doubt his ears.

“I would like permission to enter the Cursed Forest.”

“…!?”

Reynaldo stiffened and looked at Raul sharply.

‘Does he understand what he’s asking?’

But nothing in Raul’s expression gave anything away.

Breaking the momentary silence, Reynaldo spoke.

“That place cannot be opened. It’s too dangerous. There’s no point in going.”

The so-called Cursed Forest was a territory within Mira teeming with monsters. The problem was, while monsters could revive, humans could not.

Why risk life for monsters that yielded nothing upon defeat?

Many had entered out of curiosity in the past and never returned. Hence, since becoming mayor, Reynaldo had prohibited entry.

“I am well aware of the nature of the Cursed Forest. However, I would really like to enter for my training. I’m also considering investing in this city should you grant me access.”

Reynaldo was momentarily tempted. But then he shook his head.

‘He must have heard I’m short on money. But I can’t risk a young life for a mere sum. A mishap could cause trouble with the Count’s family.’

Moreover, considering Raul was the Count’s youngest son, how much could he possibly offer? Even for a wealthy family’s child, the sum wouldn’t exceed 5,000 gold, Reynaldo reckoned.

Though the amount was welcome given his current situation, it wasn’t enough to justify the risks of opening the Cursed Forest.


Deciding to decline politely, Reynaldo opened his mouth to respond.

“I appreciate the offer to invest, but opening the Cursed Forest is…”

“Five hundred thousand gold!!”

“… Possible! Of course, I intended to open it!! When would you like to enter?? Anytime is fine.”

Reynaldo sprang up, grabbed Raul’s hands, and said with an excited voice. His face, as he looked at the bag of gold coins placed on the table, was adorned with a beaming smile. The negotiation seemed to be going smoothly.

* * *

Raul and his party were accommodated in a residence provided by the mayor. It was a large three-story building that could host up to 50 people, with a spacious training ground in the backyard. It even had a personal gym, swimming pool, and bathhouse in the basement, showcasing how much care the mayor had put into it. Raul, seated on the terrace of the most lavishly decorated room, was lost in thought while watching the sunset.

‘The mayor has had it tough. I thought he was just a stern and taciturn person.’

Such development was unimaginable in his previous life. Back then, Mira was a bustling, prosperous, and dynamic place. Naturally, the power and authority of the mayor were overwhelming, rendering him nearly inaccessible unless an appointment was made a month in advance.

However, the current Mira was nothing but an undeveloped, imbalanced city. Too many accommodations for the number of visitors, a vast shopping district with few open stores, and excessive amenities and various guilds compared to the population. The city was designed considering the players would stay, making this situation inevitable.

Running such a city without going bankrupt thus far made the mayors of the Hart household seem incredibly remarkable. Yet, Raul had achieved everything he wanted. Gaining access to the Cursed Forest was merely a side quest; his real target was the undeveloped real estate of Mira.

Through negotiations with Mayor Reynaldo, Raul managed to purchase undeveloped prime lands and several well-located stores in the outer city. Plans were made to build luxury residences for nobles, guildhouses for player guilds, communal housing for regular players, and even a ten-story luxury hotel on the acquired land. The land, currently worth almost nothing, would soon turn into gold mines worth hundreds of times more.

As players influx and war breaks out on the continent, this place, shielded under divine blessing from the threats to life, would become the ultimate refuge, priceless even with money.

‘In my previous life, I never sold the land to anyone. Just leasing it made me a fortune. Sorry, but this time I’ll have to take my share.’

Fortunately, the budget was ample. The 4.5 million gold earned from tournament betting, combined with the 500,000 gold borrowed from the count, totaled 5 million gold. This sum was half the annual budget of the entire Count’s territory.

With one gold roughly equivalent to 100,000 won, it amounted to an astounding 500 billion won in Earth’s currency. The stakes were simply on a different level.

The population of the Count’s territory alone numbered in the millions, including dozens of vassal families and neighboring territories. Not to mention the big-spending nobles, knights, and professional gamblers that were attracted to the mix.

‘I thought I had handled a decent amount of money becoming a ranker in my previous life. But playing in these waters, the scale of the figures are just in another dimension. However…’

Considering the upcoming war and the potential enemies he would face, this amount of money was far from enough. Whatever it took, he needed to amass as much money and resources as possible before the turmoil began.

Mira, the free city, was just the beginning. Raul planned to stake a claim in as many free cities as possible before other players arrived. Based on this, he intended to expand his business and steer the players in the direction he wanted.


Last time, he was crushed by the financial power of the large guilds, but this time would be different.

‘They will surely throw their money around carelessly, right? But it won’t be as easy for them this time. That splendid money of yours! I will suck it dry like a leech.’

Raul clenched the bundle of gold coins in his pocket, resolutely promising to himself.

* * *

The next day, Raul visited the administrative office early in the morning to register his guild. Given that the system had introduced a guild feature, there was no reason to delay any longer.

The name of the guild was “First.”

It was a name chosen with the meaning of being the first guild and the one that would lead the way.

Naturally, Raul was the guild master, and the guild members were….

“So, you’re saying I just need to sign here?” 

Jake asked with a slightly puzzled look. 

“Yes. The others have all signed already. How long are you planning to drag this out!?” 

Raul raised his voice slightly, prompting Jake to reluctantly sign the document while scratching his head. 

“My mother told me not to just sign anything….”

‘I explained everything to him just last night. This sly one!’

Raul glared at Jake once more before collecting the document containing his signature.

With this, the 50 followers that came with him were all now members of his guild.

By tomorrow, when the registration was complete, they would likely see a new world.

In Connect, residents could also participate in player guilds. Not only that, but upon joining a guild, they could receive assistance from the system as quasi-players.

Although they faced some restrictions, they could level up quickly through hunting, just like players.

However, it was rare for residents to actually participate in player guilds.

From a player’s perspective, there was no reason to fill the limited guild slots with residents. It was enough to hire mercenaries if needed.

‘Besides, once a resident dies, it’s over. There’s no need to invest in having them as guild members. But my case is different.’

It was natural for him to accept his followers as guild members rather than unreliable players. They shared the same roots as Raul and had the same objective of protecting their territory.

After collecting the signatures, Raul submitted the documents to the government office and headed to his next destination.

Now that the guild application was complete, the next step was to equip it with new weapons for growth.

[Warrior Association Mira Branch]

Raul glanced at the sign before stepping inside the building with his followers.

“Welcome. How can I assist you?”

A female clerk, startled by the sudden influx of visitors, stuttered slightly.

“We came to look at skill books. Up to which rank do you sell here?”

“Oh, you’re here to purchase skill books? Our branch sells up to C-rank skills.”

“C-rank?”

Raul, who had expected at most D-rank skill books, was pleased.

However, the clerk quickly added,

“Um, we only sell up to D-rank to regular customers. C-rank skill books require VIP membership.”

Raul’s eyebrows twitched slightly.

“What are the requirements for VIP?”

“To become a VIP, you need to increase your contribution through our association’s quests. Otherwise, a purchase record is needed, but the amount is quite substantial. So, it’s best to start by increasing your contribution….”

“Forget that. How much do I need?”

The clerk, seemingly embarrassed to say, glanced around before whispering,

“Ten thousand gold. It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

Raul smirked.

“That’s not much. Okay, let’s start with D-rank then.”

“Which type of skill books shall I show you? Sword, spear, axe, blunt weapons, shields. Just tell me!”

“Give me everything.”

“Excuse me??”

“I’ll buy one of each type, from F-Grade to D-rank.”

The clerk stood motionless for a moment as Raul pointed from the left end of the shelf to the right, indicating he wanted everything.

(To be continued)
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“Goodbye, dear customer!!”

As Raul stepped out of the building, he was sent off by the branch manager with a bow at a 90-degree angle.

With this, he had visited all the job associations located within Mira.

Raul, with light steps, was about to head towards his lodge when someone called out to him from behind.

“Ahem, Young master Raul. Why on earth do you need these frivolous books??”

It was Jake, with half a dozen books tucked under his arm.

The other subordinates around him also looked at Raul with curiosity, holding a few books each in their arms.

“Frivolous books… Well, you might think so now. But these so-called ‘frivolous books’ will elevate your skills to a new level.”

“But how is that…? I mean, they might be manuals detailed in their own right, but improving swordsmanship with books is something only beginners can do, right? We are not mages who scribble in books in some corner.”

As Jake expressed his incredulity, the others nodded as if to agree with him.

Philip, too, seemed to share the sentiment, speaking in a slightly serious tone.

“Young master, I also don’t quite understand. Honestly, the money spent on buying books today could have been enough to buy a decent power armor.”

“That may be true. But you’ll understand everything tomorrow morning. So don’t worry too much.”

Although Raul spoke confidently, it seemed as though everyone still thought he wastefully spent money.

Murmurings about Raul’s absurd shopping continued until they reached the lodge.

* * *

Back in his room, Raul sat down on the bed.

The center of the room was filled with stacks of skill books.

Seeing them made Raul scratch his cheek, feeling a tad embarrassed.


‘Did I buy too many?’

The amount Raul had spent on skill books today was a staggering 200,000 gold. It was an enormous sum, comparable to his investment in Mira.

Not only his subordinates but also other players would have considered it a wasteful expenditure.

After all, players in Connect had a limited number of skills they could use.

The so-called “Demon’s Wall” at level 100 meant an average of about 10 skills, with even 5 being hard to manage at lower levels.

Despite this, Raul looked satisfied. He even seemed regretful that he hadn’t acquired more.

It was all because of a quest.

Grade: ???

Objective: Collect at least 10 types of skill books and record them in the Skill Codex. Additional rewards will be provided depending on the type of skill books.

Reward: Activation of [Skill Codex]

Additional Rewards: Unlock features [???], acquire skill [???].

Raul swiped the quest window aside and opened his inventory.

‘Finally…!’

An item that had seemed colorless and untouchable until now.

A thick, decoratively adorned leather-bound book was shining gloriously.

Among the few things Raul had acquired since his reincarnation in Connect were three EX-grade traits of unknown identities and a couple of items in his inventory.

And now, one of those items had finally come into Raul’s possession.

“Shall we begin?”

Holding the heavy Skill Codex in his left hand, Raul picked up a skill book with an expectant look.

As he carefully brought the skill book close to the Skill Codex, a fresh green light burst out, engulfing the skill book.


Thud.

And then, the Skill Codex spat the book back out.

A glance at the book revealed no changes in its contents.

However, the mana that had faintly emanated from the book had vanished.

It was no longer a skill book but now just a paper book.

‘Is this how it works?’

After feeding a few more skill books in the same manner, Raul momentarily hesitated, realizing it would take all night at this rate.

So, he outright placed the Skill Codex on top of the pile of books and said,

“Can you swallow them all at once?”

“……”

Raul, having asked just in case, was about to reach out again with an embarrassed expression.

But then, the Skill Codex slightly levitated and unfolded itself in the air. And then, the skill tome, now several times its original size, gulped down the pile of books in an instant.

“… Wow.”

Raul watched in astonishment as the tome wriggled in the air as if digesting for a moment before a heaping pile of miscellaneous books fell down haphazardly, and the tome itself gently dropped back down, resuming its normal size.

‘Did it actually understand what I said?’

However, there was no time to delve into his curiosity.

Suddenly, a system window flashed, sending a quest completion message.

-Quest [Skill Collector] has been completed. Please check your rewards.

-As a reward, [Skill Tome (Rare)] has been activated.

-Additional Reward: Trait [Skill Collector (EX)] has been unlocked.


-Additional Reward: [Copycat (S)] has been acquired.

Raul’s expression brightened upon checking the message.

‘That’s right! I’ve invested in so many skill books!!’

Given that the quest required collecting more than 10 books, and he had poured in over 500, it was a natural outcome.

Raul first checked the unlocked trait.

[Skill Collector]

Grade: EX

Effect: Activates the authority [Skill Tome]. Grants Skill [Copycat]. Dramatically increases the acquisition rate of skill books.

‘Does this mean I should collect skills diligently?’

Tilting his head, Raul proceeded to check the next reward.

[Copycat]

Grade: S Rank

Proficiency: Beginner Level 3

Effect: Allows the theft of skills observed from others. Skills observed are recorded in the tome. As proficiency increases, the grade of stealable skills increases, along with power and efficiency. (Current maximum stealable grade: B Grade)

‘…!?’

Indeed, it was worthy of being an S rank skill.

Honestly, he wondered if such a skill should even exist. To steal an opponent’s skill just by observing!

‘Surely there must be various conditions and restrictions… But still, this is absolutely overpowered!!’

In his past life, Raul had seen several S rank skills, but he had never seen one with so much potential for growth.

What if he mastered the proficiency? Unknowingly, Raul swallowed hard.

After calming his excited heart for a moment, Raul finally turned his attention to the skill tome in his hand.

He hadn’t had high expectations since it was a rare-grade item.

However, upon checking its information screen, Raul was so startled that he sprang to his feet.

“What is this!!”

[Skill Tome]

Grade: Rare

Status: Growth Potential, Bound.

Description: A replica of the mythic bound volume [Skill Tome] that recorded ancient skills. It has traversed time and space, resetting all records. Special conditions can unlock its sealed original functions.

Current number of recorded skills: 526

Click here for detailed functions and effects => Click!

The skill tome was actually a replica of one of the three mythic items Raul had acquired before his reincarnation!!

* * *

The next morning.

Raul headed to the training ground with puffy, red rabbit eyes.

He hadn’t slept properly because he had been exploring the features and effects of the skill tome all night.

“Have you arrived?”

As he entered the training ground, a young man with neatly backcombed red hair, dressed in a tidy suit, greeted him.

“Did you explain everything well?”

“I have relayed everything to everyone as you instructed.”

He replied in a mechanical, cold tone, his face expressionless.

This young man, named Bernard, appeared emotionless, almost like a doll. Bernard was Raul’s secretary and servant, adopted by the butler Ivan. He had been working at the count’s house since a young age and was one of the butler’s successors, trained directly by Ivan. Moreover, he was known for his exceptional memory and meticulous work. However, Raul had chosen him for a different reason.  

“Did you try using the skill book?”  

At Raul’s question, Bernard nodded slightly and stretched out his palm downwards.  

To their astonishment, a small whirlwind began to form just below Bernard’s palm.  

Whooosh.  

Sand and leaves got caught in the whirlwind, spinning around in mid-air, clearly visible to the eye.  

“Excellent. As expected of Bernard!”  

Raul patted him on the shoulder, looking at his face calmly.  

[Name]: Bernard (Age 27)  

[Level]: 21  

[Occupation]: Butler Trainee, Junior Wind Mage  

[Affiliation]: Count Ashton’s Household, [First] Guild.  

*Talents: 

Administration, 

Management, 

Supernatural Abilities  

[Stats]: 

Potential (A-Grade)  

[Strength 17] 

[Agility 18] 

[Stamina 24] 

[Intelligence 53] 

[Willpower 46] 

[Spiritual Power 23] 

[Sense 41]  

*Traits: 

Razor-Sharp Manager (A-), 

Cold Rationality (B), 

Like the Wind (B-)  

Though his stats were lacking in many areas, he seemingly had enough potential to greatly succeed as both a manager and a supernatural ability user.  

Pride swelled in him, but only for a moment.  

Turning his attention to the training ground, it was in utter chaos, filled with confused people.  

“What’s this?? I’m seeing weird things in front of my eyes!!”  

“Must be ghosts haunting us! We need to find a cleric…”  

“What am I supposed to do with this book??”  

“What’s this guild chat supposed to be??”  

Despite Bernard’s clear explanations, few seemed to have truly understood.  

Raul, rubbing his temples as if it were a great headache, exclaimed loudly.  

“Everyone, stop right there!!!”  

It took half a day more to explain game systems like guilds, quests, and skill books to his subordinates.  

* * *  

“Human, die! Chwik!!”  

A large axe sliced through the air, falling swiftly.  

Behind the axe was an orc with a flat, upturned nose and sharp protruding fangs, its face writhing with veins like worms under its skin from anger.  

‘Ugly creature.’  

Thump!!  

With a deft dodge and a powerful punch, Raul made the orc’s head burst open.  

“Chwik! Attack together, now!! Chwik!”  

“Charge!! Chwik!!”  

About a dozen orcs surrounding him charged at once.  

Hand axes flew and long glaives sliced towards his head, while huge battle axes roared in from all sides, leaving seemingly nowhere to escape.  

But the outcome was no different.  

Raul, dodging the onslaught of weapons like a ghost, burst the heads of the orcs with each punch, maintaining a calm expression.  

“Th-this human is strong, chwik!”  

An orc, with a hole as big as a head in its belly, uttered its last words before collapsing.  

In less than a minute, all the orcs standing around had been annihilated.  

“Truly, young master Raul! Orc soldiers are no different from goblin hunters. Makes you wonder if levels mean anything.”  

Jake, who had appeared out of nowhere, chuckled and commented.  

“Truly astonishing. You’re a completely different person from three weeks ago!”  

Even Philip couldn’t hide his amazement, lavishing praise on Raul.  

“Don’t make a fuss about nothing. This is something any knight could do. Let’s hurry up and move on!”  

While Raul dismissed it as trivial, Philip thought differently.  

Not just any knight could punch out the heads of armed orcs while dodging every attack.

‘And there’s something even more surprising.’

(To be continued)
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As Raul turned and gestured, greenish blood spurted from the corpses of the surrounding orcs. Whirling through the air, the blood coalesced into a mass before being sucked into the leather pouch he was holding. ‘Psychokinesis…’ Though he had witnessed it countless times over the past three weeks and had grown accustomed to it, it was initially terrifying. Even for the residents of Connect, who were familiar with magic, psychokinesis was a marvel in itself.

After securing the pouch, Raul disappeared among the trees, prompting a deep sigh from Jake. 

“Ah, our young master never rests for a moment. This isn’t what I signed up for when I came to Mira!” 

“With such dedication, it’s no wonder he has grown so strong in such a short time. If you don’t keep up, you’ll soon be left behind by our lord,” Philip chided, causing Jake to shrug indifferently. 

“Ah, never mind. This isn’t guarding or training… Why do I have to deal with monster corpses?”

Despite his complaints, Jake quickly began stripping the skin from an orc’s limb with his wooden sword. ‘Such a foolish boy.’ Philip, hiding a smirk, drew a small wooden dagger from his pocket and swung it at an orc’s torso. Screech. The crescent-shaped energy that flew through the air neatly split the orc’s hide. 

‘Halfmoon Slash. Quite useful.’

Practicing with the wooden sword as young master Raul had instructed made it feel increasingly natural. 

‘I need to advance my proficiency to intermediate before I can learn the next skill book. What will the other skills feel like?’

Philip’s movements became even faster. The four skill books that Raul had gifted him lingered in his mind.

* * *

“Phew. Does this conclude the quest? I thought I was going to suffocate.” He had been limited to using only his fists for the quest related to the Skill Codex, which not only prolonged the hunt but also increased his fatigue. 

‘But I’ve definitely become stronger.’ 

The Skill Codex came with a remarkably potent passive ability. The overall skills strengthened in proportion to the recorded skills!

Even as a replica, it boasted the grandeur of a mythic item. The current improvement effect on his close-combat skills alone was 15%. If he unlocked more skill books, the thought of how much stronger he could become was exhilarating.

Raul shook off the blood from his fist and looked down. Below lay the corpse of an orc warrior, noticeably larger than the others. 

“Let’s see, what did we get? Oh! A C-rank [War Cry] skill book!! And a rare-grade Orc Warrior Gauntlet to boot!” 

As a field boss monster, the rewards were far more substantial than those from regular orcs. Although it appeared only once a day, it was quite generous, always dropping D or C-rank skill books.

For the past three weeks, Raul had been fervently hunting field monsters. His first target was the level 20-30 [Red Mane Wolf]. While individually not very strong, their tendency to move in packs made them tricky opponents. After reaching level 30, he hunted Goblin Hunters. These creatures roamed alone but would call for reinforcements by blowing a whistle when engaged in combat. Normally, the strategy was to defeat them quickly before they could summon help, but Raul intentionally allowed them to call allies to eliminate them all at once.


Upon reaching level 40, his next targets were orc soldiers. Despite their inability to use mana, these monsters boasted combat abilities comparable to sword users and presented a tough challenge when they grouped together. However, they were no match for the now stronger Raul. ‘Level 46, huh? Took longer than expected. But I should be able to hit level 50 before leaving. ‘Just as he was about to check the quest log, thinking of the schedule that wasn’t far from ending, it happened.

“Young master Raul, there has been a problem.”

The cold voice of Bernard came through the guild communication.

“What’s the matter? Did a quest get messed up?”

Raul, not recalling any issues that could arise in Mira, asked calmly.

“The guild members have gotten involved in a dispute. It seems the situation is not good.”

“What? Where?? Tell me in detail!!”

Leaving behind the corpse of an orc warrior, Raul started running towards the city.

“In a back alley of the Third Square, members of the Count Randal’s party are beating up our guild members. All three sons of the Count and fifteen of their escorts are present.”

Raul’s face twisted fiercely for a moment.

‘These madmen! I was trying to let it slide, but they’ve gone and caused trouble after all!’

“All members, gather in front of the Third Square immediately!! Do not engage until I arrive!!”

Raul’s angry voice echoed through the guild communication.

* * *

The Count Randal’s household, like the Count Ashton’s household, was one of the five martial families of the Ruben Kingdom.

However, unlike the Ashton household, which was recognized as a prestigious martial family since the foundation of the kingdom, the Randal household had only recently been included among the five great martial families.

This was because the current head, Hudson de Randal, reached the realm of a Young Sword Master, prompting a reorganization from the kingdom’s four to five great martial families.

For a new martial family with a short history to firmly establish itself as prestigious, there were various ways to do so.

It could spend time continually producing outstanding knights, achieve universally recognized feats, or trample down its rivals.

The Randal found their answer in the Ashton household.


A noble household that has recently failed to produce any Young Sword Masters, causing its influence to wane, and among the five martial families, it was seen as the easiest target due to its weak political connections.

Consequently, clashes between the two households occurred throughout the kingdom, most of which were provocations started by the Randal.

Although these issues were, for the time being, being managed without major incidents, it was difficult to believe that this would always be the case.

Moreover, most people anticipated that the Randal would emerge as the victors. The presence or absence of a Young Sword Master made that much of a difference.

This view wasn’t much different among the three young nobles of the Randal household staying in Mira, distant relatives of the main line.

The eldest, Ramon, broke the silence.

“We should’ve dealt with a few of those pretentious Ashton brats earlier. Leaving them be just makes them strut around all arrogant.”

Pshht.

“Agh!!”

A young soldier screamed as he was stabbed in the heart.

As blood splattered on his face, Ramon licked it off and pulled out his sword.

“That’s why you should have listened to me, brother. We could have enjoyed this fun a bit longer.”

Beside him, his cousin Jerry also plunged his sword into another soldier’s forehead, saying,

“Our grandfather warned us to restrain ourselves, didn’t he? The whole reason we ended up here is because of some trouble we caused.”

The youngest, Cale, cautiously spoke up, but his morningstar was already gruesomely covered in someone’s brain matter and blood, clearly showing no sign of remorse as his lips curled into a sneer.

Just then, a squire lying bloodied on the ground raised his voice,

“What is this madness you’re doing?! What wrong have we done to deserve this! Kuhk!” 

Cale struck the squire’s head with his morningstar, then crouched down to speak to the shattered skull,

“Your very existence is an annoyance. Why crawl here and be an eyesore? Huh?”

Suddenly, the young soldier whose heart was pierced gasped for air and screamed again,


“You’ll regret this! Our young master will not let you get away with this, grgr.”

Ramon, slicing the young soldier’s throat with a sword, sneered,

“Hahaha. Please, do come quickly. We have business with that 3rd young master anyway. But it’s curious, isn’t it? They keep reviving no matter how often they’re killed.”

“Like I said, let’s kill that little Raul too! They won’t really die anyway,” Jerry exclaimed, excited by the sight of blood.

Cale cautiously added,

“But I heard that within the Free City, the martial families agreed not to draw swords against each other… What if we cause trouble with the direct lineage, and it backfires?”

“What does it matter? If we just deny everything, what can they do about it? Actually, isn’t this a good thing? Now’s our chance to stomp on the shell of what’s left of the Ashton family. We might even get praised by great-grandfather!”

Ramon’s words made his younger siblings think it seemed plausible.

Given the Ashton family’s tendency to step back whenever faced with a conflict, they indeed never had a clear chance to crush them.

This now sparked a hope that perhaps their confinement would be lifted, allowing them to return to their territories.

Initially, their actions were motivated by mere jealousy.

Having arrived in Mira before Raul, they had no choice but to stay in an inn instead of the official residence. It made sense, as they were junior nobles from a count’s household without titles, so the mayor saw no reason to offer them official accommodation.

Their interaction with the mayor had been brief, exchanging greetings upon their first arrival in the city.

But Raul?

From the moment he arrived, he stayed at the best official residence and was rumored to be dining almost daily with the mayor.

Naturally, they felt snubbed.

Moreover, for some reason, his men were seen around the city, fulfilling the requests of Mira’s citizens.

Thanks to that, his reputation soared by the day, a stark contrast to their own, who spent their days in gambling and drinking, troubling the citizens.

“At first, we held back because they outnumbered us….”

But upon receiving reports from their men, they learned that the city was mostly in the hands of young men who went about unarmed.

There was no reason they, with 15 knights among them, could be at a disadvantage.

“We’ve bribed the city guards, too, so we have plenty of time. Maybe it’s time to kill that Raul about thirty times or so, make them tremble at the mention of Randal. Heh, heh.”

Ramon, thinking of tormenting Raul, chuckled again, raising his weapon to strike.

Just then!!

A cracking sound, and Ramon’s head was shattered to pieces.

“……!!”

The bits of his brain scattered around as his body fell lifelessly.

The room was suddenly enveloped in silence.

“Bernard. Take them to the temple. And tell the mayor to block any access to this place from this moment forward. Go!”

Raul, having somehow saved his subordinates, turned away after passing them to Bernard.

He then glared at the trash of the Randal count’s household with a chill in his eyes that seemed to bring a cold wind.

“Philip. From now on, no one leaves this place. You understand what I mean?”

“As you command!”

Philip nodded to Raul’s order and signaled his men. Then, the knights, their capes billowing, swiftly surrounded the area in perfect coordination.

“Draw swords!”

At Philip’s command, the knights uniformly pulled out their large swords from their inventory and aimed them at the enemies.

A palpable, deadly aura pressured the knights of the Randal count’s household.

“They go about unarmed? Where in the world did those swords come from??”

“Is this really the presence of non-knights??”

A realization that something was terribly wrong spread among them.

Yet, as always, there were those who failed to grasp the gravity of the situation.

“This crazy bastard! How dare a green boy lay his hands on the blood relatives of the Randal count’s household!” Jerry pointed and shouted at Raul.

“Does the Ashton count’s household teach you to punch first? Well, it’s the kind of thing cowards do, after all!”

Cale added, loudly accusing, following the same vein of thoughtless bravado.

However, Raul did not even glance at them. He merely took a bastard sword from his inventory, swinging it around casually.

Finally, Raul pointed the greatsword forward and declared, “I’ll handle this myself. Don’t interfere!”

“Are you sure?”

Philip asked calmly, to which Raul responded lightly as if it was the most natural thing.

“There’s no need to dirty multiple hands to clean up the trash.”

(To be continued)
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As Raul stepped forward, his men sheathed their swords that had been pointed at their foes. Their razor-sharp killing intent slightly waned, allowing the knights of the Randal household to catch their breath and gaze at Raul with perplexed expressions.

“What’s this? Is he proposing a spar?”

“What is he thinking? Surely, he can’t mean to take us on all by himself?”

But such questions were fleeting.

Slash!

“Aaargh!”

Raul, who had dashingly charged in, swung his bastard sword, severing the arm of one knight who stood there foolishly. A subsequent horizontal slash sliced through another knight’s thigh.

“What, what the hell! He’s really going for it?!”

Jerry, who had never imagined Raul would actually attack alone, hastily backpedaled, shouting in panic.

While the knights of the Randal household hurried to aim their swords again, Cale, the youngest, charged at Raul swinging his morningstar.

“Presumptuous brat!”

Cale, who had reached the peak realm of seasoned sword users, never once thought he would lose. Rumor had it that Raul was nothing more than a 15-year-old kid who could barely wield a sword.

The moment Cale saw Raul block his morningstar with the bastard sword, he smirked maliciously, imbuing his weapon with mana.

It seemed certain that his mana-infused morningstar would shatter the bastard sword and smash down on Raul’s head.

Clang!!

“Eh…!?”

However, things did not go as Cale had planned. The morningstar was deflected weakly to the side, and the blunt blade of the bastard sword loomed before his eyes.

“Wha…!”

Thud!


Cale, wearing a face of grievance, tried to utter something, but Raul’s bastard sword had already crushed half of his head in its passage.

‘Fool. Everyone knows you can’t use sword qi within the Free City.’

Raul glanced at Cale with a look of contempt, then stepped towards his next prey.

In Free City of Mira and other starting cities, there were restrictions on mana-using skills to protect novice users from indiscriminate PK (Player Killing).

The techniques such as Mana Sword, Mana Blade, and Aura Blade utilized by NPC knights were naturally not activated.

Raul had stepped forward alone for that reason. No matter how genuine knights they might be, with their primary weapon, the skill of sword qi, being sealed, they were not much different from Raul.

“What are you doing! Take that bastard down!!”

Jerry, who had retreated to the very back of the formation, screamed furiously. However, the knights of the Randal house still hesitated.

The notion of many knights ganging up on a single person did not sit well with them, encircled as they were and considering the opponent was merely a 15-year-old child.

But with two of their charges already down and their comrades under attack, further hesitation seemed difficult.

‘No choice then.’

Jeremy, the captain of the count Randal’s guard, slightly frowned and gestured to the knights around him. Following that, some of the knights began to take action against Raul.

Their priority seemed to be to subdue Raul, who was rampaging in front, and then negotiate their way out of this situation with the opposing guard captain.

‘What are those guys thinking? Following orders is one thing, but to just stand by and watch…. Well, it does make things easier for us.’

The soldiers of the Ashton county, who had surrounded them, appeared to have no intention of moving. Moreover, a few who seemed like knights were not even worried, but rather wearing smiles and uttering exclamations of amazement.

‘What…?’

Feeling a sense of unease, Jeremy turned his attention back to the battlefield, only to widen his eyes in shock.

In the brief moment he looked away, several knights had fallen to the ground.

Clang!

“Ugh!”


Furthermore, other knights were splattered with blood, being pushed back here and there.

Even if they were knights of a cadet branch rather than the main part of the count’s knights, the idea that a mere 15-year-old could so completely overpower them was beyond comprehension.

‘This is too different from the rumors!’

How could this be the frail, weak child who supposedly couldn’t even wield a sword properly? Even now, the young lad of the Count’s family was forcefully pushing back two knights with his bastard sword. No matter how one looked at it, it was a scene so characteristic of the brutish Count Ashton’s family. The swordsmanship of the Ashton family was known for its use of a large two-handed greatsword, characterized by its powerful destructive force and wide attack radius. This was because it had been developed through real combat against monsters that were larger than humans. Moreover, the members of the Count’s family had the physical advantages suited for wielding a greatsword. They were exceptionally tall, with an average height exceeding 2 meters and long limbs; in fact, Raul’s father and two brothers were also over 2 meters tall, with muscular physiques.

However, immediately after his reincarnation, Raul found the family’s swordsmanship to be unsuitable for him. His slender and feeble muscles, although not skeletal, couldn’t support the powerful movements required. Thus, he hadn’t been able to properly utilize the family’s swordsmanship, but now things were different. Thanks to ample training and leveling up, he had accumulated enough stats to handle the heavy sword.

That was when it happened. 

“Argh! Who the hell is this guy!”

Ramon, whose head had been crushed, had recovered somehow and yelled out. 

The captain of the guard, Jeremy, regretfully realized he had forgotten about the person he was supposed to be protecting, as the situation had turned critical so quickly. 

‘He should have just quietly assessed the situation.’

Sure enough, upon hearing the shout, the young lad from the Count Ashton’s family stepped back and neatly split Ramon’s mouth with his bastard sword. Shaking his head, Jeremy sighed and then turned to the three knights beside him.

“Tsk. Go take care of it.”

With that, the three knights shrugged and pulled out thin rapiers from their waists before stepping forward. The family head of the Count Randal, Hudson Count, favored the rapier as his primary weapon. He had become a sword master with the rapier, which resembled a thin steel skewer, and his swordsmanship was passed down only to his kin and the official knights of the Randal household, including the Randal knights.

Among those of the guard, only four, including the captain, wielded rapiers. This meant that the knights stepping forward were the cream of the crop within the Count Randal’s Household, recognized for their skills.

By that time, more than half of the knights had already been defeated by Raul’s hand.

One of the Randal knights frowned slightly and thrust his arm forward.

Swoosh, clank!

For the first time, Raul was pushed back by the knight, blocking the sharp tip of the rapier with his sword blade. Raul’s eyes sparkled slightly.

[Name]: Jeremy (37 years old)

[Level]: 65


[Occupation]: Knight (Sword Expert Beginner)

[Affiliation]: Count Randal’s Household, Randal Knights

[Stats]: Potential (B rank)

[Strength 66] 

[Agility 72] 

[Stamina 68]

[Intelligence 48]

[Mind 63]

[Magic 70]

[Sense 55]

*Unique Trait

Cruelty (C)

Jeremy, the captain of the guards, was at level 65. The levels of other Randal knights hovered in the early 60s. Considering that the boundary between a user and an expert was level 50, it was clear these were somewhat experienced expert-level knights. The rest of the guard knights were around levels 45-50; most were only at the upper to peak levels of sword users. Hence, the other knights hadn’t caught his eye from the start. Not all knights were equal, after all.

“Phew.”

Raul took a moment to catch his breath, swinging his sword in the air once before assuming his position again. In the meantime, the three Randal knights, as if there was no rush, slowly advanced towards Raul with their rapier tips pointed to the ground. Their expressions were not just overconfident but downright arrogant. The one standing in the middle began to speak.

‘Perhaps it’s time to stop. You’ve had enough satisfaction for a vendetta, haven’t you?”

“Why should I?”

“I’ve turned a blind eye so far, but if you really come at me, you’ll get hurt. Honestly, I have no interest in getting involved in a quarrel between swordsmen.”

Despite his words, his rapier dripped with blood. There was no need to ask whose blood it was.

Raul, without a flicker of hesitation, retorted, “Stop spouting nonsense and come at me. Do you plan to fight with words?”

“Really now. Relying on the guards backing you up, I see. Randal’s sword may be swift as the wind, but – urk!”

Thwack!

Raul’s bastard sword overpowered the knight’s rapier and shattered it to the forehead.

The rapier’s slender blade stood no chance against the might of the nearly 5kg heavy bastard sword coming crashing down.

‘You should have attacked instead of wasting time talking.’

Starting trouble, then seeking reconciliation when the situation turned against him?

If he thought this could have been resolved with words, he wouldn’t have started fighting. He didn’t plan on ending this fight until he achieved the outcome he desired.

“You coward!”

“It’s too late for regrets now!”

The knights standing by stabbed at him with their sharp rapiers.

Using his neck guard, Raul deflected one and knocked aside another rapier with his bastard sword, then charged forward using his shoulder. A thud echoed as one knight staggered back groaning, and Raul spun, wielding his sword.

Swoosh.

But they were indeed sword experts. In that brief moment, a rapier grazed between Raul’s shoulder blades.

Ignoring the searing pain, Raul charged at the knight retrieving his rapier.

“Haah!”

He swung his bastard sword from low to high in a diagonal slash.

The knight, daunted by the ferocity, dodged backwards.

But it was a feint.

Sand kicked up by the wind pressure blinded the knight, and during his moment of hesitation, Raul’s roundhouse kick landed squarely on his chest.

‘Now’s the chance! Bear Strike!!’

Raul leaped towards the staggering knight, bringing down his sword with a mighty force.

Boom!

Like a bear slashing with its paw, the bastard sword’s brutal force not only smashed the rapier but cleaved the knight in two.

Even without mana enhancing the skill due to restrictions, the destructive power was terrifying.

That’s when he felt it.

Hiss!

Sensing a sharp presence behind him, Raul quickly darted forward.

Just barely, a zapping sound filled the air as sharp lines etched across the backside of Raul’s armor.

Rolling on the ground and coming to a stand, swords clashed again, sparks flying amidst the sound of metal.

And between those sparks gleamed Jeremy’s cold face.

Clang clang clang!

Each thrust from Jeremy, acting the role of the guard captain, vibrated the sword’s tip, targeting three vital points at once with a technique known as ‘Seven Shooting Stars’ from Count Randal.

Driven back, one knight saw an opportunity and stabbed at Raul’s exposed side.

With the 1.5 meter long bastard sword, deflecting the continuous stabbing from the roughly 80 cm long rapiers was challenging.

Especially since the two knights had closed in too much.

Thus, Raul found himself on the defensive, unable to block as the rapier began to graze his armor.

(To be continued)
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“Good. I’ve completely taken the initiative.”

Jeremy and the knight felt a premonition of victory. Although they were still defending, their attacks were gradually reaching vital points.

It seemed only a matter of time before they would pierce through this arrogant young upstart’s defense.

And after about thirty exchanges of offense and defense,

“I’ve got him!!”

The knight visualized a path for his rapier to reach Raul’s throat. The neck guard was slightly in the way, but it seemed like he could pierce through it in no time with a bit of effort.

With renewed confidence, the knight slightly slowed his flurry of consecutive attacks and thrusted his rapier powerfully.

Swoosh~ Pfft!!

He felt the sensation in his hand. Blood spurted from Raul’s neck.

However, Raul’s sword had somehow pierced the knight’s neck in a loose moment.

“Still, this is our victory!”

With his head nearly severed, the knight smiled and closed his eyes as his vision spun.

* * *

“That idiot!!!”

Jeremy cursed silently and quickly stepped back. A wide bastard sword whizzed past, barely missing his chest.

The smug youngster pulled his rapier out from the neck guard with an almost mocking ease.

He managed to make a hole in the boy’s lower abdomen at the last moment, but it wasn’t fatal.

It was definitely a golden opportunity.

The boy’s guard was down, and all that was left was to accurately stab him in the neck.


“But how could my hand tremble at the last moment?”

Had he developed a tremor from not training and only drinking since coming here? He only had to thrust straight…

Jeremy wouldn’t even dream that Raul had slightly pushed the rapier away with psychokinesis at the last moment.

Either way, because of one fool’s smiley departure, the offensive was broken. It didn’t look easy to seize the chance again and penetrate the distance of the bastard sword.

And there was another thing that irked Jeremy.

No matter that it wasn’t fatal, his rapier had certainly pierced the boy’s lower abdomen.

Blood was trickling from the hole in the armor as evidence.

“But why is he so composed?!”

There was no trace of pain on Raul’s face.

Even with a hole in his abdomen, he swung his sword without hesitation. It was hardly believable that such a performance could come from a youngster with little real combat experience.

Jeremy’s face was filled with a drained expression as he dodged the swinging sword again.

* * *

Raul vigorously swung his sword, pushing Jeremy back and calmly surveyed the battlefield.

Remaining were the bodyguard captain Jeremy, the young noble of the Randal household, Jerry, and five knights—a total of seven men.

He had already dealt with more than half of the enemy.

Since he had taken care of the three most troublesome knights of the Randal household, the contest was almost decided.

“Now, shall I clean up the rest of the trash?”

Raul dashed towards Jeremy.

A powerful downward strike that seemed to tear through the air came towards him, but Jeremy side-stepped to avoid it.

Normally, one would retract their sword to cover the opening for a counterattack, but Raul instead increased his speed, passing the spot where Jeremy had been.


Chang, Thunk! Thunk!!

It was not Jeremy who was watching. Reflexively, the rapier he thrust out created shallow puncture wounds on Raul’s flank and thigh. However, Raul paid no heed. After all, this was the Free City, where even the dead could be resurrected, so minor wounds were quickly healed.

As if to prove it, the wound he had suffered on his lower abdomen just moments ago had already healed without a trace.

‘So, in this place, you must aim for a fatal blow, a heavy hit!!’

Ignoring Jeremy’s startled expression, Raul aggressively charged towards the prey in front of him.

“Tahat!”

A powerful diagonal slash split the upper body of a knight in two. Followed smoothly by a horizontal strike that severed another knight’s thigh and passed through.

“Kuh! Die!!”

The surviving knights attacked Raul in turn, but he easily deflected their swords.

Instead, with a few more swings, the remaining knights all fell to the ground.

“What, what happened??”

Jerry, who had seemingly escaped, whispered in a slightly trembling voice from behind Jeremy.

Raul flicked his bastard sword to shake off the blood and turned to look at them.

“Two left.”

His face remained expressionless. However, his eyes revealed a ferocious killing intent, shimmering like those of a wild beast.

Facing those dreadful eyes, Jeremy sighed and said,

“Huh. I admit, it’s hard to believe you’re only 15. Such impressive skills, and with relentless speed and quick decision-making. Remarkable!”

Jeremy extended his rapier forward, aiming at Raul as he continued,

“Honestly, I was caught off guard. Who would have thought you would charge at us alone? And being unafraid of getting hurt…. One would think you’re a veteran warrior who has spent years on the battlefield.”

Was it because he couldn’t find an opening? Unlike before, Raul did not interrupt Jeremy and simply maintained his posture.


“But that’s as far as it goes. This situation won’t end unless you manage to defeat me. And you don’t really think you took down our knights with your skill alone, do you?”

But Raul showed no reaction, and his eyes seemed to waver as if pondering something else.

Noticing this, Jeremy chuckled and said,

“Ah, thinking now, are you? In the end, all the knights you took down will be resurrected. And from now on, no one will let their guard down. Can you really handle it?”

Finally, Raul spoke, but his words were not what Jeremy expected.

“What nonsense are you spouting? Stop with the clever tricks and come at me.”

Jeremy’s expression slightly soured. But, he had no intention of resolving the situation through words. He just needed time.

‘Still so young. If it were me, I wouldn’t have given time for talk and continued the fight immediately.’

Enough time had been bought. The presence of the knights who had fallen at the beginning of the battle began to be felt. Not only them, but other subordinates were also resurrecting and joining the fight.

“A foolish choice. There’s no helping it. Now, everyone, rise! We will form up and take them on!!”

At his stern command, the valiant knights of the Randal household were supposed to rise… but none did.

“Rise, I say! Are you not following orders!”

Jeremy’s voice echoed in panic, but still, no one responded to his command.

“Hmph.”

For the first time, a hint of a smile appeared on Raul’s face. It was a clear mockery.

As Raul shook his head in feigned pity and shrugged, Jeremy turned slightly to look at his subordinates.

‘……!!’

“We heard you arrived at Mira much earlier than us, but it seems you haven’t properly trained, huh??”

Raul’s mocking words struck deep into Jeremy’s heart.

“Grrrgh!”

“Grrrr.”

All of his knights were struggling on the ground, foaming at the mouth and shaking terribly, apparently in great pain.

The Free City of Mira. It heals wounds and even resurrects life, but it does not alleviate the pain and suffering. Would those who had suffered pain leading to death indeed regain their sanity upon resurrection? Unless one had exceptional mental strength, it was naturally challenging. This was the reason Raul had aggressively pushed his enemies from the start. 

“Have you grasped the situation now? Shall we begin again? This time, with your true skill minus the ‘carelessness’.” Raul’s words made Jeremy’s face redden. Indeed, he had to use whatever tricks he had to escape this situation with his own power. 

“This insolent fool!! I’ll slice off that arrogant mouth of yours!!” Jeremy drew a small dagger from his left waistband, gripping it in his left hand. It was a parrying dagger, also known as a main gauche, distinctive for its slight curve on the blade-side from the handle, designed to deflect an opponent’s blade.

He stretched his right-hand rapier forward while lowering the main gauche in his left, a unique stance synonymous with the Count of Randal’s swordsmanship technique, the ‘Shooting Star.’

Jeremy made the first move. Sliding across the floor in a low stance, he rapidly thrust his rapier at Raul, who countered with the long reach of his bastard sword. Previously, Jeremy would have dodged backwards, but this time was different. Twisting his body slightly, he continued his thrusts while using his main gauche to deflect Raul’s bastard sword. Jeremy’s thrust didn’t hit its mark, as Raul knocked the rapier’s tip away with the back of his gauntleted hand.

But Jeremy’s assault was far from over. He whipped his rapier like a lash, striking at Raul in a Z-shaped pattern. Raul, utilizing the slant of his armor, parried the rapier’s edge and swung his bastard sword fiercely, pushing Jeremy back. Without a moment’s rest, Jeremy lunged forward again, his blade creating a dazzling trail as if a meteor shower were pouring down.

Raul nodded slightly, blocking the sword trails as best he could. ‘It indeed deserves to be called the strongest one-on-one swordsmanship technique.’ Unlike the Count of Ashton’s swordsmanship, which evolved through battling monsters, Randal’s was honed through duels between people, designed with the purpose of targeting vital points.

Moreover, the opponent was an expert knight, physically superior to Raul. It was naturally a challenging fight. Raul’s armor began to show signs of damage, and slashes started marking his skin. Yet, Raul appeared composed, even counting an unknown percentage in his mind. ‘88%, 89%….’

After a one-sided exchange, the moment Raul’s mental count reached 100, boom! Jeremy, trying to block Raul’s sudden strike with both his main gauche and rapier, was pushed back. In that instant, Raul swiftly moved to a fallen Randal knight, seizing a rapier and main gauche.

“What are you doing??” Jeremy shouted, bewildered at the sight of Raul, who had discarded his bastard sword for the same weapons as his.

“What am I doing? Using what I’ve learned,” Raul replied, a slight smirk on his face, adopting the stance of ‘Shooting Star’ that Jeremy had used. 

(To be continued)
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Believing he was being mocked, Jeremy’s face turned into a mottled red and purple. 

However, Raul appeared uninterested in his reaction, swiftly scanning the message window that popped up before him.

-Observation of the target skill is 100% complete.

-Copycat can be activated.

-To engrave the target skill in the skill compendium, follow the precise movements via Copycat. 

-Copycat: Would you like to activate [Randal Swordsmanship – Shooting Star (B)]?

The S-Grade skill, Copycat, had its constraints due to its overwhelmingly effective nature. It could only be activated on one target at a time, and once observation began, one could absolutely not avert their eyes from the target. The moment the target moved out of sight, the observation rate would plummet, resetting the progress altogether. Consequently, stealing skills amidst a chaotic battle was nearly impossible. 

Simply staring wouldn’t increase the observation rate. The best method was to directly confront and engage with the skill head-on, or to observe from as close a distance as possible if not. This was precisely why Raul had taken down the others to face Jeremy in a one-on-one duel.

“Fine, I’ll straighten you out!” Jeremy, infuriated, rushed at him with gritted teeth. At that moment, Raul activated Copycat. 

-Copycat: [Randal Swordsmanship – Shooting Star (B)] has been activated. 

-Beginner skill level Lv.6 confirmed. Skill duration is 3 minutes.

-Initial synchrony rate: 30%. Please raise the synchrony rate to 100%.

As if the whole world had slowed down into slow motion, Raul saw everything move at half speed around him. A hologram-like, translucent figure, resembling Raul, appeared before him. This figure, flickering with a faint light, thrusted its rapier in opposition to Jeremy’s movements. 

‘It begins.’ 

Illuminating his eyes, Raul mimicked the translucent figure, moving his body like an afterimage. As his form overlaid with the translucent figure, a synchrony rate bar on the side of his vision climbed. 

Clang! Clang!!

Sparks flew as Jeremy’s rapier clashed against Raul’s. 

Like a choreographed dance, their rapiers met precisely without touching their bodies, clashing non-stop. 

‘This is impossible!’ 


Jeremy’s eyes shook in astonishment. 

How could a member of the Count Ashton’s family execute this swordsmanship? 

The swordsmanship unfolded by his opponent was undeniably ‘Shooting Star’— not merely an imitation, but genuine swordsmanship adapted to the situation.

It was more surprising that, despite a lower proficiency, the basics were used to counter advanced techniques. This feat would be impossible without extraordinary comprehension and adaptability. 

Meanwhile, Raul moved with great delight. 

The slowed time had returned to its rapid pace, requiring him to follow the figure closely. 

However, Raul’s movements flowed effortlessly, as if riding a rhythm, naturally following the hologram.

‘Real Dance Revolution, huh?’ 

Back in the day, Real Dance Revolution was a popular virtual reality rhythm dance game. 

Bae Dohyun, who boasted a high synchrony rate, was able to top the game, and it was through this game that he first gained followers. 

Though there was no music or dance, the sensation wasn’t any different. The 153Combo message, continuously climbing on one side of his vision, was exhilarating.

‘Good, let’s keep this up! Aim for a perfect score!’ 

Engrossed in moving his body, Raul was suddenly stopped by a system message. 

-Synchrony rate of 100% achieved.

-Total 250Combo, time 2 minutes 13 seconds. Rank S.

-Rank S bonus. [Randal Swordsmanship – Shooting Star (B)]’s proficiency adjusted to Intermediate Lv.1.

-[Randal Swordsmanship – Shooting Star (B)] has been successfully engraved in the skill compendium.

-To continue using [Randal Swordsmanship – Shooting Star (B)], please equip it in the skill compendium selection slot.

Clang!!

With one final, harsh clash of the rapiers, Raul and Jeremy each stumbled backwards.


“Ugh! Who are you? Which traitor taught you this swordsmanship?!”

Jeremy trembled with anger, his rapier quivering in his grip.

“That’s funny. Looking for someone when you’re the one who taught me in the first place?”

Raul chuckled softly in response.

“What nonsense are you spouting?!”

Jeremy shouted, to which Raul merely swung his rapier through the air a few times and shook his head in disapproval.

“Such basic swordplay. It’s natural to pick it up after seeing it a few times, isn’t it? It’s not that difficult. Maybe with a bit more practice, I could even surpass you?”

Although Raul spoke sincerely, his words were nothing less than a provocation to Jeremy.

Holding back his rage, Jeremy brandished his sword once more.

“Fine, if you’re not going to talk, I’ll force you to open your mouth. I won’t hold back any longer!”

Raul internally scoffed at Jeremy’s belated declaration of seriousness.

Inside his mind, Raul initiated a system command.

‘Skill list!’

[Displaying user’s skills.]

*Basic Skill Slots

1) Ashton Family Traditional Swordplay – Bear Crush (A+) – Intermediate Lv.2

2) Psychokinesis (S) – Intermediate Lv.2

3) Ashton Family Internal Cultivation (A) – Intermediate Lv.1

4) Copycat (S) – Beginner Lv.6

5) Basic Meditation (E) – Beginner Lv.8


*Skill Tome Choice Skill Slots

1) Blink (C) – Beginner Lv.6

2) Shield (C) – Beginner Lv.6

*Skill Tome Random Slots

1) Steel Fist (D) – Intermediate Lv.1

Initially, users are given three skill slots in Connect, with more slots becoming available as they level up, reaching a total of seven slots at level 100.

Thanks to the Skill Tome, Raul had gained an additional three skill slots.

A testament to having three more skills at his disposal than the others.

Among these, the choice slots allow selecting any two desired skills from all recorded in the Skill Tome.

Quickly scanning his skill list, Raul decided.

‘Swap Skill Tome choice slot 2 to [Randal Swordplay – Shooting Star (B)].’

-Skill Tome choice slot 2 has been swapped to [Randal Swordplay – Shooting Star (B)].

-A 24-hour cooldown is necessary before swapping to a different skill.

‘Now, shall we get serious?’

* * *

Whoosh.

“Why, why…?”

Jeremy, with a hole through his heart, fell to the ground like a straw doll.

His eyes wide open in disbelief, he stopped breathing with a look of utter shock.

Swish!

As Raul shook off the blood from his rapier into the air, a line of red painted the ground.

“Uh, uhuh…”

Turning towards a groaning noise, Raul saw a man named Jerry staring blankly with his mouth agape.

“Ah. Forgot there was one more left.”

Raul scratched his head with his blood-soaked hand and turned around.

And as he stepped towards Jerry, the latter panicked and fell on his rear.

“Wait, just a moment! You, I mean, who on earth are you… Grk.” Raul ruthlessly pierced the throat of the inept speaker with his rapier. Having shown them all he needed to, he deemed the man’s life no longer worth sparing. As he moved toward where the knights were gathered, a servant hurriedly approached him and handed him a towel. Raul casually wiped his hands, then quenched his thirst with a refreshing glass of water before Philip subtly nodded and said, “Well done. What shall we do with those people?”

Turning around, Raul noticed that most of them had already revived. Looking coldly at their groaning and writhing forms on the ground, he said in an icy voice, “Blood must be repaid with blood. Continue killing them for precisely one hour. There are to be no exceptions!”

“Understood. You all heard him, let’s proceed!”

“Yes!”

Swords were unsheathed all around as Raul’s men mercilessly struck down their victims.

“Wait, just a minute!”

“Ah! Please spare me!!”

“I am sorry…ugh.”

Screams erupted as the alley flooded with blood. Raul sat in a chair brought by a servant and watched the scene unfold without blinking an eye. ‘This is neither Earth nor a game. This is the harsh reality given to me. To avoid being robbed again, I must use any means necessary. Even if the path is cruel and dreadful, I will not avoid it.’ Connect was a world ruled by the survival of the fittest. Laws and rules were nothing but veils to justify the exploitation by those in power, and morals and ethics were mere romantic notions for minstrels. Everything was decided by ‘strength’ – be it money, power, or military might, the superior took all. At a glance, this might not seem much different from Earth, but here, interests and relationships were far more blatantly and simplistically represented. Displaying weakness was not an option, for wild beasts might attack at any time to seize what is yours. Raul steeled his resolve further, thinking of someone who might be watching this scene from somewhere.

* * *

“Ugh, this is troubling…”

Someone murmured a low sigh.

“What should we do?”

“How can you ask that after seeing what’s happening!?” Mayor Reynaldo of the Free City of Mira scolded his captain of the guard while lowering his telescope.

“So, what should we do, sir?”

The captain asked, looking perplexed. Reynaldo let out a deep sigh. “What to do? We’ll have to do as they say. Once the situation settles down, we’ll quietly clean it up.”

“Understood!”

The captain bowed and left, and Reynaldo picked up his telescope again, gazing toward the square next to the alley. 

‘It seems I might have provoked the wrong person…’ 

Through the lens, a brutal scene unfolded before him. Blood, blood, and more blood. If one were to imagine a human slaughter, this would likely be it. The knights’ expressionless execution of their task was chilling. What was terrifying, however, was the child who had been watching the scene for nearly an hour without flinching. Cold sweat trickled down Reynaldo’s back. 

‘I thought he was just a rich, good-looking fool.’ 

It seemed he had misjudged the situation. Typically, murders were rare in the Free City of Mira, thanks not only to its blessings but also because the mayor tightly controlled the city’s law enforcement. Only guards authorized by the mayor could use mana within the city, and solely the mayor had the authority to admit or expel citizens. Bribing guards with a few coins was out of the question. Naturally, the actions of Count Randal’s party had long reached the mayor’s ears.

In the end, today’s situation was something he could have easily prevented if he had taken action beforehand.

(To be continued)
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But why didn’t Reynaldo block the party of Count Randal?

From Reynaldo’s perspective, Raul was a gracious major shareholder, while the side of Count Randal was nothing more than a nuisance.

The reason was to put Raul in his debt.

If things went according to plan, there should have been a scene where Count Randal’s party was oppressing Raul’s group.

Then, Reynaldo himself would appear with his guards, making a grand entrance, and help Raul who was in trouble. That would have been the end of it.

The Randal fools had only fifteen official knights. In comparison, Raul’s group, even with the addition of apprentices, didn’t reach ten.

Considering that one official knight could take on dozens of regular soldiers, it was obvious that no matter how many members Raul’s group had, the outcome wouldn’t be much different, right?

It was a calculation that wasn’t complicating or difficult for anyone to see. But then…

“Oh my!”

Startled, Reynaldo dropped his telescope. It was because Raul, having stood up from his chair, was looking directly in his direction.

‘It must be a misunderstanding. How could he see me from that distance?’

Reynaldo calmed his shocked heart.

However, Raul’s golden eyes from their last moment of eye contact were not easily forgotten.

Nonetheless, Reynaldo decided to go over his calculations again.

The youngest son, known to be weak, was actually a monster who could single-handedly defeat fifteen knights. What more could be hidden within the Count Ashton’s family?

‘Could it be? A hidden Swordmaster, maybe. No way! Could the count himself have become a Swordmaster?? Even if not…’

Amidst the complex thoughts rattling in his mind, one thing was clear.

“I should be on friendly terms with the Count Ashton’s family from now on.”

Pondering over what gift would please Raul, the mayor left the rooftop of the building, trudging along.


* * *

Raul ceased his act of vengeance precisely an hour later.

The ruffians from Count Randal’s Household begged for their lives with tears and snot running down their faces, kneeling in apology for their actions.

Raul extracted adequate compensation from them and then left the scene.

The cleanup was handled by the city guard under Mayor Reynaldo’s orders. Officially, the incident was concluded as a friendly spar between the two families.

Upon returning to his accommodation, Raul quietly sat down and reflected on today’s battle.

He had no intention of handling them alone from the start. There was no reason to bother himself when he could have just let his followers do it.

However, his thoughts changed the moment he arrived at the scene. They had to change.

A tempting opportunity labeled [Sudden Quest] appeared right before him.

‘Open Quest Window!’

Grade: F~B

Objective: Rescue the followers captured by the rival family.

Additional Objective: Adequate reprisal against the challengers.

Description: The method of rescue and the response to the challengers will adjust the quest’s grade and rewards.

ex1> If rescued through unfavorable negotiations – F-Grade

ex2> If you single-handedly rescue the hostages and punish all the challengers – B-Grade

Quest Result: Rescue and reprisal completed. Assessed B-Grade

Reward: Experience Points, 30,000 Coins (Player Shop Exclusive), Random B-Grade Skill Book Drawing Ticket

It was somewhat an overreach, but the result was a generous reward thanks to that.

‘But it would have been difficult without psychokinesis?’


The biggest help in designing this battle was, of course, psychokinesis.

Despite any restrictions on mana skills, the physical stats of an expert-level knight were clearly superior to Raul’s.

Even though he successfully stole sword techniques, naturally, he couldn’t match Jeremy in proficiency.

What bridged this gap was precisely psychokinesis. More accurately, a technique that Raul named himself as [Psychokinesis Enhancement].

One might narrow down psychokinesis to the ability to move distant objects with one’s mind. However, Raul utilized his psychic powers in various ways.

[Psychokinesis Enhancement] started from contemplating how to compensate for his lack of physical abilities. The answer wasn’t difficult. It involved employing psychokinesis in alignment with the movement direction of the physical body or weapon. 

In essence, the idea was to overlay psychokinesis onto the physical form.

However, mastering this technique in reality was not easy. 

To activate psychokinesis precisely in tandem with the swiftly moving body required highly refined control and strength adjustment. 

It took a year since he started playing the game to use this technique for the first time, and another three years to become proficient in its use naturally. 

But for Raul, reincarnated, leveraging [Psychokinetic Enhancement] was not challenging at all.

This skill, more than anything, was about finesse and knack. 

In the battle, when Raul thrust his sword, he used psychokinesis to push from behind, enhancing the speed and power. 

When parrying, he added strength in the swinging direction, and when quivering the sword blade, he applied force in all directions to induce irregularities. 

As a result, Jeremy was unable to keep up with Raul’s unpredictable movements and was defeated. 

Probably, until the end, he couldn’t pinpoint the reason for his defeat. 

“Now, shall we check the reward?”

Raul laid out the rewards plundered from the troublemakers of the Count Randal’s Household on the table. 

A purse containing 5,000 gold coins. 

A shimmering black purse. 


An elegant set of a rapier and main gauche, glittering in silver, occupied its place. 

‘To have gotten my hands on a Space-Expansion Purse. It’s much needed, fortunate indeed.’ 

The black purse was an artifact imbued with space expansion magic, capable of holding the cargo of an entire carriage. 

Due to its price and rarity, the item was even more valuable. 

The rapier and main gauche set, made of mithril alloy, were unique grade weapons. 

The original owner, Ramon, must have been bursting with frustration, but that was none of Raul’s concern. 

Next, upon receiving the quest reward, a refreshing sensation swept over his body. 

His level rose to 47. 

A small silver ticket gleamed before Raul, who wore a pleased smile. 

The two random skill books previously received as tournament rewards had been disappointing. Hence, he resolved not to expect much from draws… 

But it was a B-rank skill book. How could he not harbor hope? 

Raul respectfully joined his hands, cradling the ticket as he silently wished in his heart. 

‘I don’t need a jackpot, just a decent draw! Or at least a usable skill!!’

Raul tightly clenched the ticket with slightly trembling hands. 

Zzzap!

– You’ve acquired [Riva Spear Technique (B)] skill book. 

“Yes!” 

Raul clenched his fist and stood up energetically. 

It honestly wasn’t a jackpot since his main skills were swordsmanship and psychokinesis. 

However, spear technique was an essential skill for his next destination, the capital. 

Although there was a C-rank spear technique in his skill tome, it felt inadequate, so discovering a B-rank spear technique now was fortunate timing. 

Having sorted through his rewards, Raul headed to bed, feeling relieved. 

‘There remains one significant issue to address in Mira. The entire party has invested nearly a month for it alone – we must ensure its success!’ 

Raul shut his eyes once more, pondering over his future plans.

* * *

A week later. 

Raul was still deeply engrossed in hunting within the Cursed Forest. 

Swoosh—Thud! 

A thrust swift as a flash pierced the heart of an orc warrior. 

And the moment the orc warrior helplessly fell to the ground. 

[Level Up!]

– Player Raul has reached Level 51.

-You have achieved a promotion level. Checking eligibility for promotion.

-Job: Sword User confirmed.

-Job: Beginner Psychokinetic confirmed.

-Job-related skills [Ashton Family Swordsmanship: Bear Crush (A+)], [Randal Swordsmanship: Shooting Star (B)], [Psychokinesis (S)] have reached intermediate level Lv.2.

-The conditions for promotion have been met. Job [Sword User] has been changed to [Sword Expert].

-Job [Beginner Psychokinetic] has been changed to [Intermediate Psychokinetic].

Paang!

Golden currents of energy burst forth from Raul’s body.

A 30cm-long golden mana blade surged from the bastard sword he held, and dozens of fist-sized rocks from the ground levitated, swirling around Raul as their center.

“Let’s go!”

With a snap of his fingers, the rocks circling his body dispersed in all directions.

Phuh-phuh-phuh! Crack!

Five trees, thick as adult bodies within a 5m radius, had their trunks simultaneously blasted apart.

Then, Raul swung his bastard sword toward a large rock. The rock, over 3 meters tall, split in half with a crack.

As if that wasn’t enough, Raul jumped into the air and shouted as he descended.

“Bear Strike!!”

Kwaang!

The split rock shattered into pieces, and the ground beneath it caved in.

Clap clap clap!

As Raul sheathed his sword, Philip and Jake approached, clapping.

“Marvelous, young master!”

“Incredible! A Sword Expert at 15!”

Admiration and pride were evident on their faces.

However, Raul spoke with nonchalance.

“It’s just the beginning. There’s a long way to go, so I need you two to help a lot.”

Then, Jake exaggerated with a click of his tongue.

“How are we to help? You’re doing so well on your own. And, could you slow down a bit? At this rate, you’ll become a Swordmaster before your twenties! Ow, ow!”

Philip scolded Jake by pulling his ear.

“Is that something to say to the young master? Remember, the moment you lag behind the young master, you’re wide awake. I’ll make you work to death.”

“Ah, it was just a joke. I just thought the young master had worked hard and it might be time to rest!”

“All talk, as always!”

After letting go of Jake, Philip asked Raul,

“What will you do now? Should we contact the main house? The Count will be very pleased.”

But Raul shook his head.

“There’s no need to make a fuss over this. I’ll talk to my father myself later, so let’s keep it a secret for now.”

A sharp stone is always the first to be hit. With enemies targeting their family openly walking around, there was no reason to expose their full strength.

“Understood. Just in case, I’ll also warn the subordinates to keep quiet.”

Then Philip shot Jake a warning look. Jake flinched.

“Why, what did I do?”

Philip quietly gestured a zipper moving across his lips.

“Got it! No one would believe it anyway. A 15-year-old Sword Expert? Ha, sure.”

Leaving Jake’s grumbling behind, Raul walked towards Mira.

Having done enough monster hunting, it was time to prepare for a different kind of hunt.

The groundwork was already laid, and the stage was set. All that was left was for the prey to bite the bait.

‘Move quickly, dogs of the empire!’

The time for revenge in his new life was drawing near.

(To be continued)
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“Goodbye~”

With a click, the door closed.

Having seen off the last customer, Nakia stretched her arms out wide and began tidying up the shop.

“Lately, there have been more customers. Is it because of those people?”

The vials in the display case had significantly diminished. This could mean either that there were a lot of people falling ill, or that more people had the financial leeway to come buy remedies.

A month had passed since the people from Count Ashton’s household had arrived in Mira.

Despite being only about fifty people, the city had gradually come to life.

In the inner city, a massive construction project had begun, mobilizing people, and the count’s people, though not mercenaries, helped procure materials for each store or lent a hand with labor.

“They may be unusual, but they’re a welcome presence.”

She had received a great deal of help from them. Her shop was quite different from the usual stores.

She needed the kidney of a red-maned wolf, goblin nails, orc fangs, blood of various monsters, and other beast and monster by-products.

This was because Nakia’s profession was that of an ‘alchemist.’

Alchemists were explorers who synthesized various materials to create new substances. Nakia specialized in potion making among them.

Up until a month ago, it had been very difficult to procure materials since very few monsters ventured out of the Cursed Forest.

But the people from Count Ashton’s household somehow managed to find monsters daily and brought her their by-products.

At times, they brought so much she couldn’t afford to buy all of it, so they left the materials asking her to pay them back with the potions she made later.

And there was more. Every morning, when it was time to open the shop, Raul, the youngest noble of the Count Ashton’s household, would visit her personally. He would check if everything was alright overnight, if she needed anything, and chatted before leaving.

At first, she was wary, wondering if he had ulterior motives.

“Well, honestly, it’s not like I lack in looks anywhere I go.”


However, it soon became clear it was a misunderstanding. He visited other shops as well, engaging in similar conversations.

The clear fact was that he visited this shop every day.

It was a little thrilling for her.

Honestly, Raul was the most handsome and best-built of all the men she had encountered. His personality seemed good, and his manners were…

Snap!

Nakia patted her flushed cheeks lightly with both hands.

“Get it together. He’s just 15! That’s an 8-year difference with you! And he’s a noble!!”

Though he seemed like an odd noble, far from typical, there was no way a commoner like her could end up with him.

Click.

Locking the shop door and stepping onto the street, Nakia snapped out of her happy fantasy back to reality.

Like any ordinary girl, she dreamt of love, but her circumstances were far from ideal. For some reason, she couldn’t leave this city, and she had dear people to take care of.

Fortunately, thanks to unexpected kindness, her living conditions had improved recently, but there were still many challenges ahead.

“Niki~ Sister’s home!”

Arriving home, Nakia called out in a bright voice. However, strangely, there was no response.

“Is she sleeping?”

Her sick younger sister was so frail she couldn’t even walk around. She spent most of her day in bed, but she always made sure to be awake by the time Nakia returned.

Feeling slightly uneasy, Nakia hurried to the bedroom. And the moment she opened the door, her heart sank.

It was empty.

The bed where her sister always lay was completely bare, with only a small piece of paper placed on top.

“We’re taking your brother. If you want to save him, keep your mouth shut and wait for further instructions.”


Thud.

Nakia collapsed where she stood, her legs giving way.

‘Oh no, not that! That cannot happen!!’

She needed help.

Dragging her unwilling legs, Nakia rushed out of her house towards the city hall. But soon, she had to stop herself.

‘I can’t go to the city hall. The kidnappers might be watching me.’

The cold air made her mind clearer, and recent rumors came to mind.

– “Lately, there’s been a spike in abductions and disappearances. But all we hear from the city hall is that they’re ‘investigating,’ and no one seems to have returned.”

The Free City of Mira was renowned for its safety, but that was only true within the city limits.

For some unknown reason, the city guards never ventured outside the city.

So, when criminals escaped beyond its borders, most cases were handed over to mercenary or adventurer guilds, requiring an exorbitant amount of time to solve.

‘This can’t be happening! Niki could lose her life if she’s taken outside the city!!’

Suddenly, she remembered Raul’s face telling her to come to him if she ever faced any trouble.

Nakia resumed walking, her determination renewed.

* * *

“Nakia is headed towards the official residence,” came the message through the guild’s communication system.

Raul clenched his fist slightly.

Things were going as planned. Had she headed to the city hall, Raul would have had to act directly, which would have cost them precious time.

“All members, to your designated positions! Keep a strict watch on the marked target and report immediately if any variables arise. And knights, to my office now!”

After issuing orders, Raul activated the system.


‘Connect to the community!’

[Connecting to the community.]

Raul navigated through the expansive custom browser to enter the [Link] café, the only one of its kind.

The [Link] Cafe.

It was a private information café run by Bae Dohyun before his reincarnation, operating on a membership basis where only special members could access.

Bae Dohyun, being a highly popular star player, was able to gather information from numerous fans, his hired informants, and brokers.

It also served as a communication platform for solo rankers not affiliated with any guild, where hidden information was traded.

As a result, Bae Dohyun prided himself on having collected almost every piece of hidden information on Connect, making it a treasure trove of information.

But for some unknown reason, the [Link] Cafe remained untouched. For Raul, it was an unexpected windfall.

This allowed him to plan based on precise information rather than hazy and uncertain memories.

Raul focused on the ‘Free City of Mira’ tab in the café, looking closely at the quests listed.

‘Good. I’ve checked all the quests I can undertake. Now, the only thing left is to see if things will go as I’ve planned….’

He was fully prepared for what was to come.

“Nakia has arrived.”

The main character was here. Raul felt his heart race, wondering if he could really change her fate.

“Let her in.”

* * *

The mad alchemist. The witch starved for blood. The heretic of concoction. The breaker of taboos. These were all terms referring to one individual. Nakia, the owner of this formidable epithet, was an object of fear to all, regardless of whether they belonged to the Empire or the Kingdom. She would not hesitate to break taboos in her quest to develop new weapons, even using humans as test subjects. As a result, the Empire suffered greatly from her numerous creations of biochemical weapons, explosives, and biological armaments, while many in the Kingdom fell victim to her experiments. Moreover, the various healing and buff potions she provided to the Kingdom’s players were a significant headache for the Empire. It was said that for ten years, until she lost her life in a combined assault by the Empire’s three great demon generals and the player guild alliance, the damage she inflicted on the Empire surpassed that of the Kingdom itself. Her vengeance against the Empire was intense. Yet, the current Nakia was nothing more than a delicate girl, clinging to Raul and sobbing uncontrollably.

“Please help! Niki!! Niki!!!”

Raul embraced her, gently patting her back to soothe her for a moment before sitting her down on the sofa. Then, locking eyes with her, he spoke calmly.

“I’ll help you. Can you tell me everything from the beginning?”

Nakia’s emotions surged again at his kind words, but she bravely held back her tears and choked out,

“My sibling, Niki, has been kidnapped. They were definitely at home until two hours before I got off work. The neighbor lady was looking after them until then.”

Following Raul’s questions and her meticulous responses, Nakia pleaded,

“Please, you have to find Niki! Oh, the poor child. It’s all my fault… all because of me…”

Raul took her trembling hands in his and assured her,

“Don’t worry. I’ll definitely find them. I even have a lead…”

“Really? Oh, please. I beg of you!”

Raul looked into her eyes, nodded, and stood up.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything. Stay here and wait. Bernard here will assist you in the meantime.”

Bernard, who was standing by Raul’s side, slightly bowed to Nakia and added,

“If you need anything, please let us know. And madam, coming here was a wise choice. Our lord always keeps his word.”

* * *

As Raul left the room, Philip and Jake joined him.

“Pierce is making smooth progress in tracking. And Reynaldo, the mayor, has handed us the operation permit.”

Philip handed over the permit, and a quest message appeared upon Raul’s touch.

– Grade: D~B

– Objective: Raid the headquarters of an unidentified band of thieves.

Additional Objective: Destroy hidden bandit outposts in the forest and rescue hostages.

Description: An unidentified band of thieves is active in the forest surrounding the Free City of Mira. Mayor Reynaldo has commissioned the extermination of this band to stop them from disrupting trade and abducting citizens. Raid their headquarters to restore peace to the city.

Rewards: Large amount of experience points. Coins. Recognition from Mayor Reynaldo. ????

“Good. You’ve delivered the list of these rats as well, I presume?”

At Raul’s inquiry, Philip responded,

“Yes. The mayor was quite surprised. He says he’ll provide a separate reward later.”

The list Raul had handed over was a compilation of the names of spies from the band of thieves lurking within the city. Since arriving in the city, his subordinates had begun to monitor suspicious individuals, and using his own two eyes and the Connector Cafe to gather information, Raul had managed to identify the spies.

Having already invested a significant amount of money, Raul had no intention of leaving any risk factors unchecked before the final operation. Thus, he had handed over the list.

“Then let’s set off.”

Raul and the two knights mounted their horses and crossed the town. They needed to hurry if they were to catch up with Pierce, who was leading the way.

And as some individuals observed their figures, a few quietly began to move in the shadows.

(To be continued)
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Silently.

As the sun set, among the shadows cast by the trees, the figure of three cloaked men appeared, as if by mirage. The bow slung over a shoulder carelessly, a sheath of daggers belted at the waist, and numerous throwing knives tightly packed in a leather vest were notably visible. Among them, the man leading at the forefront, concealed by the trunk of a tree, surveyed the forest with sharp eyes.

“This is the place.”

Gently touching the markings on the ground, he nodded slightly before taking off.

In an astonishing feat, he leaped atop a tree branch three meters high, his figure soon blurring like a shadow.

His name was Pierce, a knight of the Golden Bear Knights of the Count of Ashton’s household, one of the three knights escorting Raul.

Perched on the tree branch, Pierce utilized a recently learned technique, [Insight]. Along with a strange sensation of mana gathering before his eyes, new vistas came into view.

A small rocky cliff about 50 meters away, heavily overgrown with vines, shimmered like a mirage in a reddish-black hue.

Focusing more mana into his eyes, hidden elements became distinctly visible. What seemed to be a rock face was actually a large wooden gate made by someone, with two men wielding bows concealed in the bushes in front.

“Illusion magic? A barrier? Anyway, just as the young master said.”

Pierce reported the situation to Raul via guild communication, inwardly admiring the scene.

Being told to wait as it would take about five minutes for Raul to arrive, Pierce relaxed his tensed body, lowering the bow he had been aiming.

Leaning against a tree while watching the cliff, memories from a month ago surfaced.

The knight order was no different from the army. Absolute obedience to superiors’ commands was required, and orders must be followed unless in special cases.

Thus, when the news that the youngest son of the Count was going to the academy in the capital, most knights were reluctant.

The youngest son, Raul.

Despite being born into a prestigious martial family, he lacked talent in swordsmanship and was too mentally frail to properly undergo training, barely competent.

For knights who revered martial arts and desired advancement, Raul was no different from trash.

The Count’s heir was already designated as the eldest son, Dylan, and the second son, Lawrence, had reached the advanced expert level in swordsmanship, a prodigy.


Who, then, would want to associate with the third son, Raul?

Perhaps for that reason, the task of guarding the third son was unusually opened to volunteers.

There were some knights who sighed in relief at the news and others who mocked Raul.

Even if he had won the swordsmanship tournament, it was too much to erase the image they had seen for so long.

Eventually, days passed without any volunteers, and that included Pierce.

“But to think he’d come to find me personally.”

Raul had been visiting the knights’ training ground for a while, holding individual meetings with several knights.

Though many deemed it a pointless endeavor, Pierce didn’t take long to change his mind.

“Knight Pierce. Don’t you want to leap over the wall? I can help you.”

It sounded like nothing more than the naive talk of a child.

However, Raul demonstrated his swordsmanship to Pierce in person, pointing out flaws.

Of course, Pierce didn’t take him seriously. How could a mere child who had barely reached the realm of a sword user give advice to a intermediate-level expert swordsman?

But after Raul left and Pierce resumed his training, he couldn’t shake off a nagging feeling and decided to reflect on Raul’s words while practicing his swordsmanship, only to be shocked by the revelation. Wasn’t it that the advanced swordsmanship, which had never flowed smoothly before, unfolded much more smoothly now? It seemed too much for coincidence that all three movements Raul pointed out were so. Realizing this brought back other things Raul had said. 

“Sir Pierce, if you stick strictly to the Bear Crush style of the Count Ashton family, it will be hard for you to excel. You have an advantage in agility over strength. And wouldn’t it be a waste to bury your other talents?” 

In truth, Pierce was not only skilled in swordsmanship but also in archery. His father had been a famous hunter, and Pierce had learned hunting from him until he became a squire. However, after becoming a knight, there were not many opportunities to use a bow. The main weapon for the Golden Bear Knights was the two-handed greatsword, and the bow was merely a secondary weapon. Additionally, a bow was hardly effective against the thick armors of knights or the hides of larger monsters. Thus, few within the knight order knew of his archery skills, but somehow Raul was aware of them. 

‘Perhaps Sir Raul had been watching me for a long time… Otherwise, how could he pinpoint the flaws in my swordsmanship and know about my archery?’ 

Pierce couldn’t help feeling recognized by Raul and entertained the hope that Raul might indeed be able to hone his latent skills. The next day, Pierce decided to join Raul’s guard. A month later, Raul had kept his promise. Pierce, who had remained at the intermediate level of a Sword Expert, unknowingly stepped into an advanced level. Raul’s provided skill book further sharpened his specialties. 

‘It was indeed the best decision. Those who rejected Sir’s offer will regret it deeply later.’ 

Raul, the second son, turned out to be a swordsmanship genius surpassing his brother Lawrence, an excellent leader who could bring out the best in his subordinates, and seemingly an envoy of divine powers. While it was uncertain why he had concealed his abilities so far, it wouldn’t take long for Raul’s true capabilities to become widely recognized now that he had started making his moves actively. And perhaps, this very moment marks the beginning of that grand step. Whoosh. Pierce leaped from a tree, bending one knee and bowing his head as he landed. 

“Have you arrived, Sir Raul?”


* * * 

Raul looked towards a distant cliff with his eyes shimmering in a faint golden hue. 

Rank: ??? 

Size: ??? 

Status: A 3rd-circle illusionary magic circle that manipulates human sight and a 3rd-circle aversion magic circle that prevents approach are deployed. To obtain additional information, dispel the magic circles or enter the interior. Raul nodded slightly, certain of the place he was looking for. 

‘As usual. Different cities but the hideouts have similar structures.’ 

Although the details listed were uncertain, Raul knew. This was the hideout where spies of the Cranen Empire were covertly operating. Although he was now in the free city of Mira in the Ruben Kingdom, in his previous life as Bae Dohyun, he started in Ignit, one of the starting cities in the mercenary state of Marcus Kingdom. The situation in Mira was not much different. Receiving quests in the city and leveling up by hunting in the surrounding plains and forests was the typical growth path for players. The forests harbored not only monsters but also bandit groups and robbers targeting the city and players. Among these bandits, some were not mere robbers. 

For instance, slave traders kidnapping city dwellers under the orders of nearby nobility, or mercenary groups neglecting their main jobs in hopes of striking it rich. They were the spies of various factions, bent on recruiting players or resorting to abduction and blackmail. Among these, however, the most sinister and threatening were the agents of the Cranen Empire’s intelligence division, the “Imperial Hounds.” 

They stopped at nothing to hinder the players’ progress, not only hunting the players directly but also constantly engaging in manipulation through kidnapping, blackmail, instigation, agitation, and persuasion, ensuring the players could never unite. It was largely due to the influence of the Imperial Hounds that, in the later stages of the game, the major guilds betrayed their kingdoms to collude with the empire. For Raul, these were adversaries he could not simply overlook.

“Sir Pierce.”

At Raul’s command, Pierce strung two arrows on his bow from atop a branch and aimed them toward the cliff.

Swoosh! Thwack!

The arrows pierced through the foreheads of two guards simultaneously, and they fell dead. 

Once Raul confirmed no one else was around the entrance, he quickly moved forward, pulling out two small scrolls from his pocket. They were 3rd-Circle Magic Dispel Scrolls he had acquired in advance from the magic guild. 

Raul hesitated for a moment as he was about to tear the scrolls and dismantle the magic circles, then stared intensely at the magic formation.

‘I think I can do this.’

Reincarnated with new eyes, Raul could clearly see the flow of mana making up the magic circle before him. Transparent mana streams emerging from behind the door were drawing geometric patterns as they circulated in the air before the cliff. 

Putting the scrolls back, Raul drew his main gauche from his waist. Inserting mana into it, he lightly stabbed at the air a couple of times.

Crack.

The circling pattern cracked and crumbled away.


Sensing he got the hang of it, Raul targeted the core of the remaining magic circle – where several streams of mana intersected – and stabbed with his main gauche once more. The magic circle inevitably shattered.

‘I’ve learned something useful. This’ll save me money on scrolls.’

Given their utility, magic scrolls were prohibitively expensive. With already plenty of expenses, Raul was inwardly pleased to save some money.

“Let Jackson and Neil lure the moths into the flame according to plan. I’ll inform you of the entry timing through the guild’s communication system.”

“Yes, young master.”

Two soldiers beside Pierce bowed and disappeared into the bushes. They intended to retrace the path taken by Raul’s group, erasing their tracks while creating false ones to mislead any pursuers.

After the soldiers vanished, only Philip, Jake, and Pierce – three of Raul’s finest knights – remained by his side. Yet, even with the empire’s hideout in sight, Raul showed no signs of tension or fear. Instead, his eyes sparkled like a predator eyeing a delicious prey.

“No need for prisoners. Hunt them all. And don’t forget, the finishing move must always be ‘this’.”

Raul said, waving a sharp rapier in the air.

“I don’t see why we must use such a pointed stick, but orders are orders. Catching thieves doesn’t seem to require a weapon anyway…”

Jake poked the ground with the rapier in discontent. Ignoring Jake, Raul turned to Pierce.

“Sir Pierce, first locate the abducted individuals. Especially, Miss Nakia’s sister, ‘Niki,’ must be found as a top priority.”

“Leave it to me.”

Finally, Raul gave Philip a slight nod before turning around. He was a reliable man who required no specific orders.

“Then, we’re moving in.”

Using psychokinesis to open the door silently, Raul stepped into the cave within the cliff.

Amidst the rustling wind, faint screams and the stench of blood seemed to flow.

(To be continued)
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For about ten minutes, they silently descended down the dimly lit tunnel passage.

Whoosh.

At the end of the passage, the sound of torches igniting and their faint light flickered.

Upon making eye contact with Raul, Pierce slightly nodded his head and, deploying his stealth techniques, melted into the darkness.

A moment later, as the report of Pierce’s infiltration into enemy territory came in, Raul rose to his feet.

It was time to begin the hunt in earnest.

Beyond the passage lay a vast cavern.

The ceiling looked to be over 10 meters high, and at the forefront, a wooden barricade 3 meters tall stretched across the cavern from left to right.

The distance to the barricade was roughly 30 meters. A distance that could be covered in a blink of an eye if one dashed with intent.

‘Levels 30, 31… Seems no different from the common thieving lot.’

Unaware of their penetration, only a few guards were lazily hanging around atop the barricade.

Raul gestured towards their individual targets. Jake to the left, Philip in the middle, and Raul to the right.

After steadying his breath, Raul signaled the charge and darted forward.

Swoosh!

Cutting through the darkness like a black falcon, Raul leaped forward 3 to 4 meters at a stretch, reaching the barricade in an instant. He then used psychokinesis as a stepping stone to leap into the air.

“Wha…!”

The guard, whose eyes widened as he suddenly made eye contact with the soaring Raul, barely opened his mouth before a thrown dagger buried itself into his forehead.

Thud. Thud.

As two guards fell, Raul, now on the barricade, drew his bow, nocked an arrow, and drew back the string.


Twang-thunk!

With each snap of the bowstring, an enemy life was extinguished within the barricade. The same fate awaited the targets of Philip and Jake.

In less than 30 seconds, over twenty enemies lay fallen. But inside the barricade, more than a hundred enemies remained.

“Enemy attack!!”

“The barricade’s been taken!!”

“Kill them!!!”

Armed robbers, dressed in various garbs and moving chaotically distinct from regular soldiers, swarmed out of the tents and huts within the barricade. Yet, their armaments were far too sophisticated for common thieves.

Swoosh-Thud!

Shortly, most robbers had taken up shields to block the arrows, and among them, those in iron armor deflected incoming arrows using their weapons in a display of skilled maneuvers.

Some robbers, equipped with bows and crossbows, retaliated against Raul and his team.

Shriek-Whoosh!

Ten or so arrows and bolts targeted Raul, flying towards him. However, Raul, unflinchingly and mechanically continuing to shoot arrows at the enemies, was barely grazed as the heads of the incoming arrows and bolts wobbled slightly to miss him or were deflected just in front of him by his psychokinesis.

Yet, the barrage of arrows aimed at him did not decrease.

It was because Philip and Jake had descended beneath the barricade to engage with the enemies in close combat, leaving Raul as the sole target for the archers.

Clang-Clash!!

“Die!!”

“Arrgh!!”

Like lions plunging into a flock of sheep, Philip and Jake wrought havoc among the enemies, an onslaught that left a whirlwind of blood in their wake.

The enemies were cut down like straw, unable to parry even a single thrust of their rapiers.

Thud-Thud-Thud. Whiz!


As dozens of fallen arrows surrounded Raul, the enemy numbers climbing over the barricade stairs appeared to be over thirty.

“Take that bastard down!!”

“Quickly secure the barricade! There might be more enemies!!”

A few iron-clad robbers, seemingly commanders, pointed at Raul, shouting out commands.

Upon confirming the approaching enemies, Raul finally put down his bow. And between the fingers of both hands that had slipped into his pocket, the black-painted daggers exhaled an air of menace.  

“Die!”  

The bandit, who had climbed onto the stockade, brandished his axe and charged towards Raul. But at that very moment—  

Whooosh! Crack!  

A whirlwind burst out from around Raul, pushing the bandit back, and dozens of arrows and bolts that had fallen to the ground rose into the air, spinning around him.  

“What, what is this?”  

“Magic??”  

The unexpected sight made the bandits flinch, sealing their fate.  

As Raul threw the daggers from both hands, the swirling arrows and bolts poured down on the bandits like a rainstorm.  

Thwack! Whoosh! Clink!  

“Argh!”  

“Cough!”  

“Grrr…”  

Dozens of bandits were swept away in an instant.  

Only about five bandits, dressed in iron armor, remained standing, albeit shakily with several arrows and a dagger or two stuck in their exposed areas.  

‘Still, the firepower is lacking. To penetrate the iron armor, I need to put more intention into it. For now…’  


Raul, with a slightly dissatisfied expression, drew his rapier and Main Gauche from his waist and charged at the remaining bandits.  

There was no need to unfold ‘Shooting Star’ against bandits who were already out of their wits.  

Raul easily severed the bandits’ lifelines with his rapier and even confirmed the kills before turning his gaze back inside the stockade.  

“Run away!!”  

“They are monsters!!!”  

“Save us…!”  

Philip and Jake were sweeping through the bandits.  

The bandits, realizing they were no match, were fleeing, but Philip and Jake chased after them at twice their speed, continuing the slaughter.  

Puff!  

Jake’s rapier split one of the bandits in half.  

Raul, who happened to witness the scene, frowned and rubbed his forehead.  

‘Jake, that guy. Always complaining about using a rapier.’  

The rapier was a weapon designed for thrusting, aiming to incapacitate the enemy by targeting their vital points.  

To split a body with a weapon whose blade was only as thick as a finger was not only inefficient but also consumed a great deal of mana.  

There was another reason for insisting on the rapier.  

They did not want to leave any trace of the Ashton family’s swordsmanship on the bodies, and in case anyone survived, they wanted to obscure their identity.  

Knowing this, Jake had mostly dispatched his enemies with thrusts, but occasionally, out of frustration, he would split them.  

Shaking his head, Raul picked up his bow again.  

Chasing the fleeing remnants with a bow was far more efficient than with a sword.  

In response, an arrow shot by Pierce was piercing through the bandits on the opposite side.  

It did not seem to take long to clear out the enemies.  

* * *  

“I apologize, young master. I’ve searched the entire prison but was unable to find Miss Niki.”  

After the clearing was done, Pierce apologized with his head bowed as they regrouped.  

Raul patted Pierce’s shoulder and said,  

“It’s okay. I have a rough idea of where she might be. Did you explain to the prisoners we’ve rescued?”  

“Yes. I told them to gather in one place and wait since the battle is not over yet.”  

About 30 villagers who had been missing were locked up in the prison.  

They were released and given clothes and food, but they couldn’t be taken to the city just yet. There were still things to be done here.  

“But young master, do you really think there are still enemies hiding? They seemed to be just bandits, albeit a bit more skilled.”  

Jake asked, tilting his head in confusion. Raul crossed his arms and asked with a sparkle in his eyes, “Isn’t that a bit strange though?”

“What is?”

“First, we can’t find a trace of Niki who was supposedly kidnapped here. Second, despite there being over 150 thieves, there’s not a single notable fighter among them. And finally, the existence of the magic circle at the entrance. Has anyone seen a wizard around here?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“So, doesn’t that mean that the leadership and the important hostages might be somewhere else?”

Jake scratched his head and nodded, “That seems likely. But if we can’t find where that is, isn’t it all for nothing? Right, Pierce?”

“I did have a few suspicious places in mind, but it’s hard to be sure with my skills. It seems there might be some high-level magic circles or mechanisms in place.”

At Pierce’s words, Raul slapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “For being here less than a month, that’s impressive. If you keep at it, soon nothing will be able to escape Lord Pierce’s eyes. Follow me. I have a hunch about a place.”

Raul had wandered into countless dens of the empire in his previous life.

Few knew their habits as well as Raul did.

He headed toward a shabby shack located in a corner of the hideout.

There were about a half-dozen shacks all clustered together haphazardly.

Entering one of the shacks, Raul quickly scanned the area near the bed before stepping back outside.

After doing this a couple of times, on his fourth entry, Raul’s eyes gleamed as he said, “Get ready. The real deal might just pop out.”

Swish. Click.

As everyone drew their weapons, Raul kicked the bed aside and drove his rapier into the floor.

Boom.

A dull sound, unlike that of piercing wood, vibrated through the floor as it split apart with a crackling noise.

Whooosh.

A staircase, about two meters wide leading into a dark underground, appeared as cold air flowed out from the cracked floor.

Raul quickly retreated and shouted, “Here they come!”

And just as he finished speaking, something with red glowing eyes leaped out from the ground.

Growl! Clang!

“What the—?” Jake took a half step back as he parried the sudden attack with his rapier, shouting in anger.

When he did, the floor near the passage shattered, and blood-red monstrous masses jumped out all at once.

“Don’t back down! If we scatter, they’ll be harder to deal with!” Philip quickly realized the nature of their adversaries and lunged forward with his sword.

One of the creatures lunged at Raul.

He deflected its gruesomely long nails with his main gauche and thrust his rapier toward its waist.

Psshk! Squeal!!!

A large creature, twice the size of a normal man, with irregularly bulging muscles and blue veins pumping under a blood-red skin mottled with scale-like textures, screamed as it convulsed on the ground.

Its face, melted as if by acid, had its features distorted, while sharp, orc-like fangs and shark-like double teeth clicked incessantly.

“It’s an imperial demon beast! Their vital points are different from humans! Go for the neck, always slice the neck!”

Philip chopped off the head of his adversary while shouting.

“Damn it! Why the hell are imperial bastards setting up shop here!”

Jake cursed as he drew a 20cm mana blade from his rapier and swung it.

Pierce, with a main gauche in each hand, gleamed as he aimed for a demon beast’s neck.

Raul, satisfied with the knights’ swift action, nodded and stared down the imperial war beasts with his golden eyes.

(To be continued)
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[Level]: 41

*Type: First Form Cranen Imperial Warhound

*Rank: Test Subject / Cadet

[Affiliation]: Imperial Hound Branch in Mira

*State: Berserk

*Traits: ???

“Phew. That’s a relief. Just as I expected.”

The warhound was not yet in its complete form. Logically, it had another year before players should even step foot here, so its unfinished state was somewhat expected.

In his past life, it was six months after the game commenced that Bae Dohyun first attacked the empire’s hideout in the free city.

A large mercenary quest appeared in the marketplace when the leading players reached level 51 and completed their second job advancements, graduating from the free city.

The expedition, consisting of dozens of players and hundreds from guild alliances who confidently assaulted the empire’s hideout, easily took the fortress.

However, the moment the real imperial soldiers hidden within swarmed out, the players were promptly swept away.

Only a few, including Bae Dohyun, barely escaped with their lives, and for the next six months, no one dared approach the vicinity of the empire’s hideout.

The imperial soldiers encountered at the time were not incomplete but fully complete warhounds with levels near 50. They were formidable foes the early 50’s level players struggled to handle.

But what about now?

The warhounds were not only incomplete but also of a lower level. Moreover, Raul’s three escorts were expert-level knights exceeding level 80.

No matter how much stronger the empire’s warhounds were compared to monsters and humans of the same level range, they were no match for Raul and his party.

As proof, the warhounds charging forward aggressively were falling one by one to the ground.

Raul had also blended into the knights, striking at the warhounds. While the knights focused on beheading them, Raul dealt with the warhounds more comfortably.


“Top right!”

This was because Raul could see the irregularly located vital spots of the warhounds at a glance. All it took was a slight stab with his aura sword through the warhound’s armor and tough skin.

Thud.

The last warhound face-planted into a pool of blood. The cabin was now destroyed beyond recognition, with dozens of warhound corpses strewn around.

“These monstrous bastards!”

Jake kicked a warhound’s head, cursing.

The grotesquely shaped warhounds did not stop moving even when their limbs were severed.

Impervious to pain, they launched themselves in suicidal attacks, their physical abilities not inferior to high-level sword users.

“How did the empire’s warhounds end up hiding here, so close to the kingdom, even though it’s a free city…?”

Pierce’s query was met with Philip looking down at a warhound, furrowing his brows as if he himself was uncertain.

“More importantly, what should we do, young master? It seems quite risky to proceed.”

While it was a natural concern from the escorts, Raul immediately retorted.

“We proceed. We can’t back down now.”

“Perhaps we should call for reinforcements…”

Despite Pierce’s suggestion, Raul shook his head.

“Time is of the essence. The captives’ lives grow more in danger with each passing moment. And we need to handle this before they can contact the outside.”

Raul’s firm stance led Philip and the knights to ready themselves, albeit reluctantly.

“Young master, from this point on, you must stay back. Jake and I shall take the lead while you and Pierce focus on searching for the missing persons.”

Raul nodded in understanding and stepped back. From the beginning, their sights were set on the empire’s hideout because they trusted the knights, including Philip.

Even though Raul had entered the rank of expert, he was still far behind the knights.


‘It’s disappointing, but let’s not be greedy this time. After all, I don’t have to handle it myself.’

Thanks to the guild and party system, a portion of the experience points earned by the knights was reliably making its way to Raul. There was no need to unnecessarily risk danger.

‘Might as well enjoy a boost like everyone else this time. I’ve worked hard enough.’

In his previous life, Raul had always been a ranker ahead of others, rarely receiving help from anyone. In fact, he was often the one providing a boost or acting as a “bus driver” to earn pocket money.

However, in this life, he had reliable subordinates. There was no reason not to utilize them when it cost nothing.

“I’ll go ahead.”

Philip and Jake, shields in hand from their inventory, made their way underground side by side. Raul followed behind them carefully, filled with an inexplicable sense of pride.

* * *

“Those bastards deserve to rot in this sewage!”

Jake was always expressive with his emotions, but this time his anger seemed exceptionally palpable.

It wasn’t just Jake. Philip, Pierce, and even Raul clenched their teeth and scowled deeply.

What greeted the group as they descended underground was a multitude of cages and a laboratory filled with indiscernible objects.

The issue at hand was the nature of the experiments being conducted.

Parts of bodies, seemingly belonging to humans and monsters, lay scattered around.

Unidentified creatures were contained in large glass tubes that resembled incubators.

Piles of bodies that appeared discarded and tubs filled with blood.

Organs stored in flasks and ominous-colored chemicals.

All of this pointed to one conclusion.

“Ah, the audacity. To research [Chimeras] within the territory of another nation. Then, the beast soldiers we just faced were…?”

Pierce sighed, and Raul responded with a sigh of his own.


“They must have been made from citizens kidnapped by Mira. I knew the empire was dangerous, but I never imagined they were this insane.”

It was a scene often encountered in the empire’s hideouts, but it remained just as chilling.

Turning humans into experimental animals and monsters for use as war tools was difficult to accept, even in a game setting, for a modern Earthling.

After reincarnating, Raul had considered allying with the empire.

If no major changes occurred, in 10 years, the empire and the grand guild alliance would dominate the continent. Aligning early with the victors didn’t seem like a bad idea.

However.

‘The emperor of the empire is a madman. Serving under him is no different than running into fire holding a bomb.’

Rumors about the emperor’s identity were rampant.

There were speculations ranging from him possessing godlike powers and an immortal body, to being a warlock who contracted with demons, or even a pawn of the demons seeking to swallow the continent.

Among players, it was hard to find someone who had actually met the empire’s emperor, so the truth behind the rumors remained unclear.

But one thing was for certain: the emperor did not regard humans as humans. To him, all humans who were not of the imperial bloodline were merely tools or slaves.

Thus, the empire strictly classified all imperial citizens based on their usefulness, subjecting them to a lifetime of labor until they were disposed of when no longer needed.

Either becoming experimental subjects or fodder for the empire’s beast soldiers.

Of course, those with abilities received special treatment. Wealth and honor were a given, and a system was in place to fulfill every desire.

But make a mistake or cross the emperor? Even the most formidable could hardly survive.

There was once a general who harbored discontent with the emperor’s tyranny and defected to the kingdom.

An expert knight of the highest level, the general successfully crossed the border, defected, and reached the royal city. However, he exploded and died abruptly while paying homage to the king in a grand ceremony.

Bae Dohyun, who was present at the occasion, still vividly remembered it. After the small tattoo etched on the general’s shoulder spread throughout his body, it turned red and then exploded.

“I have no intention of living my life on tenterhooks, branded by the [Emperor’s Mark].”

The reason for entering the world of Connect was to seek a free and egalitarian world.

There was absolutely no desire to cling to the empire—practically the pinnacle of those in power—and survive by leeching off the lifeblood of others.

How could one tolerate the creation of monsters by cutting up the bodies of living people and attaching them to monsters?

Suppressing their intense emotions, Raul and his companions finally reached the end of the passage. There, an artificial cave roughly the size of a university auditorium was situated.

“Four knights, three mages, and ten imperial cavalry. The mages seem to be activating a large magic circle at the back of the cave,” Pierce reported after finishing his long-range reconnaissance.

Philip spoke up, “I’ll take on the knights. Jake, you take care of the approaching cavalry by the prince’s side, and Pierce, handle the mages. Your Highness, as promised, please support us from the rear.”

The companions nodded silently. Jake seemed disgruntled, but he did not open his mouth under Philip’s stern gaze.

Swoosh—Thunk!

“Intruders!”

“Protect the mages!”

Pierce was the first to move.

Using stealth to move to the enemy’s flank, he pierced the head of a mage with his ‘Power Shot’ skill and charged towards the other mages.

Following that, Philip charged at the knights, and Jake stood in front of Raul with a shield, blocking the path of the cavalry.

And Raul—

Flutter.

A solid metal arrow vibrated as if screaming, imbued with a golden light. It was the C-rank archer exclusive skill [Charging Shot], which accumulates mana in the arrow to maximize its destructive power.

After charging for 30 seconds, Raul, with his arrow densely packed with mana, concentrated his mind.

As the battle commenced, two of the mages had already activated a translucent defense magic, a shield, around themselves.

The 3rd-circle magic shield could easily deflect regular arrows and could even block mana-imbued arrows up to a certain level.

‘I need a stronger and more precise shot to penetrate the mages’ shields.’

His target was a 5th-circle mage. Among them, the highest-level mage certainly had the strongest shield.

Raul overlaid psychokinesis on his bowstring, intending to increase the arrow’s force by enhancing the bow’s restoration power.

Moreover, he created a long passageway of psychokinesis, similar to a barrel, along the arrow’s trajectory.

This was to increase accuracy and assist the arrow’s serpentine movement, similar to how a bullet spins to increase its penetration.

Finally!

With a thud, Raul’s golden arrow, like a laser, pierced through the battleground and hit the mage’s shield.

Pop, Plop!!

Almost simultaneously, two sounds were heard—the shield bursting and the mage’s head being eradicated.

‘Good!’

Although he felt slightly dizzy from exerting himself, the result was satisfactory.

With two of the three mages down, their attempt to force-open a teleport gate and flee was thwarted.

If they could eliminate all the enemies here, they could delay the transfer of unnecessary information to the empire as much as possible.

Realizing this fact, an enemy commander-level knight shouted, “Curses, our retreat is cut off. Release the seals and annihilate the enemy! For His Imperial Majesty!!”

“For His Imperial Majesty!!!”

The enemy’s morale changed in an instant as the tattoos on their bodies began to turn red.

(To be continued)
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Clang! Thud!

Four imperial knights, their bodies (faces excluded) covered in red worm-like tattoos, frenziedly leaped into action. They attacked relentlessly, as if not caring about being stabbed by a sword, their ferocity was palpable.

Despite their intensity, they couldn’t break through Philip’s solid defense, yet the fact that they were pressuring Philip was astonishing to Raul.

Philip, an expert knight surpassing level 90, was currently serving as Raul’s escort. Known for his exceptional skills, he was considered one of the top knights within the order and was even quietly touted as a future leader of the knights.

His assignment as Raul’s head of escort wasn’t just due to a burgeoning interest in Raul but also at the request of a count. It was Philip who took it upon himself to oversee Raul’s swordsmanship training as they departed from the domain.

Following that, Raul sparred with Philip every evening, receiving swordsmanship instruction—ending, of course, in defeat every time.

No matter the memories of his past life, defeating Philip—who had dedicated decades to the sword—was impossible.

‘Even using my psychokinesis and all my skills, I couldn’t win.’

His level, stats, and proficiency were still far from sufficient.

Moreover, having acquired new skills and combat techniques while accompanying Raul, Philip had been building a different kind of reputation since leaving the domain.

Yet, to think that three people could pressure such a Philip.

Considering their original levels as low to mid-rank experts, this was an impressive feat.

[Name]: McDowell

[Level]: 71

[Occupation]: Knight (Sword Expert Intermediate)

[Affiliation]: Cranen Empire, Imperial Hound Mira Branch Chief

[Title]: The Red Hound

[Stats]: Potential (B-Grade)

[Strength 72(+5)] 


[Agility 71(+5)] 

[Stamina 73(+5)] 

[Intelligence 55(-10)] 

[Willpower 68(-5)] 

[Magic Power 68(+7)] 

[Sensitivity 73(+5)]

*Unique Traits

Blind Loyalty (B), Fear Resistance (C)

‘The increased added stats. Probably the effect of those red tattoos.’

The tattoos covering the bodies of the imperial knights, including McDowell, were sometimes seen among the empire’s knights and soldiers in battles.

Of course, the full significance of those tattoos and their bearers would come to light only in the later stages of the war with the empire, and for now, few knew what they meant.

“Are these guys all hopped up on something? What the hell is this, ugh!”

Jake was frantically defending against the demon soldiers’ attacks, confused about what was happening.

The tattoos affected not only the knights but also the demon soldiers before him, who displayed bulging, reddish muscles and rushed in fiercely.

Unlike the previously naked demon soldiers, these ones were armored and wielded weapons, showing some level of reason with their coordinated attacks.

Despite this, Jake was sweating profusely, focusing on defense to prevent any of them from getting past.

“Young master, can’t I just draw the greatsword and cut them down? These puny things just aren’t cutting it…”

Jake sent a message, sounding frustrated, to which Raul replied regretfully.

“Sir Philip and Sir Pierce seem to be managing, but it looks like Sir Jake is struggling. If it’s really that difficult, we have no choice. Sir Jake, you’re permitted to use the greatsword. I had faith in your abilities when I made this plan; this is disappointing.”

“What? Struggling, you say? It was just jest. I’m facing these small fries. No need for me, just let the archer use it, haha.”


Jake quickly sent another message, then snorted as he glared at the demon soldiers.

“Because of you lot, I’m losing face. Die, all of you!”

As if his previous actions were just a tease, mana sparked around Jake like blue flames, surging towards his shield and rapier. And…!

Bang! Boom! Bam!!

A mana-enveloped elliptical spike shield (a shield with metal spikes attached) tore a demon soldier’s body to shreds and slammed it against the wall.

And a rapier, covered with a mana blade much thicker than its original size, drilled fist-sized holes through the bodies of two demon soldiers.

Whoosh.

As the rapier tore through the air like a great sword, the demon soldiers hastily retreated to put some distance between them.

“How do you like that, you monsters? For the crime of charging in fearlessly, pay with your bodies!”

Jake began to attack the demon soldiers in turn, eliciting a chuckle from Raul.

Jake, light-hearted and even lighter of tongue, was nevertheless a knight chosen by Raul.

Despite being in his early thirties, he was a true expert, having crossed into the upper levels from the mid-expert level.

Pushing forward with power and leaking mana like that wasn’t exactly an ideal combat style, but it was a reasonable choice given the limited number of enemies at the moment.

After all, Raul himself had drawn almost all his power at the start of the fight to capture a fifth-circle mage for a similar reason.

About five minutes passed, the dizziness subsided, and his body felt back in condition.

‘Should we start moving?’

It felt too wasteful to just stand back and watch when there was a fight laid out before him.

In the meantime, Pierce had taken down the last mage and was facing off with a knight, while Philip was still mingling with three of the enemy knights.

And Jake had taken down four demon soldiers and was now facing six, but the remaining demon soldiers seemed likely to be disposed of soon, as they all bore injuries here and there.

Raul wanted to settle the situation a bit faster, knowing this wasn’t the end.


Raul drew his rapier and main gauche and joined Jake.

Swoosh~ Thunk!

Raul, observing the movements of the demon soldiers calmly from behind Jake, suddenly thrust his rapier like a ray of light, piercing a demon soldier’s left thigh.

Jake clicked his tongue as the demon soldier slumped to the ground, powerless.

‘Amazing, how does he so easily pinpoint the monsters’ weak points?’

While Jake could punch five holes and yet see them stand up fine, Raul’s were one-shot one-kills, surprising indeed.

Raul, whether Jake was surprised or not, calmly targeted one demon soldier after another from behind him, and it wasn’t long before all the demon soldiers were dealt with.

Then, the empire’s knights stopped fighting and gathered near McDowell, the regional leader. Philip and the knights also paused, not pressing too hard, and caught their breaths across from them.

Raul stepped back slightly, but with the remaining forces now four against four, considering the situation so far, it was clear who had the advantage.

“Where have you come from? You don’t seem like mere mercenaries, given your skills. And Reynaldo, the coward, surely wouldn’t send his knights outside the city…”

McDowell cocked his head, eyeing Raul’s group sharply.

“You must be from a knight order of a nearby domain. Given your skill level and the fact that your faces aren’t well-known, you must be from one of the five major martial houses, right? If you reside in Mira and use a rapier, then it looks like you belong to the Count Randal’s House, but…”

McDowell trailed off, observing their expressions. However, seeing no reaction from the group, likely due to Raul’s prior coaching, he continued.

“There’s just a slight clumsiness to your swordsmanship. And my intuition tells me you’re not from the Count Randal’s House.”

Then, Jake chuckled.

“What use is knowing who we are if you’re about to die? Enough talk, let’s resume, dogs of the empire!”

Without delay, Jake thrust his rapier, and Philip and Pierce reengaged in battle as well.

‘It’s a pity. But, this might give me a chance to find a way out. It’ll be enough to uncover their identities from the outside.’

McDowell glanced at Raul, who was somewhat set apart, with an enigmatic look.

Though he appeared to be standing in the rear for support, the arrangement of the three knights clearly seemed to be protecting that one man. It wasn’t too difficult to guess what that entailed. And McDowell issued his final command.  

“Spill your blood for His Majesty!!”  

“For the glory of the Emperor!”  

The momentum of the Imperial knights surged once more.  

Flames of dark magic wrapped around their bodies, causing their muscles to swell and their stature to increase by about 1.5 times. Their pupils dilated, and their eyes turned a dark, blood-red.  

“Kwaaak!!”  

With a cry resembling that of a beast, three Imperial knights charged, causing Jake and Pierce to grimace and continuously retreat.  

“What kind of power is this?!”  

“What kind of monster have the Imperials created?!”  

Initially, they were merely on the lower levels of experts, but now they were displaying physical abilities close to those of high-ranking knights. Their astonishment was understandable.  

However, Raul knew exactly what this phenomenon was.  

It was the last struggle of the Imperial soldiers, known as [Black Sacrifice]. A self-sacrificial technique that allowed them to burn their life force along with mana for a very brief moment, exerting a monstrous strength transcending limits.  

The duration was short, from a minimum of 30 seconds to barely a minute. Afterward, their bodies would melt away as if consumed by a high fever, resulting in loss of life.  

The use of such a desperate tactic meant there had to be a motive behind it.  

Though three knights had activated Black Sacrifice, Raul’s knights were managing to hold them off. Then, what could be the objective??  

“My lord, be careful!!”  

There was no need for Philip’s warning. McDowell, now donned in dense, steel armor, was already charging towards Raul.  

“Power armor!!”  

Startled, Jake and Pierce attempted to block McDowell but couldn’t break through the Imperial knights’ defense.  

Only Philip, wielding a blue mana blade, managed to slice at the side of the power armor, but…  

Tssszzt!  

A semi-transparent barrier over the black armor neutralized the mana blade, leaving but a minor scratch.  

The imposing sight of the 2-meter tall, heavy power armor, spewing boosters and charging, was indeed daunting.  

No matter how expert the knight, facing it head-on with bare body would unquestionably lead to injury.  

Yet Raul didn’t seem particularly tense. With calm, golden eyes, he observed the approaching power armor.  

[Imperial K-E Type Standard Issue Power Armor]  

*Grade: E  

*Output: 0.8 CP (Core Power)  

*Operational Time: 2h/max  

*Operational Type: Mana Stone Consumable  

*Defense Spell: 3rd Circle  

It was the standard-issue power armor of the Empire, a sight common in his past life.  

Despite its clunky appearance, it was a model faithful to function, boasting performance perfectly fitting an E-Grade and priced affordably.  

It came equipped with a physical barrier that nullified magic below the 3rd circle and could only be scratched by a mana blade, essentially making it a walking tank.  

However, due to its consumable core mechanism rather than rechargeable, the maintenance cost was prohibitively expensive, and during intense combat, it could hardly last 10 minutes, limiting its effectiveness on the battlefield.  

Nonetheless, power armor was still power armor. Raul, who had only recently become an expert, was not supposed to be able to confront it.  

McDowell, aware of this fact, looked at Raul blocking the passage and sneered.  

“This is the end!”  

Bang!  

(To be continued)
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“What the heck is this!!”

McDowell harshly exclaimed, his expression twisted in frustration. His punch, which he thought would be a decisive blow, was mysteriously blocked in mid-air for reasons unknown.

Zzzt.

A semi-transparent barrier sparked where his fist collided with the air just in front of Raul’s chest.

In other words.

“Is this guy a power armor user?!”

However, unlike McDowell’s expectations, Raul’s power armor only covered his right arm and a part of his shoulder, failing to encompass his entire body.

It seemed as if it hadn’t fully transformed, fluctuating as golden mana ebbed and flowed at its edges.

‘What in the world is that? I’ve never heard of power armor that only partially transforms… And judging by its shabby appearance, it’s definitely F-Grade….’

Yet, McDowell felt an inexplicable sense of fear as he stared at Raul’s incomplete power armor.

The armor, with its rough texture and worn look, was far from polished, but instinctively, he knew. He knew that once it completed its transformation, it would be dangerous.

McDowell didn’t ignore his intuition. Throwing aside even his shield, he began an unrelenting assault on Raul, who stood there with his eyes closed, seemingly in a daze.

“Die!!”

The air resounded with the sounds of his attack: Thud, crash, boom!!

* * *

Raul found himself enveloped in a strange sensation, as if he was both experiencing wrenching pain in his chest and floating blissfully in warm water at the same time.

From the moment McDowell’s fist approached him, time seemed to slow down, and Raul felt a detached, dazed sensation, as if he was separated from the world.

Originally, Raul had intended to use the C-rank supernatural ability skill [Blink], recorded in his skill tome, to dodge McDowell’s attack.

Blink was an evasion technique that folded space momentarily to move the user to a different location.


It was an excellent survival skill capable of dodging any attack at least once.

‘But to think it would turn out like this….’

Before Raul could even use Blink, a bizarre system message appeared, and Raul found himself losing control over his body.

-You have encountered a hostile power armor.

-The dormant [Regnator] has awakened.

-Determining user Raul’s qualifications.

-Possessor of the unique attribute ???(EX).

-Status of Sword Expert, Intermediate Psychokinesis confirmed.

-Minimum requirements met. [Regnator] activation in progress.

A bracelet that had been lying dormant in the inventory sprang to life, wrapping itself around Raul’s right wrist. From there, ashy metallic substance began to spread over his skin, encroaching upon his right arm.

Whirr.

Even as McDowell’s fist reached him, a barrier emanated from the bracelet effortlessly blocked the attack. When the metal reached his right shoulder, another message appeared.

-Insufficient mana for full activation.

-Searching for alternative energy sources. Intermediate spiritual energy detected. Initiating auxiliary operation.

-Success in stabilization through the use of spiritual energy.

-[Regnator] partial activation complete.

-Penalties applied due to incomplete activation.

-Remaining operational time: 5 minutes.

The basic requirement for using power armor was usually being a Sword Expert.

This level of ability was necessary to supply and maintain the mana required for operation.


As the grade of the power armor increased, so did the requirements. The greater the output, the bigger the burden on the knight.

Raul was faced with a power armor that he couldn’t fully activate, suggesting two possibilities: either the power armor was extremely deficient or exceptionally superior.

However, Raul had no time to worry about the power armor’s performance or penalties.

‘This is power armor!!’

He was simply overwhelmed by the amplified senses and uncontrollable energy that the power armor conveyed. Power armor. It was the wall that all players of Connect encountered and the dream equipment that everyone coveted. A force field that blocks all physical attacks less than a mana blade and a defensive spells that nullifies magic of at least 3rd circle or lower. A mystical core that amplifies the wearer’s physical abilities and mana. 

The convenience and portability of being reduced to a simple accessory form in ordinary times, automatically equipping itself when mana is injected. Because of these points, despite the demanding requirements that only knights above Sword Expert and mages above 5th circle level could wear it, many coveted the power armor. However, no one could use the power armor. It was an NPC-exclusive item, meaning it could not be worn by anyone other than the residents of Connect. 

Therefore, Raul, who was once Bae Dohyun, had only ever seen the power armor, never actually worn it. And the existence of the power armor was nothing less than a huge mountain to Bae Dohyun and other rankers. No matter how much they leveled up and accumulated proficiency, it was impossible to surpass a power armor user of the same rank. Eventually, the existence of power armor protected the kingdoms and residents of Connect from rampaging player guilds and rankers. How thrilling it must have been for Raul to actually wear the power armor is something only he could know. 

“So this is how it feels!” 

McDowell, who he had thought unbeatable just moments ago, somehow seemed manageable now. At the same time, he felt a sense of satisfaction as if his own status had elevated a step further. And Raul opened his eyes wide. Whoosh—Bang!! The force field that had been protecting Raul from McDowell’s rapid attacks disappeared, and a streak of lightning flashed between them. McDowell, pushed back several steps, swallowed hard as he looked down at the finger-sized mark near his chest. 

“I almost got pierced through the armor in one shot. How powerful is it?” 

It was known that anything apart from a Swordmaster’s aura blade would almost be impossible to penetrate the force field and armor in one go. Even if there was a difference in skill among experts, the destructive power of the mana blade (sword qi) itself didn’t vary much. But McDowell had no more time to think. Raul, lifting his rapier and main gauche, was about to unfold his Shooting Star technique, and Philip was already eyeing his back with a fearsome expression. Knowing that Philip was more skilled, McDowell could not take his eyes off Raul. And when small meteors bloomed in front of him, McDowell sensed it.

“Damn!” 

McDowell’s sword was caught in the guard of the main gauche, its path skewed, and Raul’s rapier like lightning, bloomed four meteors, striking McDowell’s power armor. The first and second meteors arrived simultaneously, breaking the force field, and the third meteor penetrated the armor, leaving a crack, and the final meteor completely pierced through the cracked armor, impaling McDowell’s abdomen. 

“Cough. Is this the end? But I won’t go down alone!” 

McDowell, coughing up blood inside his helmet, grasped Raul’s rapier that had torn through his abdomen and shouted. 

“Glory to the empire!”

Black magical energy started blazing from his entire body. In sync, ominous black flames burst forth from the power armor itself, covering the arena with a dreadful magical power. Raul, having let go of his rapier, stepped back and watched the scene with calm eyes. 

“Is this the final phase?” 

In the past, the last stage of the suppression quest also involved dealing with a rampaging boss in power armor. The players had to go through several trials and errors before finding a way to deal with it. The answer was an unconditional flight. Even a Swordmaster couldn’t inflict a single wound on a rampaging boss in power armor. The only solution was to wait for the duration of [Black Sacrifice] to end to finish it off. Raul had fully anticipated this situation. 

And he was also fully prepared for it. What the past player suppression teams didn’t have, but Raul did. That was his reliable subordinate knights. And they were not just any knights.


“Shall we activate it, young master?” 

Philip asked, gripping the silver necklace around his neck. Jake immediately touched his ring while Pierce laid a hand on his belt, all their eyes on Raul. It was the final phase. With no further variables to consider, Raul planned to deploy the knights’ power armor as intended. That was, until another system message unexpectedly appeared.

-[Regnator] has detected a fragment of forbidden power.

-According to the covenant, a part of the seal will be released.

-[Regnator] will temporarily reveal its original form.

-Warning!! Warning!! The user’s rank is too low. Operating beyond the time limit will place a great burden on the user’s body.

-Time limit: 10 seconds.

A dazzling golden radiance burst from Raul’s body. His power armor, which had been at a standstill, now smoothly covered his entire body with a sliding sound, extending up to his shoulders. Flash. In the golden armor, engraved with brilliant geometric patterns, Raul opened his eyes. Simultaneously, a vast, warm golden wave spread out like a whirlwind, sweeping through the vicinity.

“Roooarrr!!” McDowell, touched by the golden wave, roared insanely and charged toward Raul. Now completely bereft of reason, he had merged entirely with his power armor, turning monstrous. The armor’s surface writhed with bulging sinews, and McDowell’s distorted face, veins popping, was etched into the helmet. The dark magic surrounding him flared up like an active volcano when it met the golden waves emanating from Raul, sparking violently. The force was so terrifying that Jake and Pierce had to clench their teeth and shield themselves.

However, Raul showed not a hint of tension. He leisurely raised his left hand towards McDowell and muttered, “Disgusting.” 

Then, with his hand wide open, he firmly grasped the air. Twoung. McDowell, charging with ferocious momentum, suddenly halted as if caught by something, and slowly levitated following Raul’s gesture.

“Craaack! Roooarrr!!” McDowell twisted and turned, screaming in an attempt to escape, but it was futile. Instead, his body tightened further and the black flames enveloping him started to fade. Raul looked at McDowell with an indifferent gaze and coldly said, “Disappear.” Then, with a twist of his fingers over his clenched left fist, like opening a bottle cap with the right hand.

Krrrdddck!! McDowell’s head spun around several times, his neck bone shattered, and the black flames engulfing his body extinguished in an instant. Thud. McDowell’s body fell limply to the ground, and Raul too, knelt on one knee, swaying slightly.

“Ugh!” Soon, Raul spat out a bit of blood, his power armor deactivated. “Young master, are you alright?!” The knights rushed over and asked, but Raul quietly raised a hand to stop them. ‘Is this what transcendents feel?’ Raul mused, briefly glimpsing the world of absolute powerhouses he could never have contended with in his previous life, and made a vow.

‘Today I relied on the power of an item, but…’ Someday, he would reach that place on his own strength.

(To be continued)
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The cleanup didn’t take long. Raul already knew what he had to take from this place and what he had to leave behind. Near the magic circle at the back of the cave, Raul retrieved a piece of black magic stone emitting a dark aura and also took a portable teleportation device with him. While he was examining the black magic stone piece from different angles with curious eyes, Pierce approached him to report.

“We have found most of the important individuals who were kidnapped, including Nakia’s younger brother, Niki. However, some of them…”

“It would have been nice if we could have saved everyone, but it can’t be helped. If there are any personal belongings, make sure to take them. We need to return those to our clients.”

“Understood. Also, Niki’s condition isn’t good.”

Raul nodded, as if he had expected as much. 

“Right, let’s hurry. If everything is settled, let’s head out.”

With that, they left the Imperial Hound’s hideout. As they turned away from the cave entrance, Jake grumbled to Raul with a displeased expression.

“Are we really just going to leave everything else behind?”

“Why? Do you regret it?”

“Of course! There were so many useful things left. Especially ‘that thing’ wasn’t something you could just measure in money.”

Raul did feel a bit regretful, to be honest. ‘That thing’ Jake was talking about was the power armor stuck on McDowell. Although it might not be reusable, considering its symbolic value of being research material or proof of capturing an imperial spy, it was hard to give up easily.

‘But it’s a fool’s errand.’

The Imperial Hound was a fearsome organization. There were more than a few players who had to give up the game and start over after being targeted by them, and numerous small and medium-sized nobles silently fell from grace due to their workings.

Starting trouble with them from the get-go would have been problematic. Right now, what Raul needed was time to grow and expand his power.

With a bitter smile, Raul said to Jake, “I have my reasons, so let go of your regrets. And wasn’t it me who took care of ‘that’? What were the knights doing, I wonder.”

“It’s because you, sir, wouldn’t let us do this and that… sigh.”

Despite the excuses, Jake eventually realized Raul was right and awkwardly scratched the back of his head, avoiding eye contact.

Raul chuckled and patted Jake on the shoulder, saying, “You’ve worked hard. I’ll make sure to give you a generous bonus, so take a good rest when we get back.”

“Oh! A bonus and a vacation? You better not take it back later!!”


Jake’s mood suddenly lifted, and with a broad smile, he returned to his original position, humming a tune.

‘Simple or sly….’

Raul, finding it hard to judge, lightly flicked his tongue and asked Pierce, “What about them?”

“As planned, we’re luring them.”

“Make sure everything goes smoothly.”

“Yes!”

Watching Pierce carefully monitor the situation through the guild communication, Raul slightly curled the corners of his mouth.

‘I wonder what choice they will make. Well, it’s pretty obvious without even looking.’

Biting into the poison-laced apple, I had been curious about the expressions they would bear afterwards, but I’ve decided to cut off any further interest. Whether things unfolded as planned or not, it was now out of my hands.

* * *

“How far in have we crawled?? Hey! Guide!! Are we on the right path?” The one shouting was none other than Ramon of the Count Randal’s House. It had only been a week since he had been beaten into a pulp for picking a needless fight. Following that incident, he spent several days recuperating at the temple, requiring even mental therapy. 

Having barely recovered, Ramon returned to find himself nearly penniless, and to add insult to injury, the sword he had received from his grandfather was gone. The rage was unbearable, but the terror he had faced that day at the hands of a brat was so extreme that he dared not confront him, left with no choice but to suffer in silence.

As his anger slightly subsided, Ramon realized that their defeat to Raul was due to the cursed nature of this place – the inability to use mana skills within the city limits. Noting that they were twelve official knights and still got pushed back solely for that reason, Ramon thought, ‘How could such a fool ever stand against an expert’s mana blade?’  

With only three knights on their side and twelve on theirs, including Commander Jeremy, who was an esteemed Power Armor user, they would have easily won had the battle taken place outside the city. With this realization, Ramon and his two cousins, Jerry and Cale, started tailing Raul, hoping to exact revenge when he left the city at an unguarded hour. 

And today, the chance had arrived.

“Right there!!” Led by their guide, the group from Count Randal’s House arrived in front of a sinister-looking cave. Hesitation lasted but a moment before they ventured inside, and after a while, they reemerged. Their hands were full of various magic items and accessories, the heads of wanted criminals, and the shadowy form of ‘that thing’. Greedy smiles were painted unmistakably across their faces.

* * *

It had been a while since sunset, deep past midnight, when they finally left the forest and neared the city. A group of people holding torches congregated by the city’s outskirts. Recognizing Raul’s approach, several figures hurried towards him and bowed.

“Sir, you’ve had a hard day. As ordered, we’ve cleared the bandit hideout in the eastern forest and rescued about twenty citizens.” 

“We’ve wiped out the northern forest bandit lair and recovered the goods from the warehouse.”


“The western forest bandit…”

These reporting figures were Raul’s squires and first guild members. After a month of relentless questing, hunting, and training, all six squires had exceeded the barrier to expert level. Additionally, about ten swordsmanship trainees reached the pinnacle of advanced sword users, ready to become experts at any moment. 

The attendants, originally common soldiers, also stepped into the realm of sword users capable of utilizing mana, holding the potential to become knights in time. Following Raul’s orders, these first guild members were divided into three groups last night and successfully cleared the predetermined bandit hideouts. Given their ability to use mana, training in high-level swordsmanship from the Count of Ashton, and skills acquired from the skillbooks Raul provided, ordinary bandits stood no chance against them.

Joining the unharmed members from other tasks, the group’s size quickly surpassed a hundred. Their large party arrived at the city gates, where the guards grew tense, but the captain of the guard, forewarned, personally welcomed them. Despite the late hour, news of family members being rescued brought some citizens out to greet the group, among them the unfortunate alchemist ‘Nakia’ from Mira.

“Niki!! Niki!!” Nakia ran to Raul, weeping as she saw her unconscious sister in his arms. Holding Niki in her arms, she sobbed with gratitude. 

To her, Raul spoke, “Though I’ve rescued her, your sister’s condition isn’t good. Let’s move her to the mansion for now and start her treatment. Bernard?”

“Yes, I have already arranged for a cleric to stay at the mansion. This way, please.”

Following Bernard’s lead, Raul watched Nakia step into the carriage with Niki and fell into deep thought. Today, he had saved the life of a child who was supposed to die. He had also changed the future of an alchemist, a woman who would have borne a grudge against the empire due to her brother’s death. Raul had no idea what consequences his decisions today would bring forth. Perhaps Nakia might never reach the heights of alchemy that could shake the world. The many potions, items, and weapons she could have developed might never see the light of day. 

Additionally, the empire might have eliminated a potential threat without lifting a finger. Yet, Raul was unconcerned. 

‘For the future of the county, her power is absolutely necessary. Even if history twists because of this, I don’t mind. Since I’ve returned to the past, everything will be rewritten. Even if it means stealing someone’s future and trampling over it, I won’t regret it.’ 

He did not consider himself a good person. Had he been one, he would not have stood by knowing Niki would be kidnapped, and he would have acted sooner to save those who were abducted. Perhaps he could have saved more lives. But Raul acted on cold calculation and rational thought. 

He turned a blind eye to their suffering in order to solve as many quests as possible and to win Nakia’s favor. As a result, in just one night, he managed to save many citizens and completed dozens of quests simultaneously. The activities of spies and thieves near Mira would certainly decrease, ensuring better public safety for a while. The rescued and their families thanked him profusely, and the guards and soldiers praised Raul’s group for their outstanding achievements. Come morning, even the mayor would extend his gratitude with generous rewards. But… 

“Something feels unsettling.” 

There was an unresolved feeling in his heart. Inadvertently turning his head, Raul noticed people amongst the cheering crowd who seemed out of place. Among them, he inadvertently locked eyes with an old woman, tears filled with sorrow and despair. 

She clutched a single glove, likely belonging to her son, and sobbed in silence. Indeed, among those gathered, while some celebrated finding their families, others still yearned for news of family members yet to return. Some despaired upon receiving the personal belongings of their family, while others considered it a relief to have no news and continued the long wait. 

Most of them were marginalized people—those without assets or status, ignored because they had nothing to offer for the ‘quests.’ Suddenly, Raul reflected on his past month in Mira, reviewing the quests he had undertaken. 

‘I’ve been so busy, but…’ 

His actions and movements had been solely dictated by quests and leveling up. He had never set foot in places irrelevant to quests or deemed meaningless. Nor had he ever exchanged words with ordinary citizens not involved in quests or deemed important. Though he had sworn to live a ‘real’ life after being revived in the world of the game, what was the reality? 

‘I was merely playing the game known as Connect!’ 

A chilling realization washed over Raul, leaving a cold sensation to sweep through his mind. 


(To be continued)
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Certainly, his actions weren’t wrong. On the contrary, it was clear that more clinical and rational choices were necessary in preparation for the perilous future that lay ahead. 

‘But is it really the only answer to follow the quests laid out by the system?’

Up until now, plans had been made from the standpoint of the player, Bae Dohyun. However, doubts arose whether this approach might have narrowed his perspective and options. 

Things that only Raul, as a noble of Connect, could do.

Missing these could mean repeating past failures.

Having organized his thoughts, Raul quietly called out to Philip.

“Sir Philip, do you see those people standing there, looking dejected?”

“Yes. They must be people who haven’t been able to find their families.”

“I’m sorry, but could you have your men gather information about their identities and circumstances?”

“All of them?”

Looking around, Philip estimated there were at least a hundred. It seemed like it would take a long time to investigate properly.

“Yes, all of them. And for those who have lost families or suffered through abductions, deliver consolation money in the name of the Count’s family. It would also be good to look into job opportunities at the construction site.”

Even as he spoke, he couldn’t help feeling a bit sorry. They had just come back from a long battle, and now due to his whims, they were prevented from resting and had to work again.

But Philip didn’t seem to mind much. Instead, he looked at Raul with gentle eyes and said,

“That’s unexpected, young master Raul. I thought you only stepped in where there was profit to be made. Leave it to me. The men won’t complain. Well, there is one who might.”

“Why are you looking at me? I don’t dislike doing good deeds!!”

Jake grumbled, raising his voice needlessly, then stealthily approached Raul and whispered,

“But you’ll still give us a holiday, right?”

Just as Philip said, the subordinates followed Raul’s commands without any complaints. Some even looked at him with admiration.


The reaction of the citizens changed drastically, becoming more enthusiastic with the promise of money being distributed.

“Long live Count Ashton! Long live young master Raul!!”

Cheers erupted, and many kneeled, shedding tears of gratitude.

Seeing their reaction made things clearer.

‘Noblesse oblige. It works here too.’

The ideology that those who enjoy high status and wealth must also help those less fortunate was widely known in Connect.

However, very few actually practiced it. Earth and Connect were no different in this respect.

If a bit of money and effort could bring honor and reputation, it was a deal far from a loss.

Moreover, gaining the support of the citizens of Mira would undoubtedly be a significant help when dealing with other player guilds later on.

‘It seems our stay might extend longer than planned. It was good to leave with time to spare.’

It was unclear how many more days it would take to gather the stories of these people and explore the surrounding forests.

But, leveling up the subordinates and gaining as much practical experience as possible were always beneficial. Once they arrived at the capital, they’d likely have no chance for real battles or even hunting for some time.

Raul dismounted and approached an unnamed citizen at the back of the procession.

Although this action might have been somewhat calculated, for some reason, it made his heart warm. And someone watched the scene with interest before disappearing among the crowd.

* * *

Having gone to bed slightly late, Raul visited the city hall around lunchtime and had a meal with Mayor Reynaldo. They then sat in the office enjoying a light tea time.

“I owe you a great debt, my friend. Thanks to you, I’ve been able to breathe a sigh of relief,” Reynaldo said with a beaming smile as he expressed his gratitude.

“Ah, well, you would have solved the problem even without me,” Raul demurred, somewhat embarrassed, but Reynaldo became even more animated.

“No, no, that’s not the case. Although I hear some unsavory remarks because of my position as mayor, I’m not one to diminish others’ achievements. It’s the Empire, the Empire! That insane country teeming with the devil’s spawn! To think they targeted our Mira… It had my heart racing, kept me awake at night.”

Although they had left behind remnants of power armor and magical items, they managed to bring back something that served as evidence of an Imperial hideout.


Since Raul had submitted the report and evidence to Mayor Reynaldo well before the arrival of Count Randal’s party, the mayor was already informed of the situation.

“I was shocked myself. It’s one thing for the Empire to reach its claws out to the borders, but to extend them into the territory of the Ruben Kingdom, right into Mira… It seems they’ve been secretly building an army of demons for quite a long time,” Raul said, his voice slightly strained, darkening Reynaldo’s expression.

“The citizens have been disappearing and getting kidnapped not just recently. I was aware that there were bands of robbers in the nearby forests. The reason they weren’t subdued… was because of the treaty.”

In principle, the four Free Cities in each country, while independent due to the blessing of the gods, were subject to several restrictions.

The most fundamental of these was the prohibition on maintaining an army.

Therefore, Free Cities only operated guard patrols for maintaining public order and did not train separate military forces.

“And truthfully, not only because of the treaty but also because the guards could only use their power within the city. Just a bit away from the city, they couldn’t use even half of their capabilities, nor could they receive the protection of life…”

Sharing such information with Raul indicated the level of trust he had developed in him.

Raul simply smiled, generously indulging the mayor’s complaints.

“Ah, yes! Just as you said, people from Count Randal’s Household came this morning. They appeared very imposing, ranting about how they had destroyed the hideout of wanted criminals and spies, demanding a reward…. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for your request, I would have wanted to send them away.”

“It went as expected then. But as I mentioned, this case…”

“Yes. It’s going to be spun as a heroic tale of the justice-filled youths of Count Randal’s Household. But aren’t you a bit disappointed? If packaged correctly, this could have garnered great fame, and even a reward from the palace might have been possible,” Reynaldo asked, looking at Raul with curious eyes.

However, Raul calmly sipped his tea without responding.

“Hmm. You’re so prudent for your age. While it’s reassuring to have you as a partner, you’re a bit too old-souled for any fun. I’ll handle it, don’t worry.”

“Thank you for your consideration,” Raul replied.

Since the mayor said so, it seemed that clearing up the Empire’s hideout would be credited to Randal’s wrongdoers.

And attracting the Empire’s attention would also become their responsibility.

“But…”

The mayor dragged on, looking at Raul with a hint of contemplation.

“I’m not sure what to offer you as a reward. You have more money than I do, so it feels odd to just give gold. Is there anything you want?”


Finally, the mayor said what Raul had been hoping to hear.

To be honest, he had previously brushed off casual inquiries about his needs.

Receiving a reward in one significant sum was far more beneficial than collecting smaller ones. And in Reynaldo’s question now, there was a genuine sincerity that he would grant almost any request. Raul pretended to ponder for a moment, dragging out time before speaking nonchalantly. 

“Honestly, I didn’t do this for a reward. But it would be rude to refuse too staunchly, so may I ask for just one thing?” 

“Ah, finally I get to hear what you desire from your own mouth. Go on, speak.” 

Reynaldo’s eyes sparkled as he leaned in to listen, and Raul, scratching his chin with an awkward gesture, said, “I’ve heard rumors that in the mayor’s mansion, there’s a library collecting precious books passed down through generations. If it’s alright with you, could I have a chance to look around that library?” 

“The library?? Ah, that place! Yes, there is such an archive of ancient texts. But, I doubt there are any books of real use…” 

That library was a place often visited by Reynaldo’s grandfather and father. Reynaldo too, out of curiosity, had meticulously examined the books in the library but found nothing except a collection of peculiar and random texts with no significant value. 

“Feel free to look around. And if you want, you may take a book with you. But that seems too scant a reward.” 

Reynaldo said generously, though with a slightly dissatisfied expression. 

“Great. For you, I’ll also show you around the secret storeroom. And you can pick a gift from there.” 

Raul, now entitled to not only books but also equipment, hummed a tune in his heart but showed no outward sign of it. 

“Thank you for your generosity. Mayor, you really are magnanimous!” 

“Right?? When needed, I know how to give generously, don’t I? And yet some dare to call me a miser! Those old fools must be blind.” 

Although it was a reward he had to give, Reynaldo seemed to be showing off, which indeed made him seem somewhat miserly. However, keeping his thoughts to himself, Raul appeased Reynaldo’s ego. Shortly after, under the guidance of a steward, they visited the library deeply situated within the mansion. Reynaldo had dismissed it as a collection of trivial books, but in reality, it was an incredible treasure trove. This was none other than a library of ‘Skill Books’. Absentmindedly pulling out a book from the forefront, a message popped up. 

-Would you like to acquire the B-rank Skill Book [Thunder Stab]? 

Raul couldn’t help but smirk as he placed the book back. With about 200 books shelved, the sight of all these skill books was overwhelmingly rich. But Raul was searching for just one book. Picking any other skill book by mistake could have been disastrous. No matter how friendly he had become with the mayor, there was no guarantee he could visit this place again. Raul calmly browsed through the library until he finally found the book he was looking for. 

It bore the lengthy title [A Study of Ancient Rites, Spells, and Training Methods for Mental Cultivation]. But in reality, it was… 

[Quercus Meditation Technique] 

Grade: S Restrictions: Exclusive to supernatural ability users 

Effect: Grants a 24-hour continuous meditation effect. Mental imagery training possible. 

Description: An ancient meditation technique used by superhumans to cultivate spiritual power. It enables one to purify the soul while communicating with nature, even amidst daily life, and facilitates training using mental imaginations. A popular saying suggests that meditating near an oak tree enhances efficiency.

Reading the information that appeared before him, Raul clenched his fist. An S-Rank meditation technique exclusive to supernatural ability users was now in his hands! 

(To be continued)
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“I did it! To think it has actually come into my hands!!”

In his past life, Bae Dohyun was able to secure a place among the top rankers county on just by possessing a B-rank meditation technique.

However, one of the reasons he was eventually pushed out of the ranks was due to a lack of total spirit power.

When he tried to find a better meditation technique later, it was already too late; the major guilds and other rankers had blocked off all paths to acquiring skill books.

From the start, the drop rate for skill books related to supernatural abilities was terrible, and finding a proper NPC master was as difficult as reaching for the stars.

As a result, information related to supernatural abilities was highly limited. Even on the Linked Cafe, there wasn’t much information about skill books or items related to supernatural abilities.

Information about the [Quercus Meditation Technique] wasn’t made public until more than 10 years after Connect had launched.

There was a story from Satoka Shigehisa, a fire mage and a ranker from Japan, who revealed on his personal broadcast, just before retirement, that each of the free city’s mayors had hidden one S-Rank skill each, and he had obtained his from the Mira’s Library.

Indeed, Bae Dohyun had also obtained an S-Rank skill book in Ignit, his free city. However, the catch was that it was a mage-exclusive skill, rendering it useless for Bae Dohyun.

Had there been a possibility of obtaining an S-Rank skill from other free city libraries, things might have been different, but there was only one such opportunity.

As a result, Bae Dohyun in his past life had to struggle with regret, but this time was different.

“Since the effects of meditation accumulate continuously, there won’t be any regrets about lacking spirit power in this life, right?”

Supernatural abilities might seem insignificant at first, but as one’s realm of mastery heightens, their power increases exponentially, along with the breadth of their applications.

With enough spirit power to support him, increasing proficiency would be much easier, allowing him to regain his past life’s realm of mastery much sooner. If he could regain his former realm before the full-scale war with the empire began.

“It really could turn the tables!”

Raul recalled numerous techniques he had conceptualized but couldn’t realize due to a lack of spirit power, eagerly awaiting the day they would come to fruition.

* * *

Raul picked a rare ring that enhanced magical power from Reynaldo’s secret storeroom.

Since his family home had much better weapons and armor, he opted for a suitable accessory.


With a light heart, Raul went down to the private training grounds in the mansion’s basement, deciding it was time to catch up on things he had put off.

There were about 60 quests he had accumulated, including sudden quests that appeared during subjugation processes and weekly quests from the skill manual. He had completed nearly 70 quests in just one night.

As a result, his level had increased by four, and he had acquired a few skill books below C-rank and several items of rare grade or lower.

He also gained about 50,000 player-only coins, making him feel like a coin millionaire.

‘Check status’

[Name]: Raul

[Level]: 55 (Hardcore Mode)

[Occupation]: Knight (Sword Expert Beginner), Intermediate Psychokinetic

[Affiliation]: Count of Ashton Family. First Knight Order

[Stats]: [Strength 66]

[Agility 67]

[Stamina 65]

[Intelligence 58]

[Spirit 71]

[Magic 70]

[Spirit Power 72]

[Sense 71]

*Unique Traits: 

Skill Collector(EX), 

Developer’s Insight(EX) 


Psychokinesis Meister(S+), 

Distinguished Swordsmanship Family Lineage(A), 

???(EX)

The status window, checked for the first time in a month, had visibly changed, clearly reflecting Raul’s growth.

His physical abilities such as strength, agility, and stamina had all exceeded 65, while skills like magic and spirit power had already surpassed 70, marking him as an accomplished practitioner.

“But this is just the beginning.”

As the leading digits of the stats change, growth slows down. Raising a stat in the 70s requires as much experience as raising an entire spectrum of stats in the 60s. Nevertheless, the effects of each stat become profoundly more significant.

Typically, those called superhumans, such as Swordmasters or Senior Psychokinetics, have stats in the 90s.

Bae Dohyun in the past had reached the 90s in spirit and sensory alone.

Although it still seemed like a distant path, this time, he aimed for all stats to reach 90.

“And if the opportunity arises, to be the first player to reach triple-digit stats…!”

It might seem like a dream, but somehow, he felt confident it could be possible. Unlike his past life, this time Raul was presented with far more opportunities. He calmly lifted his left hand. The bracelet that adorned his wrist looked exceedingly ordinary. It had no patterns and was simply silver in color; it was something you might expect to find at any street stall. However, in reality, it was an incredibly rare item, unique in the world.

[Regnator: Power Armor]

Grade: B

Status: Bound (Raul), Partially Unlocked, Sealed.

Output: 1.5 CP (Core Power)

Operational Time: 5 min/max

Operational Mode: Self-charging.

Defense Spell: 6th Circle. Intermediate Mana Blade Defense Field. Elemental Effects Reduced by 50%.

Description: A replica of the mythic-grade power armor [Regnator]. Most of its functions are sealed as it has crossed through space and time, and some of its special functions have been altered. The seal can be unlocked under certain conditions.


Special Functions: Judgment (Amplifies effect by 200% against targets of the oath), Stealth Consumption (Can absorb lower power armors to mimic their functions).

This was one of the two items that had followed Raul in his reincarnation. The Skill Encyclopedia had unlocked through quests, and during this punitive expedition, he was able to awaken the power armor, Regnator. Both were still largely sealed.

But if he could fully unlock these seals and restore the items to their original mythic-grade? It would undoubtedly be a tremendous aid to Raul’s journey.

‘The problem is the conditions for unsealing….’

In the case of the Skill Encyclopedia, the next unsealing quest had already been assigned. A quest to complete 50 skill mastery quests related to the changing random slot skills once every week. It was achievable within a year if diligently pursued.

However, no clues were provided regarding the Regnator. It seemed likely that even its current output was difficult to handle. And then there was one more thing. A unique trait that had been hidden and was unlocked after the last battle.

[Developer’s Insight]

Grade: EX

Effect: Allows one to steal a glance at system-related information through the developer’s perspective and analyze the flow of special energies.

This trait had been what allowed Raul to see NPC information and the flow of mana all along.

The reason for its late unlocking was unclear, but it was speculated that it was due to contact with the Imperial Hound’s ‘Mage’.

As soon as the trait was unlocked, a quest arrived.

[Main Scenario Quest: Black Magic]

– Grade: ???

– Objective: Obtain a fragment of Black Magic Stone (1/5)

Additional Objectives: ???

Description: The scenario is not yet open. Please wait for the update.

Rewards: ???

This was a quest that should appear when formal service began, and players were about to leave the free city. It seemed like an error caused by Raul attacking the Imperial Hound’s hideout too county. If he followed the same route as in his previous life, he would continuously clash with the imperial forces to obtain the Black Magic Stone fragment. Amidst severe interference from the empire, he would have to navigate through the first and second scenarios.

‘But is there really a need to walk such a thorny path?’

After all, he was already aware of the scenario’s flow. There were several tricks to skip the county scenarios and intervene in the main storyline later. And for Raul, things that were impossible for a normal player were possible. That was because he was both a player and a resident of Connect.

“I refuse to be a puppet that moves as the developer manipulates this time. Which scenario I choose and which quest I clear will be entirely up to me.”

Quests were meant to aid a player’s growth, but they also served as shackles by which developers guided players’ movements.

If Raul had been a player from Earth, he might have followed the predetermined path to see the game’s ending, but he was a resident of Connect.

If the ending set by the developers proved to be different from what Raul desired, he might eventually have to shatter the scenario and quests themselves.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that… but I should be prepared nonetheless.”

Still, it was a distant story.

After all, it was still uncertain whether real players from Earth would even show up.

For now, it seemed he had no choice but to do what he could and tackle the problems as they came.

* * *

The next morning.

While in the study sorting through the information about the missing persons and bandits left in Mira, Bernard entered with a slightly excited expression following a soft knock.

“Lord. Niki has regained consciousness. Nakia asks to see you, what should we do?”

Raul, as if it were only natural, tidied up his space and stood up.

“Of course, I need to see her. Lead the way.”

Upon entering the treatment room, Nakia, gripping Niki’s hand, stood up abruptly, knelt before Raul, and started shedding tears.

“Thank you so much, Lord. I don’t know how I can ever repay you. Sob, sob.”

Raul lifted her up, speaking calmly.

“There’s no need to talk of repayment. Besides, Niki isn’t completely healed yet. Now more than ever, as a sister, you need to be Niki’s strong support.”

Then, he turned to look at Niki, who had regained consciousness.

Frankly, Niki looked unimpressive.

Despite being thirteen, her body was excessively small.

Perhaps due to a long illness, her body was so emaciated it looked like skin over bones.

Her hair was frayed and brittle, and her pale skin was cracked and fissured like a drought-stricken rice field.

However, one thing stood out. Her hair color, reminiscent of the blue sea, and her deep, sapphire-like eyes were striking.

“Th-thank you for saving me.”

Niki spoke slowly with a slight stutter, but her tone was flat, making her sound almost like an emotionless robot.

She tried to lift her head slightly, then seemed to lose strength and blankly stared into space.

“I’m sorry. Niki is really shy….”

But Raul wasn’t particularly bothered.

She had been bedridden for a long time, and after all, she was just a child. He felt nothing but pity. But then…

Suddenly, Niki’s eyes turned a vivid blue.

Within those eyes, a fantasy unfolded as if storms were swirling, and towering waves covered the sea.

‘What is this?’

Startled by such an abrupt change, Raul looked to Nakia and Bernard, but they seemed to have noticed nothing.

With a thought of disbelief, Raul focused mana into his eyes and activated ‘Developer’s Insight’.

“This can’t be!”

Raul unintentionally exclaimed.

(To be continued)
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Honestly, I had never given much thought to Niki. She was merely Nakia’s sister or a pity-evoking sick child, nothing more. But then…

[Name]: Niki (13 years old)

[Level]: 5

[Occupation]: None

*Association: The Free City of Mira

*Talent: ???

[Stats]: Potential (SS Grade)

[Strength 5]

[Agility 3]

[Endurance 3]

[Intelligence 60(-30)]

[Willpower 65(-25)]

[Magic Power 62(-61)]

[Senses 52(-45)]

*Unique Traits

???, 

???, 

???

‘An SS grade potential?’


In my past life and in this one, I had never come across potential that exceeded an S grade. I hadn’t even considered the possibility. Her stats were so depleted they were nearly in the negatives, not to mention her talents and traits hadn’t even begun to awaken, likely due to her illness.

However, if.

‘If her illness could be cured, and her talents could blossom?’

The thought of how far this girl could grow was almost frightening.

“Young master, is something wrong?”

Startled by Raul’s muttering, Nakia asked. 

Thanks to her, Raul managed to regain his composure and brushed off the concern. However, he felt that he should learn more about Niki.

***

A few days later, in the late afternoon.

Raul was sitting at his desk, waiting for Nakia’s arrival with a thick stack of documents placed on top. He had finished dealing with all the things that needed to be resolved in Mira these past few days. 

Based on the information about the missing persons he had gathered, he had thoroughly searched the forests around Mira, sweeping through without discrimination against thieves, slave traders, spies, and the like. 

This effort led to nearly fifty citizens being saved, and the area around Mira became safer than ever before. However, remains of over 70% of the reported missing persons had not been found. It was regrettable, but Raul had concluded that investing more time wouldn’t make finding them any easier.

Despite not finding their families, the clients expressed their gratitude to Raul and his team. The acknowledgement that someone had taken up their cause and the promise to repay the kindness made Raul feel that their hard work hadn’t been in vain once again.

Buildings that had been under construction for a month were gradually taking shape, with the guild house, which received the most attention, already having its main building completed and some subordinates moving in. 

Among those who were kidnapped and then rescued, some came seeking to work under Raul. Among them were some highly skilled craftsmen and laborers, much to Raul’s delight.

Now, only Nakia and Niki remained.

Timed with a knock on the door, Nakia entered the room. She bowed her head softly in greeting and sat down on the sofa. Raul asked, 

“How is Niki doing?”

“Thanks to the efforts of the priests, she’s gotten much better. Thank you once again.”

“That’s good to hear.”


Raul paused, taking a sip of his tea. He said those words, but Niki’s illness had not improved in the slightest. After all, it wasn’t something that could be cured with divine power.

“I called you today because I wanted to have a talk with you, Nakia. There’s something I need to give as well.”

Upon hearing Raul’s words, Nakia’s face stiffened as she asked,

“Is it true that you are leaving today, without me having properly greeted you yet?”

“Yes. I’ve stayed longer than planned, which has made my schedule quite tight.”

Nakia bit her lip slightly as she looked at Raul, who spoke indifferently. Then, she relaxed her expression and asked seriously,

“Please tell me. How can I assist you, sir?”

Nakia was by no means a naive young lady. She had experienced many challenges while taking care of her sick brother to get to where she was, and knew all too well that the world was far from being forgiving.

There must have been a reason why Raul showed kindness and special treatment to her and her brother. And she guessed it most likely had something to do with her past.

‘Maybe he expects more…’

All the nobles she had met were greedy, wishing to receive tenfold while giving only one.

Most of them pretended to be kind, only to harbor dark ulterior motives behind their backs.

That’s why she was afraid. She feared that the kind Raul, who helped her and her sister, would not be any different from the other nobles. She was terrified of feeling disappointed in her benefactor once again.

But then…

“Um. That’s not exactly why I called you here. First, read this, and then we can talk.”

Raul, looking somewhat embarrassed, scratched the bridge of his nose and handed over a document to her.

Nakia glanced at the document with a puzzled look.

But as she read on, her eyes widened in disbelief, and finally, with her hands trembling, she gasped,

“What is this?? No, is this for real?? How could this be??”

The document she was holding fell onto the table. The first page boldly proclaimed [Pardon Permit].


“Nakia, everything in the world can be divided into two categories: things that can be solved with money, and things that cannot. Fortunately, your issue belonged to the former.”

The document Raul handed over was a [Pardon Permit] issued by the Alchemist Association.

It stated that all the crimes Nakia had committed in the past were pardoned and all sanctions against her were to be lifted.

Originally, Raul had prepared Nakia’s recruitment by submitting a petition to the Alchemist Association, and the response had finally arrived today.

Luckily, as five years had passed, there were few who remembered Nakia, and the association no longer had any interest in her, leading to a favorable outcome.

Of course, some influence had to be wielded under the name of the Count Ashton’s household, and a significant amount of money had to be spent, but considering Nakia’s worth, it was a trivial amount.

“Ah.”

Rather than joy, Nakia felt a sigh of emptiness escape her first.

5 years.

It could have seemed short to some, but for her, it was a hellish time comprised of despair and suffering.

Could she really have hoped to escape from it? And now, to have it all resolved in an instant?

Though countless thoughts surged through her mind, one thing was clear,

‘I was foolish. The lord is not someone I can judge frivolously.’

It’s about giving and receiving help; making transactions. These are discussions to be had among equals.

But from the beginning, Raul was on a different level. What would have been an impossible achievement for her despite a lifetime of effort, was but a minor inconvenience for him.

Moreover, now that she had already received tenfold, debating whether to repay one or two seemed not just arrogant but downright ungrateful.

“When I was very young and knew nothing, I met my mentor.”

Nakia quietly shared her past. She wanted to hide nothing from Raul, who had unlocked her shackles.

At a very young age, Nakia had caught the eye of an alchemist and was brought into the association. Her talent was exceptional, and she quickly rose through the ranks, breaking records to become the youngest titleholder. At the age of 13, she mastered 3rd circle magic, proving her aptitude as a mage as well.

But good times attract misfortune; as she dedicated herself to training in the association, her hometown was struck by a plague.

Her parents and siblings were victims, leaving only her youngest brother, Niki, alive.

Nakia took Niki in and raised him while continuing her training. Being a recognized alchemist in the association, she was financially well-off, and there was no issue in supporting their life together. However, their misfortune did not end there. In the year Niki turned six, she fell ill with a disease. Even the most skilled alchemists declared it incurable and gave up on finding a cure. Nakia blamed herself; among the substances she handled were many dangerous materials. It seemed all too likely that Niki’s illness was her fault.

For the next two years, she dedicated herself to developing a cure, forsaking sleep. By eighteen, she had reached the astounding rank of 5th circle, but it meant nothing to her. No solutions appeared, and her sister edged closer to death each day. This ultimately led to catastrophe.

[Human Alchemy]. Nakia breached the forbidden act of applying alchemical magic on humans, and her own sister no less. At the end of a forbidden human alchemy that used rare materials stolen from the association, Niki barely managed to cling to life.

But that was all. Without the medicine, she could not even stay awake, and crucially, Niki’s body had become something hardly human. Afterward, Nakia was banned from using her mana circles by the association and also expelled from it.

She had to live under surveillance to ensure she didn’t commit forbidden acts again and needed to repay the stolen items’ cost. For a while, she wandered from place to place.

Although she did not starve thanks to selling potions, the world was unkind to a young woman caring for her sick sister. It was the relative safety of the city of Mira and the ‘Divine Blessing’ that helped stabilize Niki’s condition which led them to settle there.

Click.

Raul placed a small ampoule on the table. With complex feelings, Nakia boldly opened it and swallowed its contents.

Whirring.

A warm spring breeze-like mana enveloped Nakia and danced around her. Exuberantly frolicking as if meeting an old friend, the mana soon plunged into her body.

Despite five years having passed, not a hint of awkwardness was felt. Nakia’s figure, savoring the sensations quietly with her eyes closed, looked vibrant with life.

Raul watched her with a pleased expression.

[Name]: Nakia (23)

[Level]: 68

[Occupation]: Intermediate Alchemist (5th Circle)

[Affiliation]: Free City of Mira

[Stats]: Latent Potential (S-Rank)

[Strength 43]

[Agility 48]

[Stamina 55]

[Intelligence 80]

[Mental Fortitude 77]

[Mana 78]

[Perception 81]

*Unique Traits

Young master of Alchemical Synthesis (S), 

Precise Tuner (A), 

Genius’ Quirk (A-), ???

Finally, having gathered herself, Nakia opened her eyes. She rose from the sofa and approached Raul, then knelt before him, bowing her head.

“From this moment on, I, Nakia, pledge my loyalty to you, young master Raul. I can only hope you become a savior to many others, as you have been to Niki and me.”

Raul stood and placed his hand upon Nakia’s head, saying, “I accept your loyalty. And I will not forget your wise counsel. In that regard, take this.”

He handed her the remaining documents from the table.

“What is this?”

“This is information about Niki’s disease, ‘Mana Filariasis’. It’s about a cure developed by a great alchemist who is no longer in this world after lengthy research. Unfortunately, parts are missing, so additional research is needed to actually produce the cure.”

“!!!”

“Nakia! Based on this information, I order you to produce a perfect cure. That is my first command to you as your lord.”

(To be continued)
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A single tear rolled down Nakia’s cheek at Raul’s words. She managed to suppress the overwhelming emotions in her heart and said in a choked voice, “I will give my life if I have to… I will definitely accomplish this.”

And at that moment, she decided. She would live the rest of her life sincerely for this young master.

* * *

“Phew~!”

After sending Nakia away, Raul stretched and relaxed, easing the tension. This way of talking and acting was still unfamiliar to him.

Though he had Raul’s memories, in reality, he was an ordinary citizen from 21st century South Korea.

The cheesy manner of speaking and various formalities felt out of place for him.

“But I have to practice regardless. After all, this is where I must live, and these are the people of Connect I must deal with.”

In any case, didn’t he reap a benefit today?

Instead of a subordinate simply given to him from the start, he had won over someone’s heart through pure effort for the first time. And it was an alchemist who could be a main character in history, which felt quite moving.

“I wonder if she will successfully complete the cure?”

The ‘great alchemist of ancient times, now lost to the world’, he mentioned to Nakia was Nakia herself in her previous life.

After Niki was killed by the empire’s spies, a vengeful Nakia fought not only against the empire but also against ‘Mana Filariasis’, an incurable disease that ruined her life. Eventually, her long research yielded a cure.

Though many sacrifices were made and she crossed many forbidden bounds, earning scorn, what did it matter now?

Fortunately, the details of the cure developed by her were saved in screenshots taken by a player who received a related quest, preserved in Raul’s “Connective Link Cafe”.

Deliberately handing over incomplete data was because he hoped Nakia would grow through the research process. He also hoped it would help alleviate her guilt towards Niki by contributing to the cure of Niki’s disease.

As long as the cure is developed in time, all will be well. If not, it could be revealed later.

Thus, all the plans devised in Mira had come to fruition. Raul looked out the window with a light heart and muttered, 

“Shall I set off now?”


His destination was the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, the vast city known as ‘Thurium’, the Tomb of Swords.

* * *

“Wow. It’s really different in the capital!”

Jake whistled, his eyes wide with amazement.

In the distance, the gates of the capital Thurium came into view. A line stretched out from the gate like ants, reaching all the way to where Raul’s party stood.

The size of Raul’s party had significantly decreased.

Philip, Jake, Pierce, and newly expert knights Homer and Davison – five knights in total, along with Bernard and two servants, making nine including Raul.

The rest stayed in Mira to continue training and questing, as the guild house erected there was to be the center of their growing influence.

Bypassing the long queue, the party rode their horses straight towards the gate. Being affiliated with the Ashton household, they didn’t need to wait like the others.

After easily passing through the checkpoint, Raul’s party had no choice but to stop at the square in front of the gate.

“Didn’t we send a message saying we were arriving?”

“Yes, we definitely did…”

Despite looking around, there was no carriage or guide bearing the Ashton household’s crest in sight.

“That’s odd. They should know that His Highness is arriving…”

Jake murmured, puzzled, while Bernard, with a flushed face, bowed deeply to Raul in apology.

“Your Highness, it’s my oversight. I will head to the mansion first and call for someone.”

However, Raul shook his head.

“Do you know where the mansion is? If we have to search for it now, we might as well move together.”

Regrettably, no one in the group had ever visited the Count’s mansion in the capital. They had sent a message in advance, but for some reason, no one was there to greet them.

Thurium was an enormous city. Its walls had been expanded multiple times to consist of five layers, and in terms of size, it was comparable to that of Seoul.


Of course, there was an exclusive district where only nobles resided, but without a specific address, finding the mansion was next to impossible. 

Since the sun was already beginning to set, there was a sense of urgency. As Raul and his party moved towards the noble’s district, they asked people about the location of the mansion. However,

“Do you happen to know where the Count Ashton’s mansion is located?”

“The Count Ashton? Oh, are you talking about the martial family from the frontier? But did they have a mansion in the capital as well?”

Many were unaware of the mansion’s existence,  

“The Count Ashton?” There were even those who had never heard of the Ashton family at all.

Even the patrol captain they asked upon arriving in the noble’s district had a laughable response.

“I’m sorry, but I’ve never heard of a ‘Count Ashton’s mansion’ within the noble district.”

It was frustrating to hear such responses. 

‘I didn’t expect our family to be famous, but this is too much. Aren’t we one of the kingdom’s five prestigious martial families? What’s going on?’

Although no words were exchanged, the knights’ expressions grew solemn. Eventually, Jake, unable to contain his dissatisfaction, burst out,

“Can you believe these people? Right now, in our Ashton territory, soldiers are dying to hold back monsters pouring out of the forbidden lands. And they ask who Ashton is? Do they even realize who they owe their peaceful lives to?”

While Jake’s feelings were understandable, it was inevitable that the citizens of the capital were unfamiliar with the Count Ashton’s household due to the distance, and because Count Melvin, their father, only visited the capital once or twice a year.

The real issue was that nobody knew of the mansion’s existence. It was thought that a large mansion had been secured to facilitate exchanges with other noble families and receive news from the royal palace, with a steward appointed and huge operational costs being supported ycounty.

But now, faced with this situation,

Believing there was no other way, Raul’s party eventually visited the administrative office and only after checking the registry were they able to determine the mansion’s location.

Upon their return to the noble district and presenting the documents to the same patrol captain, he asked in confusion,

“Are these documents authentic? Because, according to this address, it should be Baron Zender’s mansion.”

“Baron Zender?”

“Yes, he has been residing there for over ten years.”


The captain looked at Raul’s party suspiciously, as if they were the odd ones.

“Understood.”

They had no intention of arguing with the captain, so they quickly left the guard station.

“Bernard?”

As Raul called out with a stern face, Bernard pulled out a notebook and read information about Baron Zender,

“Yes, Baron Zender. A 50-year-old male, the Count’s sixth cousin, that is, the seventh cousin to you, sir. He has been serving as the steward of the capital mansion since the current Count took office.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

A suspicious air began to emanate.

However, they decided to set aside their doubts for the moment and proceeded towards the mansion.

* * *

“Who did you say you are?”

“I am the third son of the Count Ashton’s household, young master Raul. Where is the steward?”

“The Count Ashton’s household? Did you perhaps bring an invitation?”

“An invitation? What invitation?”

When Philip asked, the guard stiffened his face and spoke,

“Are you saying you’ve come to the party without an invitation? Please wait over there for now, and I’ll go in and ask.”

As the guard pointed to a shabby temporary tent next to the entrance, Jake’s anger exploded.

“What kind of nonsense is this? Telling the owner to wait in a doghouse? Call out Baron Zender or whatever his name is, right now!”

As he grabbed the guard by the collar with one hand and shouted, the other guards, pale-faced, blew their whistles and screamed,

“An intruder!!! An intruder has appeared!!”

But wasn’t the first response to an intruder supposed to be drawing weapons? After shouting, they threw down their weapons and ran inside the mansion.

“What now? What’s happening here?”

Everyone was at a loss for words in astonishment.

Homer and Davison, who had half-drawn their swords, sheepishly put them back.

“Cough, cough. This is… cough.”

Only the pitiful voice of the soldier, dangling in mid-air from Jake’s grasp, filled the ensuing silence.

After waiting for several minutes with no one coming out, Raul sighed deeply and said,

“Let’s go in.”

With a whoosh and a thud,

The soldier that Jake had thrown ran away without looking back.

Everyone crossed the garden leading to the mansion without saying a word. It was only after a good while that they finally encountered someone.

The sound of rushing footsteps.

A knight leading ten soldiers blocked their path.

“How dare you enter here without permission! Identify yourselves!”

“Count Ashton, Golden Bear Order’s Chief Knight Philip. Where is Baron Zender?”

“Why are you looking for the baron? Wait, just a moment. Count Ashton??”

The knight’s eyes darted around for a moment before he bowed deeply in surprise.

“My apologies. I had heard you might be coming today but it was so late… I will inform the baron immediately. What are you doing, men! Lead them to the reception room!!”

“Understood!”

The confused soldiers sheathed their weapons and led Raul and his party towards the mansion. Raul followed them, unable to utter a word.

The count’s mansion was very large. It took 5 minutes to reach the main building even by carriage from the entrance, and there were nearly ten buildings besides the main building.

The three-story main building was reserved for the count and his direct family, while the annexes and outbuildings were prepared for relatives of the Ashton countship and guests.

This meant that the main building was exclusively used by Count Melvin and Raul’s brothers.

But why, as they approached the main building, did they hear music and noisy voices, and why were all the lights in the building brightly lit?

Moreover, carriages were lined up around the entrance to the main building, and in various parts of the garden, young children were rolling around in pairs.

Raul felt uncomfortably disturbed. Noticing this, Jake asked a soldier walking beside them,

“Hey, is there an event today? I overheard something about a party countier?”

“Are you unaware? Today is the birthday party of the third son of Baron Zender, the owner of the mansion, Lord Aaron. True, we have parties so often that even we sometimes get confused.”

“What? Who did you say the owner of the mansion is?”

Just as Jake was about to press the soldier, the knight who had hurriedly left countier came back with an elderly man.

“Let’s see, you’re Raul? You’ve grown so much since I last saw you.”

Baron Zender, the owner of the mansion, appeared before Raul.

(To be continued)

TL’s Corner:

My blood boils when a shameless side character is introduced.
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Baron Zender, who appeared with a pleasant smile, certainly seemed to carry the blood of the Count of Ashton. He was tall, over 190 cm, with platinum blonde hair mixed with white. Despite a significant belly, his body looked well-proportioned, thanks to his good skeleton. Unlike his father and brothers, who reminded one more of bears or beasts, he was quite handsome for someone of the Count’s lineage. He looked impossibly youthful for someone in his fifties.

‘Which is why he was made the steward, or should I say, the face of the place….’

However, despite his glossy appearance, his level was around the 50s. It wasn’t clear if his skills had regressed, or if he had never reached the realm of an expert in the first place. It was surprising, to say the least, that the steward of the family mansion, considered the face of the Count’s house, wasn’t even an expert.

This was likely one of the reasons other martial families looked down on the Count Ashton’s house. ‘But my father and older brother wouldn’t be so naive not to notice such a detail.’

I could guess the reasons but wasn’t entirely convinced. And I did not appreciate how this Baron, almost a stranger, looked down on me.

“Who are you? Do you know me?” Raul asked with apparent annoyance.

The Baron, without losing his smile, replied, “Hahaha, it’s been a long time, so that’s understandable. I’m Baron Zender, akin to your great uncle. Your father and I grew up like brothers.”

Raul, confused, retorted, “Great uncle? That’s odd. I don’t recall any uncle or anyone by that name among my father’s brothers or relatives.”

Baron Zender’s face stiffened momentarily, but he quickly resumed his smile and laughed heartily, “Hahaha, our nephew is very sharp. But our Count Ashton’s family tree is too complicated for a young one like you to understand. Don’t think about it too hard and just comfortably call me uncle.”

It was clear that Baron Zender was belittling Raul. After all, Raul was only fifteen, tall but slender, and hadn’t lost his youthful appearance. It seemed the Baron wanted to assert his dominance by making Raul consider him a superior.

However, Raul was not one to be easily manipulated by such trite tactics. Without shifting his gaze from Baron Zender, Raul asked Bernard, “Bernard, so what exactly is this man to me?”

“Yes, young master. Baron Zender is a distant cousin of your father’s….” Bernard repeated what he had said before, this time adding more detailed information.

Baron Zender’s face grew redder as he listened. “What is this disrespect in front of an elder?! Your father has raised you with no manners at all!!”

Raul raised his hand slightly to cut off Bernard and said, “Look here, Baron Zender. You seem quite comfortable with my father, huh? Or do you think the Count Ashton’s house is a joke?”

Raul’s sudden use of informal language made Baron Zender’s face turn even grimmer. In front of the visibly upset Baron, Raul turned to Philip and asked, “Philip, excluding family members, how many people in the main house use informal language with me?”

“Excluding your father’s younger brother, Sir Austin, not a single person does, young master.”

“What’s the reason?”

“I heard it’s a rule established out of respect for the family head and to solidify the hierarchy.”

Just as Philip said, the children of the family head receive treatment equivalent to that of barons upon reaching adulthood.


Moreover, in larger families of count level or above, it is customary to grant a domain in their name to the children once they become adults, regardless of whether they are the successor or not, to ensure they are not looked down upon, with at least the title of ‘baron’ being conferred.

Raul too had inherited a domain home to ten thousand people, located in a secluded part of the county, on his coming-of-age day.

Though he neither managed it directly nor had he visited, Raul was already considered a rightful baron with his own domain.

‘This is the benefit of being born with a silver spoon. Of course, it would mean nothing if the family were to fall into ruin.’

For such reasons, the only person who officially treated Raul with less respect after his coming of age was his uncle, Viscount Austin.

But why would there be any reason to accept informal speech from a distant relative, who felt less like family and more like a stranger?

As Raul stared at him, Baron Zender, who had managed to compose his expression, forced a smile and said,

“Oh dear. It seems I momentarily forgot that Young master Raul has come of age. Of course, you deserve to be spoken to with respect. Are you satisfied now, Young master Raul?”

“Well, for now. But it looks like there are many things you need to explain to me. Don’t you think so, steward?”

Seeming to have finished with the hierarchy, Raul questioned about something else.

However, Baron Zender appeared confused, as if unsure what the problem was.

“I’m not sure what you are referring to.”

At that moment, Philip stepped in on Raul’s behalf.

“Why wasn’t someone sent to guide the young master? I sent several messages informing of his arrival today!”

Only then did Baron Zender, after murmuring something to an aide, apologize with a less-than-sorry expression.

“Oh dear, I had ordered a carriage to be sent, but it seems there was a misunderstanding in the communication. With many guests expected today, it appears my subordinates made an error. My apologies, Young master Raul.”

It clearly felt deliberate, but Raul refrained from commenting further, prompting Philip to ask,

“Since it’s been mentioned, what is this chaos all about? I heard it’s the Baron’s child’s birthday party, but why is it being held in the main house of the count’s estate?”

Baron Zender clicked his tongue and replied,

“Was it Sir Philip? It seems you’ve been in the countryside and don’t recognize the customs of the capital. To host a party here, it must be done on a grand and splendid scale. Otherwise, you’d be overlooked. The count’s household has a reputation to maintain; this much is only natural, isn’t it?”


“That’s not the point. What does the birthday party of a baron’s child have to do with the reputation of the count’s household…”

“See here, Sir Philip. This is all part of public affairs included in the steward’s duties. You’d do well to stop meddling in matters that don’t concern you and focus on guarding the young master. What would a commoner know about the power struggles and reputation battles of nobility… tsk.”

Philip’s eyebrows twitched.

Indeed, he was currently just a member of the knight order, but his prowess meant he could be treated at least as a baron wherever he went.

However, he chose to let it pass. Honestly, he had little interest or knowledge in the power struggles among nobility.

And Raul was there.

Perhaps in the past, but the Raul he knew now would not let such nonsense slide.

Sure enough, Pierce had moved at some point to hand Raul a few documents.

Raul briefly skimmed through the documents and then called out to Baron Zender in a cold voice,

“Baron Zender. How does this party have anything to do with the Ashton county? Not even the name, let alone the crest of the county, is mentioned on the invitation. It’s filled entirely with the name and crest of the Zender family.”

But before he could finish his words, Raul pushed forward an invitation and asked, “But it’s written here that the location is Baron Zender’s mansion. Why then is the party being held here at the Count Ashton’s estate, and in the main building at that? Isn’t that odd?”

The baron appeared flustered for a moment, unable to continue. But soon, he firmed his expression and said, “As I’ve said, the invitation was merely a formality and holds no significant meaning. Furthermore, I find it difficult to accept any criticism regarding the party. Even if you are the son of the count, interfering in the steward’s duties is overstepping your bounds. If you wish to argue, do so after returning to the main family estate.”

“Is that so? So, the baron claims there is no issue with this party,” Raul remarked, to which Baron Zender nodded confidently.

“Of course. Moreover, it has been a tradition for decades for our kind to use the hall of an empty mansion for parties. It’s not for a young master to meddle in.”

Baron Zender wasn’t wrong. There had been occasions when an empty mansion was lent out for parties to maintain the dignity of the families involved, instead of being left unused.

‘However, that was when the head of the family gave permission and it was hosted under the name of the Count Ashton Family.’ Baron Zender had acted as though he owned the place.

There seemed no further reason to entertain the baron’s excuses.

Raul pulled out a small seal and a piece of parchment from his inside pocket, saying, “By the authority of the acting representative of the Count, I command Baron Zender to conclude the party within one hour. And report all related expenses and the source of funds by morning.”

What Raul had taken out was a handwritten letter from the count, transferring authority over the capital residence to Raul during his stay, along with a temporary seal.

It seemed the count had anticipated such an incident might occur.


‘Maybe he’s using me as bait for something.’

Indeed, trouble had struck as soon as he arrived, and even Raul couldn’t predict how this precursor would develop.

“Such an excessive measure! How do you plan to face the disgrace of sending the guests home now? Even the count would be speechless. To entrust decision-making to such a young child!”

“Are you saying you won’t comply with the order?”

Sshrng.

As the knights, including Philip, drew their swords halfway, the baron bit his lip and glared at Raul.

It seemed he had already received reports that Raul’s knights were not to be taken lightly.

“I don’t think the guests would hold any grievances against the Ashton family. Maybe towards Baron Zender’s, but not ours. Besides, it doesn’t seem like there’s anyone among the guests who we need to concern ourselves with.”

Raul had glanced over the guest list, and surprisingly, there was not a single noble of baronet rank or higher.

Indeed. It was odd to expect nobles of significant rank at the birthday party of a mere baron’s son when the Ashton family name was not even involved.

Raul continued in a cold voice, “I’ve given you an hour out of consideration for your dignity. Handle it as you see fit. Or perhaps you’d prefer to continue the party at the real ‘Baron Zender’s mansion’? Or maybe I should go into the party hall and announce it myself?”

Baron Zender glared at Raul for a moment, then sighed, conceding, “Fine. I’ll see to the party’s conclusion myself. But mark my words, young master, you will regret this day!”

Raul was not intimidated in the slightest.

After all, what was the worst that could happen? A scolding from his father, the count?

And secretly, he was curious. What made Baron Zender so bold to act out here?

‘Who knows? Might catch a big fish?’

Raul had only superficial information about the cause behind the downfall of the Count Ashton Family in his past life.

Perhaps this incident could be a lead to uncovering the dark secrets behind it.

(To be continued)
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“This madness…”

The transgressions of Baron Zender didn’t just end at the party. To make it worse, for Raul’s accommodation, the Baron had vacated a non-main building, a secondary structure of the mansion, rather than the main building itself. Claiming the main building was too bustling with external guests and provided a secluded place for undistracted study, as explained by a servant, made it impossible not to curse under one’s breath.

Having no intention of staying in a secondary building upon his visit, Raul, backed by his knights, forced his way into the main building. Entering the third floor of the main building, Raul couldn’t help but question the sanity of Baron Zender. The place, designated for the count and his family’s exclusive use, was brazenly inhabited by Zender’s own family.

Seeing Baron Zender nonchalantly seated in the count’s office, without anticipating Raul’s intrusion, Raul could no longer contain his fury. “What excuse do you plan to spout, Baron Zender? Dare you claim that usurping the count’s office is a tradition of this noble house!?”

Yet, Baron Zender seemed to have an explanation ready. “This is merely a temporary arrangement. The count hardly visits once a year, wouldn’t leaving it empty be a waste?”

“Get out this instant! If the mansion is not vacated by today, I will have no hesitation in beheading every single one of you, be it relatives or otherwise!” Raul thundered with a steely voice, causing Zender to exit the office with an angered expression.

Following him out, Raul declared, “And from this moment forward, you are stripped of your stewardship. If you have any complaints, present valid documents tomorrow proving your rightful execution of duties as a steward.”

Yet, Zender, with an incredulous snort, left the premises.

* * *

Until the moment Zender and his family departed the main mansion, Raul held his place in the office. The office was filled with various documents concerning estate management and financial operations. Raul had been wary of Zender possibly destroying documents, but it seemed he hadn’t even considered retrieving any.

‘He must’ve thought, what could possibly happen overnight….’ It was a clear underestimation of Raul and his party. Bae Dohyun, not from a prestigious university, had graduated with a degree in business administration and gained years of experience working in a small trading company. Bernard was an expert in handling matters related to the estate. 

Come tomorrow, Zender would regret his mistake profoundly.

“The baron has left the mansion with his family, my lord,” Philip reported, stepping into the office.

“Did they? Left without a fuss?” 

“It’s a bit curious. They took only the necessary clothes and left quietly.”

“At the sight of it, their ulterior motives are quite apparent, aren’t they? Thinking they’ll return eventually, why bother packing everything in a hurry.”

“Would it have been better to take more time to settle things slowly?” Philip worriedly asked, but Raul was adamant. 

“Rotten parts must be cut away quickly. The longer we delay, the more time Zender has to plan his schemes behind our backs. It’s far more efficient to strike him down in one fell swoop while he underestimates us.”

Raul had initially preferred to let things slide to some extent. However, Zender’s actions were beyond tolerable. His antics made it clear that he would become a recurring problem in Raul’s future endeavors.


‘Until a proper place is secured in the capital, this will serve as the First Knight Order’s branch office. I can’t let strangers mess around in my house.’

Moreover, there were plenty of tasks to attend to in the capital, Thurium. Raul couldn’t afford to waste time in a petty power struggle with a baron of no significant repute.

“There might be other backers behind the baron; I wonder if anything unforeseen might occur.”

Pierce too voiced his slight concerns, but Raul smiled confidently, reassuringly.

“Don’t worry. It doesn’t matter what tricks the baron tries to pull. You gentlemen should have a bit more faith in our county.”

At Raul’s words, Jake suddenly put his arms around Philip and Pierce’s shoulders and said, 

“What’s with all the worry? Let’s stop talking about things that give us headaches and go explore the mansion. We just have to do as the prince commands, don’t we? Isn’t that right, Your Highness?”

Raul chuckled and nodded. 

“You might need to exert some effort tomorrow, so you gentlemen should go and rest now. Bernard, you stay behind. Dismissed!”

“Come on, let’s get out of here quickly~!”

As Jake quickly led the knights away, Raul caught Bernard’s eye.

“You know what we need to find, right?”

“Your Highness, this is my specialty.”

“We don’t have much time, so let’s get started right away.”

Then the two began to sift through the pile of documents in the office.

* * *

Clang! Clang! 

In thin air, two daggers moved as if dancing, clashing against each other.

Their movements were sharp, as if each was seeking an opening to exploit.

“One more!”


At Raul’s shout, two more daggers joined in.

A total of four daggers split into pairs, tussling in mid-air.

However, that confrontation was short-lived.

One pair of daggers seemed to twist unnaturally, then suddenly lost balance and spun wildly before dropping to the floor.

“Huff, huff…”

On the opposite side of Raul, Bernard’s face was drenched in sweat.

Shriek.

Raul, who retrieved the daggers floating in thin air with psychokinesis, spoke in a bright voice.

“You’ve improved a lot. To think you could handle two daggers like that in less than two months.”

“Phew. I still have a long way to go.”

Bernard steadied his breathing and spoke stiffly. However, Raul’s praise was sincere.

It had been only about a month and a half since Bernard awakened wind-related supernatural abilities through a skill book.

But it was not just controlling the wind; the fact that he had become so adept at using daggers in this way indicated an extraordinary talent.

‘I naturally use psychokinesis, so it’s easy for me, but for a wind mage to precisely manipulate weapons this way is truly not easy.’

Initially, Raul, being a psychokinetic mage, did not know the training methods of wind mages.

He only suggested a path based on how famous wind mages in the past utilized their supernatural abilities.

The most similar technique involved using the wind to manipulate weapons in thin air.

Truthfully, it wasn’t yet practical for combat, but that would only be a matter of time.

Given the current rate of improvement, he figured it would take about six months to reach an intermediate level.

Reaching the intermediate level would make one a multi-faceted supernatural ability user as versatile as any wind mage.


“Shall we try some physical combat training next? As I said before, it’s not easy to exhibit power with just one supernatural ability. In the beginning, combining various methods and techniques makes it easier to improve proficiency and efficiency.”

Raul used his own psychokinetic enhancement technique as an example to guide Bernard.

He taught Bernard how to enhance physical combat by using the flow of wind, similarly to how psychokinesis can aid movement.

But just when they were about to start proper physical combat training, Bernard stopped moving and said,

“It seems we have a visitor.”

Shortly after, Raul also sensed the bustling movement.

“Indeed, a master of wind. No one can match his long-range detection ability.” 

It seemed that even during training, he was following the instructions to feel distant sensations through the wind accurately. Raul nodded in satisfaction and concluded the training. 

“Let’s go. As the host, we should properly welcome our guests.”

“Understood. Shall I bring the things we’ve prepared?” 

“Yes. We must fully claim the reward for last night’s efforts.” A slight smile curled on Raul’s lips. 

‘After Lord makes that face, trouble always follows. I hope the Baron doesn’t get into any unnecessary mischief,’ Bernard thought, shaking his head as he left the training ground.

***

“What, did someone bury a treasure trove here? Why have so many gathered, I wonder,” Jake clicked his tongue as he looked over the people filling the first-floor banquet hall. At a glance, there seemed to be over thirty individuals who looked like nobles, and including their guards, the number was close to a hundred. The problem was, this wasn’t the end of it. It looked like some had even brought their private soldiers, as hundreds of troops were milling about outside the mansion. Moreover, among the guards, some seemed quite formidable. It looked more than Raul and his party could handle by far. 

‘This won’t be easy, will it? Does the Lord really have a plan for this?’ Jake worried, sensing the visitors’ overwhelming presence.

Meanwhile, Baron Zender, standing at the forefront of the visitors, wore a relaxed expression throughout. 

‘Things have gone well.’ 

A misstep here could have cost him his entire stewardship, but that wasn’t what was important. Instead, the young Lord had naively taken the bait, presenting a golden opportunity. If not now, he might have just ended up as a bystander. 

‘With him away, I need to wrap everything up. Only then can I secure my place.’ 

He glanced back. The nobles, buzzing with serious chatter, were visible. These were the kin of the Count Ashton, residing in the capital. Though most lacked their territories and held titles only, they wielded some influence in the capital, dining on the nation’s dime. The reason they gathered here was due to last night’s events. The youngest son of an Count who had just arrived in the capital had not only ruined a party hosted by Baron Zender but also dismissed him from his stewardship and ejected him from the mansion! This wasn’t just about Baron Zender. 

The capital’s nobles often held banquets in the manner of Zender, using the Count’s hall and funds. Moreover, the mansion maintenance fees provided by the main family subtly ended up in Zender’s pocket, eventually reaching them as well. Could they tolerate having their financial benefits seized overnight? 

Furthermore, Zender relayed the incident without mentioning his mistakes. The fact that he hosted the party in his name, misused the Count’s office, or mistreated and relegated Raul to an annex went unknown except to his allies. 

‘Half of these fools know nothing. They’re real idiots, oblivious to the mess they’re in.’ 

But after today, they’d have no choice but to side. It was just the beginning. The main family, arrogantly isolating themselves in their country estates, pretending to be refined. The fools content with the meager sums doled out annually as if charity, expecting to be fawned over, would soon regret it. 

‘Brother, I don’t know what you were thinking entrusting the young son with the seal, but I’ll make good use of it.’ Imagining the Count clutching his head upon hearing the news, Baron Zender smirked venomously.

(To be continued)
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Murmurs filled the air.

Without even having to look, one could tell that a significant number of people had arrived.

Yet Raul walked into the hall undeterred, his steps bold and unwavering.

“…….”

A brief silence reigned.

Most of them were nobles from the Ashton county, yet not a single one had laid eyes on Raul before.

‘With that face, he claims to be one of our kin?’

‘A face like that could turn the social world upside down without the need to wield a sword.’

‘But blood does not lie, does it? They said he’s 15, but he must be at least 180 cm tall.’

‘Is this young lad really the one who put Baron Zender in his place?’

‘But, did he truly win the swordsmanship tournament?’

The murmurs grew louder as the brief silence ended.

While they were busy appraising Raul, he made his way across the hall and stood confidently on the stage.

“It seems I have unexpectedly found myself before so many of you. Have you all come because of the matter with Baron Zender?”

Perhaps it was the difference between the Raul they had imagined and the one standing before them that left the crowd dumbfounded.

Without any hesitation or stumbling, Raul spoke exuberantly, silencing the crowd once again.

Yet, this silence was only momentary.

“Indeed. The bloodline members are here, angered by your outrageous actions. What do you think? Isn’t it time to apologize to the elders and make amends?”

Baron Zender addressed Raul with familiarity, as if speaking to an equal.


However, Raul responded with a calm and neutral expression.

“Then, am I to understand that Baron Zender here represents everyone present?”

After exchanging looks, the crowd nodded in agreement.

“Very well. Let us then determine right from wrong, as I have promised.”

“What nonsense. What is there to determine? This manor has been managed in turns by our bloodline residing in the capital for decades! A young lad from the main house, who knows nothing, should not meddle with matters as if it were a toy!”

“That’s right! Is the main house disregarding us?”

“It’s too much even for the Count. Granting authority to a child!”

Following Baron Zender’s lead, several nobles echoed his sentiments.

This sparked a barrage of complaints from many nobles, ranging from grievances about insufficient funding to demands for more open management of the estate and changes in administration. The barrage was so relentless it seemed there would be no opportunity to discuss Baron Zender’s actions or why he had been dismissed.

Throughout this exchange, Raul kept silent after his initial statement, while Baron Zender seemed to revel in the atmosphere.

But the reality was quite different.

Raul wasn’t quietly standing there just to listen to them. Unnoticed due to the heated atmosphere, his eyes had, at some point, begun to emanate a strange golden light as he observed each person in the hall.

‘It appears the situation might be more complicated than I thought…’

Upon analysis, he realized that individuals from as many as five different factions were present. 

First, naturally, were the Ashton county’s kin, those who came without knowing much, simply participating. 

Second were agents from the Cranen Empire’s intelligence service, the Imperial Hounds; only two, but their presence suggested some connection. 

Raul wasn’t surprised. Hadn’t he experienced firsthand that the empire was often behind many of the large and small conflicts across the continent?

The third group, however, was unexpected. 

At the very back of the hall.

A line of knights stood apart from the gathered guards. 


At first sight, they looked like ordinary knights of varying affiliations and uniforms.

One knight, in particular, with numerous scars across his face and short-cropped hair, stood out. He looked to be in his 40s.

[Name]: Graham (45 years old)

[Level]: 88

[Occupation]: Knight (Advanced Sword Expert)

[Affiliation]: Ruben Kingdom, Haun Household // Brennan Republic, Delamian Household

[Title]: The Red Executor

[Stats]: Potential (A-Grade)

[Strength 82]

[Agility 72]

[Stamina 84]

[Intelligence 62]

[Mind 68]

[Magic Power 71]

[Senses 76]

*Unique Traits

Indomitable Physique (A), Melee Combat Specialist (B)

He was a formidable opponent, on par with those of Philip’s caliber.

Moreover, his true affiliation was with one of the five great families of the Brennan Republic, the Delamian Household.

It was a headache, honestly, to uncover what business he had here, originating from a considerably mightier household than that of the Count of Ashton.


Additionally, about a dozen knights standing beside Graham also belonged to the Delamian Household, and a few of them seemed to have surpassed the intermediate level of an expert.

‘To think they’ve ventured from the neighboring territories to here… Our family must have been severely underestimated.’

Turning his gaze, he found them.

The knights of the Count of Randal, the sworn enemies of the Count of Ashton.

Though there were only five, one was an advanced level sword expert, while the rest were of intermediate level.

The problem was their representative.

[Name]: Haphael (26)

[Level]: 61

[Occupation]: Knight (Junior Sword Expert)

[Affiliation]: Randal Household

[Title]: The Fourth Son of Randal Household

[Stats]: Potential (B-Grade)

[Strength 61]

[Agility 65]

[Stamina 58]

[Intelligence 61]

[Mind 53]

[Magic Power 60]

[Senses 55]

*Unique Traits

Lineage of Swordsmanship (B), 

Agility (C-)

While his skills didn’t particularly stand out, his mere presence was a weapon in itself.

Why on earth was the fourth son of Randal Household here?

It seemed that the nobles of House Ashton had yet to recognize his presence.

‘He’s surely not here with good intentions, but could it be something related to the incident in Mira?’

There were worrisome possibilities, but it was unlikely they would act openly.

Despite the ongoing internal strife, it was hard to believe that the blood relatives of House Ashton would be foolish enough to fragment in the face of an external threat.

Lastly, the fifth and most significant party in this commotion.

The real instigators and likely the most visible in the event of a real conflict were the traitors of their own family.

And the de facto leader wasn’t the Baron Zender making noise at the forefront. Disguised as a bodyguard, he couldn’t evade Raul’s analytical gaze.

[Name]: Titus (27)

[Level]: 65

[Occupation]: Knight (Intermediate Sword Expert)

[Affiliation]: Ruben Kingdom, House of Jayden // Brennan Republic, Jayden Family

[Stats]: Potential (A-Grade)

[Strength 70]

[Agility 64]

[Stamina 68]

[Intelligence 62]

[Mind 65]

[Magic Power 63]

[Senses 58]

*Unique Traits

Noble Swordsmanship Lineage (A), 

Straightforward Instinct (A-), 

Twisted Combative Spirit (B)

‘Bingo!’

Titus.

He was none other than the eldest son of Raul’s great uncle, Jayden, a viscount of the Ruben Kingdom and Raul’s cousin!

* * *

Raul’s father, Count Melvin de Ashton, had two brothers.

Jayden, the elder, and Austin, the younger. The three brothers all had a talent for swordsmanship, but Melvin shone the brightest.

However, succeeding the county was not determined solely by one’s skill with a sword.

In the Ruben Kingdom as well, the principle of ‘primogeniture’ was followed, and unless there was a special reason, the next count would be Jayden’s position.

The issue arose with Jayden’s character.

He was extremely arrogant and had a strong sense of pride.

With the absolute conviction that he would become the count, his behavior was very violent and reckless.

If someone irked him, he resorted to violence, and he even went as far as to take lives.

Then, one day,

Melvin reached the intermediate level of an expert, surpassing Jayden, and he became a strong candidate for the next count.

Jayden felt a great sense of jealousy towards his brother, and a sense of crisis, eventually crossing a line.

He sent an assassin to try and kill his brother, Melvin.

However, the assassination attempt failed, and once the full story came to light, Jayden was stripped of his right to succession.

As time passed, Melvin ascended to the position of count, and Jayden, the elder brother, was given the title of viscount along with a large domain of a viscount’s rank.

But Jayden seemed to find it difficult to accept the reality of losing the county to his brother.

Incredibly, he sold the domain he inherited to the McNeil Dukedom, which was in competition with the Ashton county, and left the Ruben Kingdom with his followers.

That was 15 years ago, the year Raul was born.

* * *

The news that the son of Viscount Jayden, my uncle, appeared here sufficiently indicated to whom Baron Zender might be liaising.

After all, those who had stayed in the capital hadn’t suffered much from the events 15 years ago, so they held no particular sentiment towards Viscount Jayden.

They probably thought they might even become lords themselves by pushing out the main family.

And since in a previous life, the Ashton county was split into dozens of parts, and the county family met its end, their decision might have been wise.

‘But that was when I wasn’t here. This time, I’ll make them painfully aware that their choice was a mistake.’

Having identified the five forces present, Raul had a rough idea of how things were unfolding.

Thinking it was time to make a move, Raul signaled to Philip.

Bang, bang, bang!

Philip drummed on his shield, drawing the attention of the chattering nobles.

In the brief silence, Raul slowly spoke up.

“I’ve heard enough of your opinions, so allow me to share a few words of my own. Bernard, distribute these.”

At Raul’s instruction, Bernard and the servants handed out small booklets of nearly 30 pages to the nobles.

The nobles, opening their eyes wide in surprise, asked in astonished voices,

“What is this?”

“It’s exactly as the title states.”

The cover of the booklet they held was engraved with large letters.

– Interim Audit Report on the Management Condition and Financial Operations of the Count Ashton’s Mansion Located in the Capital –

(Evidence and Investigation Material on Baron Zender’s Embezzlement and Breach of Trust Attached)

Flap, flap.

The sound of pages turning crisply was heard.

Some of the onlookers’ faces turned pale as they examined the contents.

Especially, Baron Zender’s face changed colors like a chameleon with every page he turned.

Raul quietly, and calmly observed their expressions.

Snap! Snap!

“This is falsification! It’s fake!”

Baron Zender ripped the booklet to shreds and threw it on the floor as he shouted.

And a few nobles slowly closed their booklets, saying,

“It sounds plausible, but it’s hard to believe.”

“You expect us to believe you investigated all this in one day since arriving? Impossible.”

But contrary to their words, the hands holding the booklets were trembling.

Raul slightly lifted the corners of his mouth and said,

“Now, shall we have a proper discussion?”

(To be continued)
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“The ledger clearly states that 200 apprentices are being offered free training. Where are all these apprentices now?”

“They all gave up and went back to their hometowns because the training was too difficult. They even ran away with their gear.”

“All 200 of them? And are you saying all 200 apprentices came from the provinces? That’s strange. It was supposed to be free training to enhance the reputation in the capital, yet the students were all selected from the provinces.”

“They ran away! And where I choose them from is my business, what does it matter to you?”

“Well, there’s a list with names and addresses, so we’ll see once we investigate.”

Raul methodically questioned the suspicious points, while Baron Zender desperately made excuses.

“It says here that as a birthday gift for the heads of noble families, you presented swords worth 100 gold each, but upon investigation, it appears they received mass-produced items worth 10 gold. What happened there?”

“It’s written that 100 C-Grade mercenaries were long-term hired as mansion security guards. Where are they now? Surely the 20 F-Grade mercenaries currently holding spears as security guards can’t be all of them?”

“Frequent parties were held at the mansion’s main hall. The baron’s wedding anniversary party, his son’s academy entrance celebration, his sister-in-law’s birthday party, his wild boar hunting celebration party. What do these have to do with our Count’s household to justify using the mansion’s operational funds?”

Baron Zender’s words grew fewer.

He was probably astounded at how Raul managed to uncover all this.

Last night, Raul had been extremely busy.

Having determined that some of the documents left in the count’s office were fake, Raul, accompanied by Pierce, sneaked into the baron’s real mansion.

Perhaps the baron thought he had hidden them well, but it was hard to escape Raul’s analysis and Pierce’s observation skills.

Raul quietly took the ledger from a hidden safe in the baron’s office, and Bernard analyzed the ledger and documents, condensing them into a booklet.

Producing dozens of copies of the booklet in a short amount of time was Raul’s work, utilizing the ‘Document Copy’ skill that was dormant in the skill tome.

And now.

The nobles, who had thoughtlessly attended at Baron Zender’s instigation, were speechless as they examined the materials.

The extent of the funds embezzled by Baron Zender was no joke.


Those who had sided with the baron sensed something was off and looked around anxiously, while those from other factions watched the situation with interest.

“So, it is inferred that more than 50,000 gold out of the 100,000 gold allotted for this year’s mansion operational costs has been embezzled. We intend to dismiss Baron Zender from his steward position. Does anyone have any objections?”

The room fell silent.

That’s when it happened.

Clap, Clap, Clap!!

“Amazing, truly amazing! This deserves applause!”

Baron Zender, who had been quiet for a while, straightened his neck and shouted while clapping.

“How long did you prepare for this? A year? Two years? Brother, you really are a piece of work.”

Raul stared intently, curious about what Zender was attempting next.

Picking up a booklet he had thrown to the ground, Zender asked,

“Didn’t you all find it strange when you saw this? I’ve never seen such a thoroughly organized ‘provisional’ audit report in my life! Even a formal investigation usually results in a report a few pages long at most, and here we have a 30-page booklet!”

His words stirred murmurs among the people present. Indeed, most of them had never encountered a report exceeding ten pages.

None of them had domains, nor did they have subordinates who were so competent.

“My nephew standing over there arrived yesterday and made this report in just one day. Do you really believe that? This is clearly a fake report prepared over a long period of time! It’s a scheme concocted by the main house to dismiss me from the steward position and checkmate us in the capital!!”

The followers of Baron Zender, who had been rolling their eyes at his words, rose up like a wildfire and exclaimed,

“Exactly! This is utterly nonsensical. It’s definitely a political plot!”

“It’s clear they’re trying to devise ways to cut the budget from the main family!”

“Once Baron Zender is dismissed, they might even start cutting the grants to the blood relatives under various pretexts!”

As various voices burst out, causing confusion in the assembly, Baron Zender raised his hand to calm the crowd.

“Now that things have come to this, we have no intention of just sitting back and taking it. Jackson!”


At his call, a knight standing behind him rushed forward and handed him a document.

“This document outlines our demands. If you stamp your seal on it and step down quietly, we will forgive today’s insolence.”

Baron Zender said with an arrogant tone, waving the document at Raul.

“Sir Jake, take a look.”

At Raul’s command, Jake strode forward, snatched the document, and read it.

“Let’s see. Our demands. First, the ownership of the capital mansion is to be transferred to the blood relatives, including Baron Zender, in joint name. First, from now on, the total administrator of the capital mansion and other managers shall be decided by the blood relatives residing in the capital. First, the swordsmanship that is exclusively passed down within the main family shall also be shared without restriction with the blood relatives of the branch family… What is this nonsense!?”

Jake, reading through the document, furrowed his brow and cursed.

“These insane people have lost their minds!! The ones who’ve been partying away in the capital with the money we’ve earned risking our lives fighting monsters dare to talk about ownership~ and swordsmanship!? Go eat shit!!”

“Have you seen such insolence!? A mere knight without any title dares to speak recklessly! Is this really the will of the main family!!”

Baron Zender pointed and shouted, to which Jake pushed his belly out and countered loudly,

“A title my ass! Bite me! Since when does a house dog, just because it’s guarded the house for long, claim ownership over the house? This is the most absurd bullshit I’ve ever heard, you worse than dogs!”

Clash! Clang!

Baron Zender, his face turning red, drew his sword and aimed it at Jake, and simultaneously, sounds of weapons being drawn echoed from various quarters.

“Sir Jake. Come back in.”

“Yes, my lord!”

Jake crumpled the document he was holding and threw it on the ground, then walked back to his place, showing no concern for the sword in front of him.

Indeed, Baron Zender didn’t dare to swing his sword.

Standing beside Raul were three knights from the Golden Bear Knights.

Among the knights who were considered elite within the county, only 100 could enter the Golden Bear Knights.

Dressed in black knight uniforms and capped with a red cape embroidered with a roaring golden bear, their appearance alone exuded an intimidating aura.


Baron Zender, who had drawn his sword but couldn’t bring himself to swing it, stammered,

“Raul! This man has insulted us. If you don’t decapitate him and apologize, I will consider you and the count to share his mindset. If you’re not intending on seeing real bloodshed, apologize this instant!”

Raul looked pensively at Baron Zender and then smiled wryly.

“I’m not sure why you’re getting mad when he hasn’t really said anything wrong. Look, Baron. It’s time to put away this foolish act.”

Raul nonchalantly placed the booklet he was holding on the ground and gently caressed his sheath.

“I never really expected that such paper constraints would solve anything from the start. Still, I thought you would be a bit ashamed, but it seems the Baron is far more incredible than I imagined.”

With a smooth, graceful motion, Raul slowly withdrew his sword from its scabbard and drove the blade into the ground, pointing downwards with a clang.

“So, what is it you really want? Surely, you didn’t think I’d just blithely stamp my seal on such nonsense.”

Baron Zender felt a cold sweat trickle down his spine at the unexpected defiance.

‘This can’t be right. The third son was supposed to be weak-willed and indecisive, incapable of even wielding a sword properly, and yet look at him!’

To Zender, this was the aura of a predator, and not just any predator, but one that could only be found in the wild!

Such a presence was rare to encounter within the capital.

The fools standing behind him were already overwhelmed by the aura, unable to utter a single word.

‘To think the saying, “Like father, like son,” would prove so true! The eldest and the second are monsters, and now even the youngest…’

But retreat was not an option now. After all, the boy was only 15; it was only a matter of breaking his spirit.

“Pah! All the bravado in the world won’t help you. If you don’t stamp that document today, you won’t leave this place!” Baron Zender finished with a fierce shout and gestured with his hand, instantly changing the mood in the room.

Tap, tap, tap.

Swish!

At Zender’s signal, the armed escorts and private soldiers of the nobles present unsheathed their weapons, and soldiers outside sealed off the entrances.

“Oh, really? Is this how it’s going to be, Baron? Do you realize you’re declaring war on a count’s household with your actions?”

Raul asked in a calm manner, not batting an eyelid.

Instead, it was the affiliates who were thrown into a state of panic.

“Baron Zender! I wasn’t told it would come to this! Weren’t we just going to lodge a protest?”

“Are you actually planning to cross swords with the main house? This is madness!”

“I want no part in this! Let me leave!!”

However, the soldiers blocking the way stood firm.

The nobles, who had come unknowingly and with few guards, found themselves trapped with no way out.

“How foolish to the very end. You are all in the same boat now. Didn’t you all sign the document? Do you really think the count will just let you walk away from this?”

At the baron’s words, they could do nothing but gather in a corner of the hall and dumbly observe the unfolding situation.

“Is this the end, then? So, Baron. What’s the plan now? I have no intention of stamping that document, not even in the slightest.”

Raul asked, still utterly unfazed, which infuriated Baron Zender.

“Raul! Do you not grasp the situation? At my command, 30 knights and hundreds of soldiers present here will rush at you! Do you really think the Golden Bear Knights can withstand all of them?”

Though he didn’t mention it, a secret weapon was also at the ready, against which even a member of the Golden Bear Knights would stand little chance.

However, the baron was unaware that Raul already knew about their existence.

‘As expected, the other factions are just watching silently. Well, then we have nothing to fear.’

Raul smirked, coolly assessing the situation, and asked mockingly,

“And what about it?”

(To be continued)
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As Raul stepped forward with confidence, it was Baron Zender who found himself flustered. He had mobilized soldiers and even drawn weapons, but those were merely for show, intended to intimidate. The moment swords were actually swung, today’s incident could escalate from a simple familial dispute into an all-out war. Furthermore, the secret weapon was to be a last resort; using it now could potentially worsen matters. ‘It seems I have no choice but to stick to the plan, as prepared. If only Raul had been the pushover the rumors suggested, tch.’

Baron Zender clicked his tongue in his mind and shouted, “You’ve fabricated documents to slander me! And for insulting me and our relatives here with your naivety, you must apologize. Raul de Ashton, I demand a ‘Proof of Bloodline’ from you!” He ripped off a bear’s head-shaped brooch from his collar and threw it at Raul’s feet.

“Proof of Bloodline?” A voice echoed questioningly from a corner, causing a stir in the room. The Proof of Bloodline was a right bestowed only upon the Ashton family’s bloodline. It was the ultimate recourse against unjust commands or directives from the head of the family or those of higher rank, allowing for resistance. It was a right to request a duel, usable only once in a lifetime. 

‘Is this really the right situation for that?’

‘A duel challenge to a young relative?’

‘Without an official witness, and isn’t this just absurd?’

As the murmuring among the relatives suggested, it was an unreasonable demand that under normal circumstances would not hold. 

“Baron Zender, are you serious? Why should I accept such an absurd request?” Raul asked incredulously, to which Baron Zender replied sternly, “Consider this my last mercy to you. It will be less shameful to surrender through a duel rather than having it forcibly taken from you.”

“And you get to claim you took my possession through an honorable duel rather than by force?” Raul’s tone was mocking, but the baron didn’t blink.

“Make your choice. If you refuse, I will resort to force.”

Though Raul seemed ready to retort, he suddenly closed his mouth, appearing lost in thought, to which the baron internally sighed in relief. ‘Yes, a hot-headed youth you might appear, but if you think it through, you know what answer you should give.’

A brief moment later, Raul finally spoke, “The terms of the duel? Surely, Baron, you do not intend to personally cross swords with me.”

Thinking that Raul was almost persuaded, the baron slightly smiled, “Each side will choose three representatives, and through one-on-one duels, the side with the last man standing wins. Naturally, since this is a Proof of Bloodline, the representatives must be from the bloodline.”

“That’s absurd! How could one side be so unfairly disadvantaged?” Philip, unable to remain silent, interrupted. While Baron Zender’s side had an abundance of representatives to choose from, Raul was alone.

“What’s the problem?” the baron asked, as if it was no issue. “There are dozens of relatives here. If they believe Raul is right, surely someone will stand with him. It’s not my fault if nobody does.”

“That’s preposterous…!” Philip attempted to protest again, but Raul stopped him with a gesture.

“What’s the wager? If you win, I suppose stamping that absurd document will suffice. What will you put on the line, Baron?”

“Well, I doubt it’s necessary to say, but do you have any particular request?”

“A fair duel demands a fair wager. If I win, I’ll take the mansions of all relatives who signed that document.”


“What?!”

“That’s ridiculous!”

The relatives erupted in protest, clearly in fear of losing in a situation they had thought was to their complete advantage. But Raul was done conceding.

“If you don’t agree to these terms, then there is no duel. What do you say, Baron?”

Baron Zender gazed at Raul with an enigmatic look in his eyes.

‘What’s he thinking?’

At a time when he should be bringing unaffiliated bloodlines to his side, he’s setting such conditions?

Is it because he knows he can’t win and wants to preserve his pride?

Either way, for the Baron, there wasn’t particularly an issue. If he couldn’t secure the seal on the documents, the house in question was the least of his problems.

“Fine. I’ll accept your condition. Will you now accept the proof of bloodline?”

Baron Zender asked, prompting Philip to approach Raul and say,

“Your Highness, this is an unfair duel. Don’t you think we can resolve this without necessarily accepting?”

Philip was right; there was no need to accept such a duel.

Baron Zender might think he’s in control of the situation, but Raul was already fully prepared.

However, Raul had already decided to accept the duel.

‘There’s no reason to avoid this quest.’

[Unexpected Quest: Proof of Bloodline]

Rank: C

Objective: Win the duel

Additional Objective: Win against all opponents alone


Description: The noble bloodlines of the capital are making unreasonable demands. Prove them wrong with your prowess.

Rewards: Experience points, coins, ????

“Sir Philip. You don’t think I’d lose, do you?”

“Honestly, it’s not that….”

Philip was the one who knew Raul’s abilities best.

Even judging purely by swordsmanship, Raul was already beyond the beginner level of expert, and with his mysterious power included, how many here could actually defeat Raul?

Nonetheless, variables always emerge in actual combat. Philip was merely worried those variables might exceed Raul’s calculations.

[Don’t worry too much. And if it seems like a problem is going to arise, Sir Philip, you jump in and wreak havoc! They’re probably expecting as much anyway.]

Raul instructed Philip through guild communication.

The duel was merely a show to build up justification on both sides.

Regardless of the outcome, they weren’t going to easily concede and move on.

“I’ll accept the proof of bloodline. But what about the notarization, Baron? It’d be troublesome if you claim it’s void after losing.”

At this, Baron Zender grinned and said,

“Fortunately, we have a distinguished guest with us today. Would you mind?”

Baron Zender’s gaze turned to a young knight with sharp eyes.

“Ah… I was hoping to just watch quietly and leave, but it can’t be helped.”

‘Who’s this?’

‘Wasn’t he a royal knight?’

Ignoring the murmurs from the crowd, Raul asked,

“And who might you be?”


Baron Zender, with a bright smile and an exaggerated gesture, introduced him,

“If we are to speak of this gentleman, he is the ‘Rising Star of Ruben Kingdom,’ renowned across the capital for his excellent swordsmanship and character. He is Young master Haphael de Randal, the fourth prince of the Count Randal household.”

‘Count Randal household?’

‘How come a prince from the Count Randal household is here?’

The previously uninformed crowd showed surprised expressions at the arrival of this unexpected figure, while the three knights beside Raul looked ready to draw their swords at any moment.

“Whoa, calm down. I was merely invited here, so please don’t glare. I came to greet Young master Raul among other things, but who knew such a regrettable, no, interesting situation would arise!”

Haphael’s smirk seemed incredibly mocking.

However, Raul remained unfazed.

“The Count Randal household, is it? I’ll trust that a family claiming to be noble will judge fairly.”

“Of course.”

* * *

With the agreement reached, the duel was quickly prepared. The representative for Lord Zender’s side was decided to be Lord Zender’s two sons and Baron Kespi, who appeared to be in his mid-30s. As expected, Raul was to compete alone. He had hoped that one or two might change their minds, but they seemed more interested in watching from the sidelines than intervening. “Luckily. It would be troublesome if they clumsily took sides now.” Raul felt relieved instead. There was no longer a need to distinguish between trash and less trash.

“Let’s begin the first match. Representatives, forward!” Raul’s first opponent was Aaron, the third son of Lord Zender. Aaron was very angry at Raul for ruining his 18th birthday party yesterday. “Damn it. After six months of effort, I finally managed to dazzle them… and he had to appear just as I was about to accomplish my great feat!” Raul had caused him to lose his catch.

Moreover, he disliked the cocky expression on the young man’s face and his irritating habit of spouting informal language. “Fine, I won’t kill him, but I will have my fill of revenge. I’ll toy with him until he begs for mercy!” Aaron, a third-year student at the academy and an advanced sword user, never thought he would lose. To him, Raul was merely another wealthy country boy who had just arrived in the capital. There were rumors of him winning a rural swordsmanship competition, but then, most nobles who came to the capital claimed to have some title or another. The rumor that he was a feeble offspring of the Count’s family seemed much more credible. “Of course, he talked big today, but it’s not like I haven’t seen country braggarts before.”

As Aaron was looking forward to taking out his frustrations on Raul, the match finally started. “You’re dead, you bastard!” Aaron, wielding his double-edged bastard sword, swung it forcefully at Raul. Thump! The next moment, Aaron felt stars exploding in his eyes before losing consciousness. Thud.

The hall was enveloped in silence for a moment. The match had barely started 5 seconds ago when the victor was decided. 

“Hmm. The winner is Raul!” 

Haphael, who had been watching with folded arms, declared the win with an inscrutable expression, albeit belatedly. 

“What? A single strike?” 

“What happened? I didn’t even see it properly.”

“Was it all just a baseless rumor?” 

“Foolish. To be so careless, tsk tsk.”

The spectators murmured among themselves. The outcome was vastly different from what they had anticipated. Despite Raul’s fearsome demeanor, he was only 15. Boys his age typically barely managed to qualify as sword users at best. Even those called geniuses usually demonstrated skills at the advanced level of a sword user. Thus, it was natural for them to assume Aaron, an advanced sword user, would win. 

“This is unbelievable! That idiot, Aaron!!” 

Lord Zender’s mustache trembled with rage. Unless there was a significant gap in skill, such brief matches usually happened due to one side being careless. The reason Aaron was chosen first was to give him an opportunity. Regardless of the rumors about him being a dunce, he was still the direct descendant of a respected family. Winning would have earned him a measure of fame, but he had squandered it.

“Shall we proceed to the next match right away?” When Haphael asked, Raul silently extended his sword forward and nodded his head. Then, the second representative from Lord Zender’s side stepped forward. “This time, I’ll be your opponent.”

(To be continued)
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“Hmm.”

Standing before Raul was none other than Baron Kespi, a 38-year-old man working in the capital Thurium’s security force. Among the bloodline residents of the capital, he was one of the few who knew how to wield a sword decently. With a sharp trajectory, his blade flew towards Raul.

Swoosh! Clang!!

Yet, Raul deflected the incoming sword with remarkable ease.

“Indeed, as a scion of the main family, your fundamentals are solid,” said Baron Kespi after exchanging a few blows.

“Your style is very robust, thanks to your traditional sword training. You react quickly as well. I can see why Aaron was taken down in one hit.”

Zing.

Baron Kespi’s sword glowed with a vivid blue light. It was a perfected ‘Mana Sword’, shimmering intensely.

“It’s not something I’d normally use against someone twenty years my junior, but there’s a lot at stake for me as well.”

And with that, his sword dropped in a very familiar motion.

“Take this! Bear Strike!!”

The roaring form of a blue bear surged through the air, crashing down towards Raul.

Boom!!

As the shockwave dissipated, there stood Raul, nonchalantly holding his sword aloft, now gleaming with a light golden hue.

“You blocked it!?”

Baron Kespi exclaimed in surprise, but Raul was unfazed.

‘I can’t understand why he’d clumsily resort to the family’s sword techniques.’

Raul was a direct descendant of the Ashton count’s household. He learned ‘Bear Crush’ in a more systematic way than other bloodline members and sparred with many knights, employing the technique in a variety of manners.

Naturally, he was more familiar with the flow, pulse, and forms of swordsmanship, allowing him even with just an intermediate level of mana wrapped around his sword to block a top-tier Mana Sword.


“Ah, so you’re a scion from the main house, huh? How about this, then!” Baron Kespi’s swordsmanship shifted. It was no longer the orthodox Bear Crush but mixed with unconventional movements.

Clang! Clatter!!

For the first time, Raul was pushed back.

‘At least this is somewhat better.’

It seemed after leaving home, he had mixed in other sword techniques he learned in the capital.

“Oho!”

“So that’s it. What can a greenhorn with no real battle experience hope to achieve?”

“Those from the main house, always thinking their swordsmanship is the best. Doesn’t quite work out in the capital, though.”

The audience was visibly delighted by the brief advantage.

‘These failures have no right to talk.’

In truth, those bloodlines residing in the capital were more or less outcasts. Born into prestigious sword houses yet unable to break through the expert barrier and giving up on swordsmanship. Or those driven by jealousy or feelings of inferiority towards their more skilled peers, fleeing their hometowns. These individuals desperately clung together to form a group.

Of course, not everyone was like that. There were those who had different talents aside from swordsmanship or who harbored grander dreams and thus headed to the capital.

However, none of them were present here.

‘The real deal wouldn’t bother with such pitiful squabbles.’

Instead, they distanced themselves from their main families, striving to carve their own paths, unlike those here, greedily eyeing the main family’s resources.

Clang.

After pretending to struggle against Baron Kespi’s blade, Raul suddenly swung his sword, creating distance between them.

“It’s truly regrettable. Had you dedicated the time you spent patching together different sword techniques into delving deeper into our family’s swordsmanship, you might have overcome the barrier.”

At Raul’s biting comment, Baron Kespi’s eyebrows twitched.

“Ha, what would a youngling like you know? Advising me when I’ve practiced Bear Crush for 15 years! How presumptuous!”


Baron Kespi’s blade traced a new pattern.

It charged like a wolf, a vicious whirlwind of blades aiming for Raul’s entirety.

‘Oh!’

‘Isn’t that the Tempest Wolf of the Templeton House?’

‘Being in the guard has allowed him to learn the master’s swordsmanship!’

The audience believed this could finally decide the match. But in an instant—flash! A golden streak crossed the void, and the shape of the wolf vanished without a trace. 

“You fail to understand. It’s not the swordsmanship that’s important, but how well you master it,” Raul shifted to the offensive for the first time, his sword slicing through the air with precision, tracing the pattern of the Crush Blade technique as it aimed for Baron Kespi. 

“Foolish! Do you think such textbook techniques can defeat me?” Baron Kespi’s sword intercepted Raul’s, which was aimed at his chest. 

Crack, whoosh! 

“Argh!”

However, Raul’s blade grazed Kespi’s sword, twisting its path and lightly slicing through the baron’s thigh. 

‘What was that technique?’ 

Before Baron Kespi could gather his thoughts, another attack came. It was clearly the fifth form of the Crush Blade technique, a sidestep thrust. Reflexively, the baron positioned his sword to block the expected path. But the moment Raul’s sword met the baron’s, it shifted direction. 

‘The eighth form, a horizontal slash!’ 

Correctly identifying this, Baron Kespi adjusted his blade to intercept the path again. Yet, it was far from over. 

‘What now? The third form’s twisted stab? Or the sixth form’s vertical slash?’ 

Raul’s techniques changed too swiftly for the baron to react. Eventually, Raul’s blade cut across his forearm. 

‘Is such a sequence of techniques, linking one after another, even possible?’ 

Agony and disbelief contorted the baron’s face. Swordsmanship consists of techniques. Those who learn the basic stances—slashes, stabs, and cuts—are taught techniques, which are essentially planned paths combining these basic stances, devised to deceive the opponent and avoid prediction—the most efficient path of the sword. 

However, rigidly adhering to these techniques can be dangerous, especially against an opponent who knows them, as they are easily countered. Hence, when using swordsmanship, one varies the techniques to introduce unpredictability. 


Baron Kespi was shocked not merely because Raul used a sequence of techniques but because it was done so rapidly, drawing unpredictable paths and executed with utmost precision. 

‘Is this what distinguishes talent? Damn it all!’ 

Swoosh, slash! 

Blood lines were drawn on Baron Kespi’s body with every reach of Raul’s sword. Clang. Finally, as the baron’s wrist was cut and he dropped his sword, Raul’s blade rested at his throat. 

“See, Baron? Even just linking textbook techniques is enough. Do you still think the family’s swordsmanship is lacking?” 

Raul asked calmly. 

“Monster…” 

With that single word, Baron Kespi collapsed to the ground. 

‘With such dynamic vision, reaction speed, and judgment, who needs swordsmanship!’ 

He wanted to argue, but overwhelmed by blood loss and defeat, the baron soon lost consciousness. 

“The victor is Raul!” declared Haphael. Amongst the vampires, unease could not be concealed. 

‘Baron Kespi was defeated!’ 

‘This could change things…’ 

‘Didn’t they say Young master Raul hardly mastered swordsmanship?’ 

Amid those speculations, Baron Zender managed to calm them with a strained smile. 

“Don’t worry. After all, he’s just a kid at the level of a sword user. Don’t you all know who the last contestant is?” 

At that, the commotion settled. 

‘Well, if it’s that person…’ 

‘No matter how impressive their family’s swordsmanship might be, that’s as far as it goes.’ 

It seemed the final contestant had the vampires’ utmost confidence. 

“Now, let’s bring forth the last contestant.” 

Haphael, in charge of officiating and judging, seemed quite entertained. From his perspective, the outcome hardly mattered. ‘Well, it’s slightly better if the youngster loses, but even if he wins…

‘The Ashton brats are merely nicking at their own flesh, but where would the harm lie in that?

During this time, the last contestant emerged.

‘Was his name Dave?’

He recalled the moment Lord Zender introduced him as his eldest son.

He was a bit older than himself and had apparently crossed a barrier, but he wasn’t particularly memorable.

‘Go ahead, thrash about to the very end, rookie.’

As Raul looked forward with anticipation to what would unfold, Haphael announced loudly.

“Begin the third match!”

* * *

In front of Raul was a towering man over 190 cm tall.

Considering that the denser the Ashton family’s blood, the larger the build, it seemed he was naturally gifted in that aspect.

However, Raul frowned not at the man’s outer appearance but at what lay within him.

‘Could it be they’ve meddled this far.’

What Raul saw was….

“Hey, runt! I won’t say it twice. Give up on the match while I’m asking nicely. Otherwise….”

From Dave’s sword sprang forth a blue mana blade about 15cm in length—a materialized sword qi.

“If you think to face me with your mediocre swordsmanship, it would be wiser to give up now.”

“Oooh!!”

“Look at that clear mana blade!”

“Typical Dave. An expert is truly different!”

The delighted chattering of the nobles filled the hall.

But Raul let out a light sigh and said,

“Huff. Instead of wasting breath, bring it on!”

This halfwit.

Raul, swallowing his last remark, infused mana into his sword, aiming it at Dave.

“Fine, if that’s what you really want. But don’t blame me later!”

Swoosh!

A wildly distorted blue trajectory plummeted towards Raul.

Raul, his eyes turning golden, watched the tip of the sword to the end and slightly stepped aside, avoiding the trajectory.

Boom!

The innocent ground was gouged out.

Raul, pushing off lightly from the ground, dashed towards Dave and thrust his sword.

Clang!

Dave, seeming defenseless as he swung the sword, but then his fist from the opposite side struck out, fending off Raul’s sword.

Whoosh!

Immediately after, Dave spun horizontally with the greatsword, which Raul avoided by flipping backwards in mid-air, creating distance.

“You dodge quite well, flitting around! Keep dodging if you can!”

Dave, with agility unbecoming of his large stature, swung his greatsword in a series of continuous blows.

Raul did not respond rashly but calmly dodged the attacks, without forgetting to observe Dave.

‘Hmm. Is that the scale of a physical boost? I wonder how long the effect lasts.’

Raul’s curiosity was soon satisfied.

Before even three minutes passed, the size of the mana blade emanating from Dave’s sword had reduced by more than half.

“You scoundrel! Are you just going to run away!”

Frustrated by Raul’s elusive movements, Dave’s actions became more aggressive.

Clash!!

Finally, Raul’s sword met Dave’s in combat.

Taking a couple of steps back, Raul nodded slightly and examined his sword.

‘Hm, is it notched?’

He noticed a slight indentation where they had collided.

Normally, a mana sword of intermediate user level would shatter upon contact with an expert’s mana blade.

But in reality, it was barely notched.

‘So, it wasn’t a real mana blade after all.’

Having seen enough, it was time to wrap things up.

Raul approached Dave, murmuring quietly so only he could hear.

“That’s enough. Fake expert, no, the empire’s dog!”

(To be continued)
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“What did you say!? You insolent brat!”

Dave roared as he desperately swung his sword with brute force.

Having perfectly anticipated Dave’s movements and the path of his blade, Raul counterattacked, swinging his sword to deflect the greatsword.

Clang!

Although Raul’s sword shattered upon the direct collision, it managed to slightly throw Dave’s arms, still clutching his weapon, into the air.

Seizing the fleeting moment of vulnerability, Raul didn’t miss his chance.

Swoosh—thwack!

Like a swift swallow diving, Raul plunged into Dave’s embrace, his clenched fist soaring to neatly send Dave’s chin flying.

“Ugh!”

Raul, with his head swirling, followed the staggering Dave to deliver the final blow.

“Take a good rest!”

Infusing his fist with mana, Raul struck a heavy blow to the temple, causing Dave to lose consciousness and his body to noisily roll across the hall, sprawling against the wall.

“The verdict, referee?”

Raul, dusting off his hands, inquired as Haphael called out with a reluctant voice.

“Victory to Raul. This duel is declared a win for Raul’s side.”

Silence ensued.

No cheers or sighs were heard, as everyone stood dumbfounded while Raul, alone, picked up the shattered remains of his sword and headed back to the stage.

“Such a pity. It was quite a favored sword.”

“Well done.”


Philip bowed slightly, speaking calmly.

“It’s nothing. By the way, Philip, once this is all over, make sure to secure that last fellow I faced. Seems like he carries the mark of the Empire.”

Philip visibly flinched at Raul’s words, then nodded.

“I did think his movements were unnaturally stiff for his level.”

Raul, receiving a new sword handed by Pierce, turned to look at the vampires and muttered to himself.

“Now, let’s see what happens next.”

* * *

Baron Zender couldn’t believe the reality before his eyes.

His proud eldest son was a Sword Expert.

Though he had resorted to some minor underhanded methods and had not been at that level for even a year, he was still an Expert.

So why was a 15-year-old kid standing unharmed, and his own son rolling on the ground?

“This is absurd. That brat must have cheated! It’s invalid, this is invalid!”

He shouted like a madman for a moment, but no one responded.

And in that silence, Baron Zender sobered up.

‘Oh no, if this ends like this, I’m doomed!’

There was no other choice but to somehow get the documents stamped.

Some might wonder why go through such lengths over mere documents.

But to some, certain documents could be worth much more than their face value.

‘I need to hold onto those documents. Only then can I rely on the support from Viscount Jayden or Count Randal’s Household!’

In the hands of the powerful, even the most fraudulent documents could work wonders.


Holding the documents would ensure his family couldn’t easily harm him.

With this in mind, Baron Zender yelled out.

“Snatch the seal from the brat right now! What are you doing? Attack, all of you!!”

Hesitant at first, Baron Zender’s vampire associates also shouted in desperation.

“We’re all in this together! Strike!”

Finally, dozens of guards and soldiers, armed and ready, started advancing towards Raul.

Noticing their approach, Raul let out a wry smile.

‘As expected, it comes to this.’

After issuing a certain command through guild communication, Raul drew his new sword.

“Shall we mingle for a bit, then?”

“I’ve been waiting for that word!”

At Raul’s words, Jake excitedly brandished his sword, eager to charge towards the enemies. But others had moved before him. With a rush, they positioned themselves. 

“No one shall pass through here!” 

“We’ll protect the young master with our lives!” 

Around twenty individuals blocked the path in front of the podium, swords drawn towards the enemies. 

‘This is quite unexpected,’ Raul thought, scratching his cheek at the sudden appearance of these individuals. They were none other than the servants who had been carrying tea and dishes just a moment ago!

Clang! Clang!! 

“Do not falter! We must not let them through!!” 

“These vile creatures! They shall not lay a finger on the young master!” 

Surprisingly, the servants did not retreat under the attack of knights and soldiers. If anything, they might have had the upper hand if numbers were equal. Moreover, these servants were mostly teenagers or in their county twenties. Even though expert-level knights hadn’t joined the fray yet, it was no less remarkable. Raul, examining their information analytically, seemed to realize something and smiled. 


‘Ah, it seems I’ve stumbled upon a treasure unexpectedly.’

Just then, Baron Zender, enraged to the point of fury, shouted, “You lowlifes!! After feeding and sheltering you when you had nowhere to go, this is how you repay us! With betrayal, repaying kindness with ingratitude!!” 

In response, one of the servants retorted loudly. 

“Ha! Speaking of kindness, who swindled the donations meant for us, you highway robber!” 

“Indeed, how shameful of us to have resented the Count’s family, not knowing the truth. Had it not been for the young master, we might have continued this absurd servant life!”

With voices full of anger, the servants condemned the baron. Their true identity was that of ‘Kingdom Academy cadets’, recommended by the Count of Ashton. Those who performed well in the adulthood tournament typically underwent basic training before securing a chance to enroll in the Kingdom Academy. The Count’s family not only provided recommendation letters but also supported their academy fees. 

However, the problem arose during vacation periods. The capital and the Count Ashton’s territory were too far apart. Many supported cadets wished to stay at the academy, but during vacations, the dormitories closed. Intended to provide lodging and training expenses in the capital residence, the baron embezzled all these funds. 

On top of that, using accommodation fees as an excuse, he exploited them as servants, pocketing the actual servant hiring expenses as well.

“In some ways, it’s quite remarkable. Scraping together everything, filling his pockets. He certainly had the skills to be entrusted as a steward,” 

Jake remarked, clicking his tongue. Raul agreed, “Yes, he must not have been like this when he first became the steward. Ultimately, it’s like putting the cat in charge of the fish, really.” 

“But what should we do now? If those guys really get involved, the kids might get badly hurt.” 

“Don’t worry. It’s about time for our arrangement to shine.” 

“What do you mean?” Jake tilted his head in confusion, but Raul merely smiled.

And right when Baron Zender was deliberating whether to deploy his secret weapon, Raul’s strategic planning shone brilliantly. 

Boom!! Shrieks and crashes! 

“Make way! Who dares to block our path!!” 

The mansion became chaotic outside, and some soldiers, pale as death, rushed to the baron and his kin. “What’s happening?” 

“It’s, it’s a disaster! Out, outside!” 

“Speak properly! We have hundreds of our forces outside, who would dare to attack?” 

“It’s, it’s from the main family!”

“What!?” 

Bang!! 

The doors of the hall burst open, crushing a few soldiers beneath them. 

“Who goes there? Who dares to brandish a weapon in the estate of Count Ashton!?” 

A giant of a man, over 2 meters tall, with a blood-stained greatsword slung over his shoulder, bellowed loudly. 

His voice was so powerful that the entire hall seemed to shake, and some soldiers covered their ears and stepped back. 

The people inside the hall turned pale with shock upon recognizing him. 

“Such an inhuman stature?” 

“Are those the arms as thick as a man’s waist from the rumors?” 

“It’s, it’s Young lord Dylan!” 

“Why is the heir of the Ashton household here!?” 

The one who had kicked the door open was none other than Dylan de Ashton, Raul’s older brother! 

Dylan crossed the hall as if nothing could stop him, and people unconsciously made way for him. 

Following him were twenty knights clad in brilliant golden armor. 

It was the Golden Bear Knight Order. 

But naturally, not everyone was quick to react. 

A guard, caught off guard by Dylan’s presence, instinctively drew his sword. 

… 

Dylan came to a halt, his gaze briefly lowering to identify the cause of obstruction and in the next moment—

Bang!! 

Thud! 

With a casual backhand, Dylan not only shattered the knight’s sword but also sent him flying through the air. 

The knight crashed through the wall of the hall more than 5 meters away and vanished outside. 

‘Good heavens.’ 

‘The kingdom’s top physical monster indeed!’ 

‘Is that even humanly possible?’ 

The crowd instinctively took a step back. 

As if nothing had transpired, Dylan casually resumed walking toward the podium, finally locking eyes with Raul. 

“Little brother~~~!” 

All semblance of ferocity vanished as Dylan dropped his greatsword and spread his arms wide, rushing to embrace Raul tightly. 

“My brother! Are you hurt anywhere? No one’s been bothering you, right? Have you been eating well?” 

Lifting Raul into the air, Dylan spun him around, checking him over for any injuries. 

Dangling in the air like a puppet, Raul finally regained his senses and gently tapped Dylan’s hands, saying, “Brother~ I’m getting dizzy. Let’s talk down here!” 

“Huh?” 

Only then did Dylan notice Raul’s slightly pale face, hurriedly setting him down and laughing awkwardly. 

“Ha-ha. Right, you’ve grown a bit during these two months. But your body, what’s that about? As a man, you should aim to have splendid muscles like your brother here!” 

As Dylan flexed his arm, his bicep swelled as though air was pumped into it, seemingly as thick as Raul’s waist. 

‘My father might be a monster, but physically, my brother seems out of human boundaries. The problem is…’ 

“Um, brother. You didn’t travel all the way here like that, did you?” 

It was only then mentioned, Dylan was bare-chested, wearing only a cloak over his shoulders. 

His muscles, so well-defined they seemed more beastly than human, fully commanded everyone’s attention.

Such a physique inevitably caused a mix of intimidation and defeat among men. 

“Eh? Why bother with clothes? Besides, being in the capital, it’s only right that as many people as possible witness this perfect body, right brother?” 

‘Good heavens.’ 

Raul felt his head throb at the thought of the heir to the Ashton estate walking topless around the capital. 

Sigh.

Patting Raul’s head, who was visibly troubled, Dylan spoke. 

“A man should be bold. If you, Raul, had a wonderful body like mine…” 

Turning around, Dylan glared at the nobility trying to avoid his gaze and continued. 

“Would those damned curs dare to draw their weapons?” 

While his logic was peculiar, Raul couldn’t deny there was some truth in his brother’s words. 

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 33

				
Chapter 33

The situation was swiftly resolved.

As Dylan had said, those who had swarmed towards Raul like a pack of wolves now seemed like docile sheep, not daring to brandish their weapons.

It wasn’t just because of Dylan himself but almost no one could overcome the momentum of the Golden Bear Knights.

It was curious why among the knights, including the vice-captain, many of the top-ranked knights were present.

‘There are at least twenty-five knights here who are at least intermediate sword experts….’

Their combined force could easily smash a barony to pieces in an instant.

Baron Zender, the main instigator of the affair, had wanted to create a reversal of fortunes but found it impossible.

Randal Haphael, the fourth son of the Count’s family, had recoiled to a corner of the hall with a grimace on his face upon seeing Dylan.

And the knights from the Brennan Republic, whom he had thought would be his secret weapon, avoided the baron’s gaze as if they had nothing to do with him.

There simply was no reason for them to interfere at this point.

Once the hall quieted down, Dylan, with his arms crossed, looked around at the people. He then smirked as if he had found an amusing toy and shouted.

“Who do we have here! Isn’t that Randal? Shouldn’t you come and greet me if you are here?”

Reluctantly, Haphael stepped out from the corner and spoke as if being dragged out.

“Ah, hello. Elder brother Dylan.”

Dylan strode over, banging Haphael’s shoulders in a welcoming manner and asked.

“Oh, it’s been years but you haven’t changed a bit. Which model were you again?”

For a moment, Haphael bit his lip and looked sharply at Dylan, but as their eyes met, he bowed his head and said in a small voice.

“Yes, the fourth model.”

“Aha! The fourth model, I see. So, are you still hanging out with models three and six, bullying the kids around?”


“No. That’s old news…!”

“Hmm? Are you getting annoyed now?”

“Of, of course not.”

Dylan patted the dust off Haphael’s collar while saying,

“Our Randal Model 4 seems to have been quite tame today. Keep it up, and there won’t be a need for a meeting with me again. Since this is now a family affair, we’d appreciate if outsiders could leave, what do you say? Maybe wait a bit and loosen up before you go?”

Shivering, Haphael vigorously shook his head.

“I, I have urgent matters to attend to, so I must go. Please continue!”

“Alright, off you go. Oh, and tell Randal Model 1 that I’ll be staying for about a fortnight, so if he wants to have a go, he should come find me.”

After giving Haphael a final pat on the shoulder and letting him go, Haphael’s face turned pale as he clutched his bruised shoulder and fled the hall.

“Now that we’re dealing with a family matter, I would ask the onlookers to please exit. Ah, and those of you who drew weapons, you can’t leave; let’s have a separate discussion later.”

Following Dylan’s words, the knights from the Brennan Republic, spies from the empire, and various other onlookers quietly left the hall.

With the room cleared, Dylan spoke with a smile.

“So, esteemed elders, where are the documents that require a seal?”

Baron Zender and the other kin shook on their feet, their faces pale.

* * *

That evening.

Raul was in the main office, having tea with his older brother Dylan.

“Seriously, brother. How did you end up here with sister-in-law and Libby? And all these knights? The vice-captain and even the elite knights… Has a war broken out or something?”

“Kid! After you called for backup and all, what’s with the question?”

“Well, even considering that, don’t you think it’s a bit much?”


Moreover, Raul had reached out late last night. Selecting personnel and gathering equipment, the time was far too tight to reach the capital. Dylan gazed thoughtfully at Raul before letting out a soft chuckle. 

“Knowing everything and still asking such pointless questions. Would father have handed you the hat and the seal without any preparation? And it would certainly be easier for me to step in to tidy things up, wouldn’t it?” 

If Dylan, the heir, had not personally intervened, things might not have been resolved this smoothly.

‘But if all those people used the portal, how much did it cost?’ Considering the distance and the more than 20 people involved, it must have cost close to 3,000 gold. Given that the average salary of a citizen in Connect was around 20 gold, this was an astronomical sum. 

‘Well, it’s not like it’s my money.’ Raul, tossing aside his needless worry about money, changed the subject. 

“So, what are you planning to do? There are almost 30 of them….”

“They obviously have to pay for their crimes!” Dylan’s expression suggested that a few lives lost here and there didn’t matter much. 

“But, they’re still our father’s siblings.”

“That’s why we’ve turned a blind eye for so long! Because of those old fools, our finances have been stretched so thin…. This time, even father can’t turn a blind eye, so we should settle things once and for all.” 

It seemed likely that this scheme had originated not from their father, but from Dylan’s mind. 

‘The hidden fox of the Count Ashton’s household.’ 

The character information found in the Connection Cafe certainly listed Dylan, the eldest son of the Count Ashton’s household, as a ‘fox-like’ figure known for his political acumen and calculations. Although his swordsmanship was inferior to that of his brother Lawrence, he had been recognized early on as the heir due to his unique inclusiveness and leadership.

‘And to think they call him a brain character with that monstrous physique? Isn’t that totally cheating?’ At a glance, anyone could tell the older brother was more brawny than brainy. Who would think of him as the intellectual type upon seeing those burly muscles? Dylan, noticing Raul’s curious gaze, reached out and tousled Raul’s hair while saying, 

“Don’t worry too much. I don’t intend to spill any blood. I’ll just cut off the old folks’ money. And you, you’ve really outdone yourself today. I’m truly proud to be your brother!”

“What did I even do? I just charged in because I didn’t like them, that’s all.” 

“After raiding their ledgers to create an audit report and thoroughly shaking their mental state with the proof of blood relation, and you say you did nothing? You adorable thing!” 

As Dylan leaned in as if to give him a kiss, Raul recoiled in horror. However, escaping the grip of his brother, who was stronger than their father, was impossible. Reluctantly receiving a cheek rub, Raul sighed and said, “Do that with Libby now. I’m an adult!”

Then Dylan, looking shockingly forlorn, said, “I wish I could, but your sister-in-law keeps stopping me from even touching Libby. Why, though? I’m her dad. What’s the reason!” 

Understanding his sister-in-law’s feelings as he looked down at the hand shaking his shoulder, Raul thought, ‘With those ferocious hands, you’ll probably fold a pot lid in half. It seems you won’t be touching your niece for a while, big brother.’ 

Internally offering his condolences, Raul then pulled out a document from his pocket. 


“But what about this, brother?” 

It was the notarized document recording the proof of blood relation that had occurred between Raul and Baron Zender. According to the document, the 27 mansions that had forcibly demanded Raul’s seal had all become his property.

Dylan briefly inspected the document and asked, “It’s yours, so shouldn’t you deal with it as you wish? Is there anything for me to help with?” 

Raul, caught off guard by such an apparently obvious response, was slightly taken aback. 

‘I mean, combined, wouldn’t that be worth at least a hundred thousand gold, and it’s all mine?’

Entangled in the affairs of the family, I had assumed matters would naturally be handled by the main house, but it seemed Dylan had a different view. 

Noticing Raul’s feelings, Dylan chuckled and said, “Little brother, isn’t that the reward you won fair and square in the competition? It’s rightfully yours, why are you being so cautious about it? Haven’t I always told you? A man must be forthright! Especially since you were born the son of Count Ashton, you should be even more so, and you’ve every right to be.” 

He then carefully folded the document and placed it back into Raul’s chest.

Feeling a warm surge in his heart, Raul touched his chest and told his brother, “Understood, brother. I will try to be a more confident man. And, while we’re on the subject, may I ask a favor?”

“A favor?”

Raul, once again taking out the document, passed it to his brother as naturally as possible. “Could you take care of this for me? Oh, and leave the Baron Zender’s mansion to me, if you will.”

The value of a document changes depending on who holds it. For Raul at that moment, the document was nothing short of a hot potato. To liquidate it, he would have to evict the residing family members and sell the mansion, a task that involved too many complications for him to handle.

“Alright. I’ll make sure you don’t lose out and sort it properly. And for your reward, I’ll teach you something good at the training grounds tomorrow morning.”

“A reward?”

“Yes. I’ll pass on the secret to achieving muscles as wonderful and perfect as your brother’s!” Dylan then struck a pose, flexing his muscles with such intensity that it led to a tearing sound. His shirt ripped apart, and buttons burst off, one falling into Raul’s teacup with a plunk.

As Raul took a discreet glance at his teacup, Dylan struck various poses and said, “What do you think? Don’t you want to learn? Don’t you feel like rushing to the training ground right now?” Raul, unable to say no in the face of his brother’s anticipation and sparkling eyes, reluctantly nodded.

“Yes. I will. Actually, father and Lawrence seemed quite envious too. But, I’ll teach it especially to our youngest. Hahaha.”

Seeing his beloved elder brother’s joy, Raul grimaced. While he did want to build his strength, he had no intention of forsaking his humanity. ‘I’ll learn in moderation. But I do wonder if there really is some secret technique. It’s certainly piqued my curiosity.’

For the next fortnight, Raul got to experience what hell on earth was like and vowed never to train with Dylan again. And finally, the day to leave for the academy arrived.

“Please be safe, young master. I wish you the best on your entrance exam,” Bernard, temporarily acting as the mansion’s butler, said, bowing before Raul as he approached the carriage.

“Well, I’ll just wing it. No need to outshine the kids. I’ll be off.”

As Raul spoke nonchalantly and boarded the carriage, his elder brother Dylan, already seated inside, grinned and asked, “Really just going to wing it?”

“Yes, why put in the effort?”

“Alright? Since I’ll be going back after the opening ceremony, don’t mind me and do as you will.” He then closed his mouth.

‘What? I thought he would say “Show some spirit! Show the dignity of the count’s household!”’

Regardless of his brother’s comments, Raul intended to just get by on the exams, casually attend the academy, and graduate without much effort. After all, the academy was merely an excuse to get out of his hometown, not his true aim. ‘It’ll be tiring enough mingling with the others. Let’s just get this over with. Casually.’

With the idea of moderation repeating in his head, Raul was whisked away towards the academy.

(To be continued)

TL’s Corner:

Haphael calls Dylan hyung, a respectful way to call someone older in Korea even if they are not related to each other. So I translated it to elder brother.

Raul also calls Dylan hyung, however, since they are siblings, and it was already mentioned that Dylan is older than Raul, I just translated it as brother.
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Raul had arrived at the auditorium where the entrance ceremony was to be held, passing through a plaza overflowing with people.

Stepping out of his carriage, Raul couldn’t help but click his tongue at the sight of the teeming crowd.

“It’s incredibly busy, isn’t it? I heard the entrance ceremony was a big deal, but I didn’t expect it to be this crowded…”

This year, about 700 students were expected to enroll.

However, only scions of nobility with at least the formal rank of baron could participate in the ceremony.

Therefore, it was expected there would be fewer than 100 participants, but at a glance, there seemed to be at least 200.

“This year is a bit special. Some who had been putting off their enrollment have decided to join in as well.”

“…???”

Dylan offered an enigmatic smile, sparing his words.

‘What’s going on?’

Raul had already checked on the academy’s information before arriving in the capital. The ycounty intake of students, entrance exam details, and the academy curriculum were widely known among the nobility, so there was no need to even consult the related forums.

He had even managed to get a list of the noble families’ scions expected to enroll this year, but it seemed there had been some unforeseen changes.

‘It doesn’t really matter anyway.’

Since Raul hadn’t placed much importance on academy life in the first place, he decided not to worry too much about it.

However, his resolve wavered the moment he stepped inside the hall.

– We sincerely congratulate Prince Gerard de Ruben on his enrollment.

– The pride of the Templeton Household! Warmest congratulations to Lord Dalton on his enrollment.

– On the enrollment of Caleb de Randal…

– Celebrating the enrollment of Young lord Jamieson…


– Congratulations to young master Raul de Ashton on his enrollment…

‘My god! What is all this!!’

The walls of the hall were filled with banners for the scions of various noble families.

And the problem was that the list included not only a prince but also descendants of the five great martial families.

“How did this happen? Sir Philip! You said there were no direct descendants from the five great martial families enrolling this year?”

“Indeed, when we departed from Mira, there was no such news…”

Raul, showing a rare glimpse of dismay, and Philip, equally taken aback by the unexpected situation, were at a loss.

Only Dylan seemed to find the situation amusing as he watched Raul with a suppressed smile.

“Brother, what’s going on? You do know something, don’t you?”

After the incident at the mansion, Raul had been preoccupied. He had to deal with the aftermath and endure the so-called ‘hell training’ under his brother Dylan.

With Bernard, who was in charge of gathering information, confined within the mansion, Raul had been in the dark about recent developments.

“You’ll find out soon enough, little brother. Do ‘moderately’ well on the exams. Congratulations on your enrollment~”

Dylan left for the specially arranged VIP seats with that enigmatic smile.

Raul, trying to calm his tumultuous feelings, gave an order.

“Sir Jake and Sir Pierce, could you go around and gather some information? Check out the atmosphere around the examination areas as well.”

“Understood, my lord!”

After the two departed, only Philip remained, standing guard behind Raul.

‘It seems like a headache is inevitable…’

Originally, this year’s academy enrollment was expected to consist mostly of nobodies.

Not just the descendants of the prestigious martial families but even those from significant noble lineages weren’t expected to be part of the intake.


Yet, at a glance, not only the descendants of the five great martial families but also those from well-known noble families seemed to have enrolled in droves.

“I really don’t want to be bickering with kids at my age…”

“Sir…?”

“Oh, no. I was just talking to myself.”

Raul hastily covered up the words that had inadvertently slipped out and steeled his resolve.

‘Sigh. Let’s not worry about it. Just blend in quietly, as was the original plan.’

However, he seemed unable to completely hide a sense of unease tucked away in a corner of his mind.

***

The entrance ceremony began. 

It proceeded like any other entrance ceremony, and it came time to introduce the faculty and staff. Raul, who had already gathered information on the faculty, was losing interest and letting his mind wander. 

However, the atmosphere in the entrance hall suddenly started to buzz, and Raul’s eyes widened slightly as he looked towards the podium.

‘No way, that person is…?’

“…with great effort, we have managed to invite this individual. Starting this year, he will be the Vice-Chancellor of the Academy as well as the head of both the Department of Magic and the Department of Administration, Mr. Alfredo Gray!!”

Wow!!

Amidst thunderous cheers and applause, a well-dressed elderly gentleman appeared on the podium.

“It is my pleasure to introduce myself as Gray, who has temporarily taken on the role of Vice-Chancellor. It is an honor to serve at the prestigious and historic Ruben Kingdom Academy…”

As the speech continued, none of it reached Raul’s ears.

His mind was cluttered with the shock of encountering an unexpected person in an unexpected place.

And for good reason, as Alfredo Gray was famous across the continent as one of the “Three Great Sages,” an “8th Circle Archmage”!

Especially in the fields of illusion and mirage magic, he was unrivaled and he was also a master of alchemy magic.


‘Why on earth would that man come here??’

Gray, who preferred wandering and was known as the “Nomadic Sage,” was such that even the “Gray Magic Tower” he established would occasionally hire info-guilds to locate him.

For such a figure to come to the knight Ruben Kingdom and take up the position of Academy Vice Dean?

This was a completely different turn of events from Raul’s previous life.

Normally, he would have only made an appearance years after the official service started, and after the formation of the allied forces.

“…therefore, we have included a newly developed training illusion magic circle in the Academy’s curriculum. It will be demonstrated in the placement exam later, and we ask for your keen interest.”

While Raul was busy gathering information about Gray, his speech ended.

And then Chancellor Spencer de Templeton appeared.

“As Vice-Chancellor Gray mentioned, there will be changes to the educational curriculum from this year. Accordingly, the content of the placement test has also been modified, so I urge students to refer to the provided materials and prepare accordingly for the exam.”

Raul was not particularly disturbed by the change in the exam content.

After all, he had only planned to look at it casually, and even if the knight department’s exam changed, it would not make much difference.

However, he could not help but change his mind upon hearing the next words from the chancellor.

“This year, students who achieve excellent grades in the placement test will be awarded special rewards. We wish all students the best of luck.”

‘Special rewards?’

It was the first time he heard that rewards would be given during the Academy’s placement test.

It had always been just an exam to divide the classes.

That’s when a quest window appeared before Raul’s eyes.

[Scenario Quest: Placement Test]

Grade: ???

Objective: Secure entrance into the S class during the placement test

Additional Objective: Top the placement test

Penalty: Failure to enter S class results in a -5% skill proficiency correction during enrollment

Description: The Academy has seen an influx of promising students from the kingdom. It is an opportunity to compete with the promising youths from rival families and elevate the name of your family.

Reward: Experience points, coins, and additional rewards depending on the performance

After reviewing the contents, Raul closed the window calmly.

‘Doesn’t seem too hard.’

The Academy’s Swordsmanship Department had five classes.

S, A, B, C, D.

Among the 600 freshman swordsmanship students, ranking within the top 60 was sufficient for S class entry.

He had planned to just casually take the test, but he intended to make into the S class no matter what, so there was no issue.

‘The important question is whether to be content with just making it into S class, or to really show what I’m capable of…’

Considering the rewards were unknown, he wondered if there really was a need to aim for the top spot. At that moment, Jake brought the distributed materials.

“It’s supposed to be a special reward, but it doesn’t seem all that special, does it?”

-Privileges for the Top-Entering Student-

1. Access to all floors of the Academy’s library

2. Provision of a personal training ground with an Illusory Magic Circle installed

3. Custom equipment creation at the Academy’s workshop

However, contrary to Jake’s thoughts, Raul decided as soon as he saw the contents of the rewards.

‘Even if I can’t eat it, I must have it! This entrance exam’s top spot is mine!!’

Although others might think differently, the rewards were exactly what Raul needed.

‘The library and a training ground! Not just one, but both are being offered. I simply can’t pass this up.’

To the residents of Connect, the Academy might be an idol, but for Raul, it was a necessary evil.

While Academy classes and training could somewhat improve skill proficiency, they hardly offered experience points or rewards.

For a player like Raul, hunting monsters and exploring dungeons were far more beneficial than attending classes.

Nonetheless, Raul’s reason for enrolling in the Academy was also as an excuse to avoid being tied down to his territory and to have the chance to meet important figures of the kingdom.

But the presence of a training ground equipped with an Illusory Magic Circle changed the story.

The training Illusory Magic Circle was a superior device compared to the combat simulator that would later be introduced by the Players’ Association.

Despite battling illusion-generated enemies, the circle had the incredible property of allowing one to gain experience points.

The problem was the amount of Mana Stones needed to sustain the magic circle was no joke.

‘To be able to use it for free, what a windfall!’

Furthermore, the library was a treasure trove of hidden gems!

With the right information, one could find hidden quests and occasionally discover skill books. That was the library’s true value.

Normally, Academy libraries had access restricted by academic year.

But to have access to all floors!

‘I thought I’d have to spend three years at the Academy, but now I might be able to reduce that time.’

Of course, all this was only if he secured the top spot in the placement test.

Yet, Raul was not worried at all.

With determination, becoming number one in the placement test seemed easily within reach.

With confidence, Raul began walking towards the plaza where the exam was to unfold.

“Hey! Are you that little squirt from the Ashton family?”

Out of nowhere, a flamboyantly dressed young man approached Raul.

Glancing over, Raul noticed almost ten guards with him and among them, a familiar face.

‘Another one from the Randal household.’

Raul slowly looked the other man up and down from head to toe and said,

“Who are you? To me, you look more like the squirt here. Don’t you think?”

Next to Raul, who had grown past 180 cm, the young man looked like he wouldn’t even reach 170 cm.

Realizing this, the young man’s expression turned sour as he glared and said,

“Just as I heard, you’re an insolent one. This is why I hate dealing with Ashton brats. Ignorant country folks with no manners or sense. All of you…”

“If you have no business with me, I’ll be leaving now.”

Raul coolly dismissed the ranting young man and turned to leave the auditorium.

“Hey! Aren’t you going to stop? This insolent jerk!”

In a hurry, the young man reached out to grab Raul’s shoulder but Philip quickly stepped in to block him.

“That’s enough. I don’t care which noble family’s son you are, but it’s best if you stop now.”

“What’s this, huh? Not moving aside?”

Silently, Philip gestured with his eyes for the young man’s guards to take a look around.

Suddenly, other newcomers and their guards had gathered. Among them were individuals no less splendidly dressed than the young man.

Realizing the situation, a guard whispered to the young man, who reluctantly stepped aside.

“Always trouble when involved with Ashton folks. Insolent brat, I’ll make sure you learn your place!”

The young man glared daggers at Raul’s departing figure, but by then, Raul was already disappearing into the crowd.

(To be continued)
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The plaza, where all the freshmen had gathered, was bustling with activity. Not only were there 600 new students from the Knight Academy, but also many current students and outside spectators who had come to watch. The students, dressed in their cadet uniforms, were clustered together, cheering for the new recruits from their own families or factions. Among them, three factions were particularly noticeable for their large numbers and loud voices.

The Templeton household, led by the kingdom’s premier knight and the Sword Duke, Marquis Templeton.

The McNeil household, with the intermediate-level Axe Young master, Duke Clifford McNeil.

The Randal household, an emerging martial family that was quickly gaining prominence.

These three families, true to their prestigious martial legacy, sent many to the academy each year and naturally held great influence within its walls.

– Celebrating the top-ranked entrance of Sir Dalton of the powerful Templeton House!

– First place is ours! Cheering for Sir Jamieson of McNeil, go, go, go!

– Believing in the rising star of Randal House, Sir Caleb!

A variety of cheering signs and slogans filled the stands. Raul, looking at the stands, let out a sigh without even realizing it.

‘The academy’s dynamics are quite clear without even having to see.’

The atmosphere was much as he had anticipated, but the intensity was more than he had imagined. Whether Jake, his escort knight, knew of Raul’s thoughts or not, he chattered away in an excited voice.

“Wow, the academy in the capital is really something else. It’s like a festival here! Even though this is the Knight’s Department, there are quite a lot of ladies, huh. Hahaha, now I understand why you were so eager to come here!”

Despite Philip’s nudging him to be discreet, Jake only spoke more boldly.

“Oh, why? The top rank is already secured by our lord. I can’t wait to see those guys, bragging about their prowess, be utterly surprised later. Huh? Are those our guys over there?”

Looking where Jake pointed, a group of about ten people, holding a small picket, were cautiously looking around.

– Go Sir Raul!

These were the cadets sponsored by the Count’s House, those who had sided with Raul just a while ago at his mansion. Apparently lacking a unifying figure, they were being pushed around by others.

“Ah, those pathetic ones. Don’t worry, my lord, I’ll take care of them. Do your best in the exam!”

It was time for the escorts and servants to take their leave. Jake led the way, with Philip and Pierce bowing before departing. Left alone, Raul calmly reviewed the documents in his hand. They contained instructions for the exam method and a hastily gathered list of the new students.


Looking through the list, Raul’s expression was far from pleased.

‘Ah, why are these guys even here?’

The list included names of promising young ones from various families, names that had been prominent in his past life. Particularly, Dalton from the Templeton House and Jamieson from the McNeil House were not to be underestimated.

‘Individuals who will reach the master level in ten years…’

As the storyline progresses, the growth of connected NPCs accelerates. Although masters are rare in the kingdom now, their numbers will increase over time. Nevertheless, mastering that level remains an extraordinary feat. Raul hadn’t directly checked their stats but he was sure none would be an easy opponent.

“Shortly, we’ll proceed with the first exam. All freshmen, please move to the auditorium!”

Following the announcement, the instructors guided the students. Raul, tagging along, readied his mind.

‘They’re just kids for now. Sorry, but I can’t let you have the top spot.’

Ironically, the first exam turned out to be a written test. As befits the Knight’s Department, it included basic military tactics and strategy questions, along with mundane ones regarding the kingdom’s history and the royal family’s genealogy. Raul was unprepared for a written test, but it didn’t matter. He had his own cheat codes: the system’s community and the Link Cafe. After breezing through the written exam, they moved in groups to a smaller indoor gymnasium. Upon entering the gym, a chilling sensation swept through my body.

‘Is this a mana suppression field?’

When I attempted to summon my mana, it remained unresponsive, as if caught in a snare.

“This place is for measuring basic physical abilities! Do not attempt to use mana. Follow the instructions as I call you out one by one!”

Several machines were set up in front of the instructor.

‘What? Is that a punch machine?’

It had only been listed as a ‘strength measuring device’ in the preliminary documents, so I hadn’t realized it was a punch machine.

Boom!!

A cadet put his weight into the machine and struck, and a score appeared on a display resembling a gymnasium scoreboard.

-1322

-1418

“Cadet number 202. 1418 points. Next!”


It seemed the protocol was to take the higher of the two attempts as the recorded score.

It was unclear what the top score was, but it didn’t seem particularly high.

Fortunately, it was a while before it was Raul’s turn, giving him ample opportunity to observe the other cadets.

Scores typically ranged between 1000 and 1500 points, until one cadet stepped up to the machine.

‘Hmm. Wonder how much he’ll score?’

This new student was among the top five in our group of a hundred, in terms of level.

With a level of 43 and a strength stat of 50, his measurements seemed similar to my cousin Dion, whom I met at the adult initiation tournament.

Kwang!!

“Wow!”

“As expected from the McNeil household!”

The stands buzzed with excitement.

2250 points.

This was the first time a score had surpassed 2000 points.

‘So that’s 2250 points. Then….’

Raul’s mind began to whirl with thoughts.

* * *

“Oh, those are impressive scores. As befitting the name of the Knight Kingdom, the overall scores are quite high.”

Contrasting the noisy examination hall, the quiet auditorium was a peaceful haven.

A magical image projector displayed the scenes from six examination halls, vividly broadcasting the events to the attendees seated on plush sofas, enjoying their tea. These observers were none other than the VIPs from the five prestigious martial families and influential noble houses.

The academy’s dean, vice dean, and professors also mingled among them, engaging in conversation.


“The buzz around Gray’s arrival must have inspired everyone to apply to the academy. The quality of incoming students this year is exceptionally high compared to previous years.”

A noble remarked, prompting Vice-Chancellor Gray to nod in agreement.

“Even then, it’s remarkable that most students under twenty are scoring over a thousand points. The students from the Leslie Kingdom Academy would be quite disheartened.”

“Ah, you flatter us.”

Given that Leslie Kingdom was a magic nation, it was inevitable that their knights would not measure up to those from Ruben, a knight’s nation. Vice-Chancellor Gray might have been quite disappointed with the magic department freshmen.

“But what really brings Vice-Chancellor Gray to our academy? Until a month ago, we heard no one from the Tower would be visiting.”

A professor from the magic department inquired, clearly curious.

“Ah, as I’ve mentioned before, I was eager to see how a newly developed magic circle would function in practice. Talking about it now, I feel slightly guilty as if we’re using the students as test subjects?”

“Oh no, not at all! We’re immensely grateful you’ve introduced such advanced magic circles to our Ruben Kingdom first. Moreover, providing a training magic circle personally funded for the top entering student!”

The professors and the nobility alike strived to gain Gray’s favor. Although he was not a noble with lands, his status as an 8th-circle archmage and a Tower Lord was not something the average noble could contend with lightly.

“Seeing these young students firsthand, I’m glad I came. I’ve heard we have quite a few children from famous martial families enrolling this year?”

“Indeed, and thanks to that, we have many distinguished guests here today. As introduced earlier…”

As the chancellor introduced the freshmen of each family with a smile, the guests began to murmur among themselves.

“At last, he’s made an appearance.”

“Is that boy the thirteenth son of the Randal household?”

The screen displayed the young man who had picked a fight with Raul countier at the entrance ceremony.

“Ah, that lad is Caleb indeed. Exceptionally talented, he was trained directly by the Lord himself. Insisted on enrolling in the academy,” Sir McGinny, an uncle of Count Randal, said proudly as he stroked his white beard.

Meanwhile, Caleb approached the measuring device, positioned himself, and then, twisting his body, punched with all his weight.

Boom!!

“Wow!”

The sound was different from before. The machine seemed to scream, trembling violently.

And finally, the displayed score was.

“3005 points!!”

“Indeed, outstanding! Count Randal has good reason to be proud.”

Caleb, seeing his score, smirked slightly and, dismissing the need for a second attempt with a flick of his hand, arrogantly returned to his seat.

Sir McGinny wore a continual beam of satisfaction, while some nobles sitting behind him looked crestfallen.

‘Is this what sets a noble family apart?’

‘We’re far from catching up, aren’t we?’

Despite the gathering of talents hailed from various regions, a noticeable difference in level was felt.

As Caleb from the Randal household became the talk among the attendees, attention once again converged on the screen.

“Next up is Jamieson from the Marquis McNeil’s Household. He is the direct grandson of Lord Clifford.”

“Jamieson… Isn’t he the one even the Royal Knights coveted?”

“Yes. His skills are said to be so remarkable that he need not have attended the academy, yet here he is. This batch indeed has many talents.”

Jamieson, now 19, was already a well-known promising talent in the capital.

Kwang!!

And the promising talent lived up to his reputation.

“My goodness!!”

“Over 3,500 points!?”

Boom!!

“3,612 points! Isn’t that a record?”

In his second attempt, Jamieson managed to surpass 3,600 points.

News of the new highest score for a freshman since the introduction of the device five years ago spread among the audience.

Clap, clap, clap.

“Truly remarkable. To think knights struggled to surpass 3,000 points when the device first came out….”

Vice-Chancellor Gray couldn’t hold back his admiration, applauding.

While the nobles around marveled, only Sir McGinny of the Randal household cleared his throat uncomfortably, soothing his upset stomach.

Following, a few freshmen nearly reached the 3,000-point mark, drawing the nobles’ attention, and then, the grandson of the kingdom’s greatest swordsman, Marquis de Templeton, made his appearance.

“Was his name Dalton?”

“The grandson of the Sword Saint, right? His first public appearance.”

A figure shrouded in mystery, kept hidden by the Templeton Household.

The audience’s interest peaked on whether he would surpass Jamieson’s record. And then…

Thump!

“2900 points??”

A noble who glanced away momentarily and then checked the score showed a puzzled expression at the lower-than-expected score.

However, the atmosphere among the audience was unusually tense.

Unable to bear the chilly silence, he quietly asked,

“What’s going on? What happened?”

“That guy, he punched with his hands behind his back, using just one arm.”

“……!!”

(To be continued)
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Dalton nonchalantly brushed off his second chance with one arm as if it were a nuisance.

Yet, his score astonishingly hit 3008 points.

“Ha, that boy. We forced him to come to the academy despite his reluctance, seems he’s quite discontent,” chuckled Spence de Templeton, the current chancellor of the academy, watching his nephew’s antics.

‘If that’s the score he gets by not even trying, what happens when he does?’

‘Indeed, the Templeton lineage. Worthy of the name of the strongest.’

While the crowd admired and sighed with envy, McGinny Randal, slightly offended, rose from his seat and announced, “Let’s proceed to dinner. First, second, and third places have been decided, there’s nothing more to see, is there?”

“Should we, really??”

As some nobles began to stand up, following his lead,

“Wait? Isn’t there another noble family’s child left? Surely…”

Confused, Vice chancellor Gray glanced through the student register, only for McGinny to snicker.

“Ha, that one hardly merits our attention. Rumors are he’d have struggled to get in without his family’s recommendation due to his lack in skills, plus, he’s only fifteen.”

“Fifteen?”

“Yes, I heard the youngest of the Ashton family being referred to as a burden as well.”

The nobles murmured among themselves.

Fifteen.

The age of adulthood, and the minimum age for academy admission.

However, admission ages ranged from 15 to 19 years.

Therefore, most students knocked on the academy’s doors only at nineteen, to withstand the ruthless culling of 20% of the student body each year.

After all, from 600 entrants to the academy’s knight department, fewer than 100 graduate.


“Some kids come to the academy early to get a taste of it before moving on to practical learning. Especially sad for a child from a martial family.”

As McGinny shook his head in mock pity, the nobles nodded in agreement, that’s when a burst of laughter broke out.

“……?”

As the nobles’ gaze shifted, a large man stifled his emerging chuckles before speaking.

“Kuhp. Truly. I intended to keep quiet…”

“… You are!?”

McGinny stared at the man in surprise.

‘I thought he had left? And why was he hiding in the corner all this time?’

Before McGinny could speak, Vice chancellor Gray intervened.

“Oh! You’re the polite young man who looks unlike his appearance, certainly of the… Count Ashton’s family?”

The large man, Raul’s elder brother, Dylan, modestly nodded and spoke,

“It’s an honor to be remembered, Vice chancellor Gray.”

“How could I forget? Such a remarkable physique and the imposing look of yours truly stand out.”

“Ahaha, isn’t that one of my charms?”

As Dylan laughed, his chest muscles appeared as though they might burst through his clothing.

“But I am curious, what made you laugh?”

Gray asked with a sparkle in his eyes, to which Dylan replied with a grin,

“It’s amusing to see the elders babbling arrogantly. Isn’t it called ‘stubbornness’ to judge everything on their level and believe it’s absolutely right?”

“What did you say!?”

McGinny bristled with anger while Dylan looked down at him with a mix of amusement and dismissiveness.


“Enrolling at fifteen means one is just sightseeing due to a lack of skill?? Ever thought of the reverse? Maybe they enrolled early because there’s nothing much the academy can teach them…”

“How absurd! At fifteen, one is just a child! There’s never been a genius who graduated before twenty!”

“Really? Isn’t it rather humorous to think there won’t be one in the future just because there hasn’t been one in the past…”

“How audacious! Are you implying your brother will be the academy’s history-making genius?”

As McGinny glared and shouted, Dylan shrugged and responded,

“Well, I wouldn’t know. I’m no prophet.”

Frankly, Dylan was curious too. What exactly was going through his younger brother Raul’s mind to enroll in the academy.

“Pfft! Grasping at straws without even being certain. Typical of the Ashtons! Always….”

“Alright, that’s enough. There’s no need to shame ourselves in front of distinguished guests, is there?”

The intervention of the principal finally made Lord McGinny step back. However, the glare he shot Dylan’s way seemed just as intense as before.

“Eh? Isn’t that the kid??”

With someone’s exclamation, all eyes shifted to the screen.

“Whoa!”

“Is that really a child of the Ashton family…?”

“Good heavens. He looks radiant.”

People sneaked a glance at Dylan’s face and then tilting their heads in wonder.

“Really brothers…??”

“Ahem. This young man, indeed! Most certainly! Is my youngest brother Raul, the jewel of our Ashton family.”

Dylan spoke with an inward sense of pride.

‘Even if his skills in swordsmanship are a bit lacking….’


‘Let me think, do we have any unmarried ladies in our family?’

The nobles murmured among themselves.

“Really, keep it down. What’s with all the fuss over a guy’s looks!”

Lord McGinny spat out in annoyance, though the murmuring did not subside.

‘That old man is going to have a hard time.’

Dylan looked at Lord McGinny with a clear sense of satisfaction.

Lord McGinny’s intention had clearly been to divert the nobles’ attention away from Raul.

Considering that at the time of the mansion incident, a son of the Randal household had even stood as a public notary, it was impossible for Lord McGinny to be unaware of Raul’s abilities.

Yet, he tried to belittle Raul, hoping to disperse the crowd.

‘Ketchup? Galen? What was it? Anyway, he must have wanted to highlight the 13th but dream on, old man.’

Dylan smirked and turned his gaze back to the screen.

The looks were too conspicuous for anyone to ignore.

He had said he’d just enjoy his time at the academy, but Dylan couldn’t help thinking it would be difficult.

‘Brother, you can hide your skills with a sword, but what about your looks?’

Raul seemed completely unaware of his own attractiveness.

Even now, it was evident he was trying his best not to stand out too much.

In some ways, he seemed much smarter, yet in others, still somewhat naive, which was endearing.

‘But he’s not really going to just play it safe, right? I wish he’d just show off his skills boldly at times like this.’

Dylan was slightly worried amidst his boasting.

And then, Raul finally stood in front of the machine.

Taking a deep breath, Raul moved lightly, casually warming up.

Whoosh—Bang!!

In an instant, Raul’s punch powerfully struck the machine.

“Perfect!”

Chancellor Spence couldn’t help but exclaim.

The movement began with his feet, moving up through his legs to his waist, across his shoulder, and finally extending through his fist without a hint of wavering.

‘If I were to score that punch, I’d want to give it full marks. What’s the actual score?’

He wasn’t the only one curious.

Every person inside the hall held their breath awaiting the result.

“Ah!”

“Such a pity.”

“But truly impressive! 2999 points?”

“Wasn’t he said to be 15? If only he had enrolled a year later….”

Many seemed to have emotionally invested in Raul, unable to hide their disappointment.

However, that wasn’t the end. Raul was already preparing for a second attempt.

“Come on! You need to break 3000 points!”

“Yeah! Don’t be daunted because you’re young! Hit it with confidence!!”

Until now, some of the nobles who had been merely spectators started to root for Raul. Once again, Raul’s punches met the machine. It was a desperate assault, almost as if he was pouring his soul into each hit. And the moment the results were announced, a wave of muted cheers spread through the assembly hall. Clenching his fist, Dylan couldn’t help but crack a sly smile. 

‘You cunning fellow. You’ve planned this perfectly!’ Raul’s score was precisely 3 points higher than Jamieson’s, reaching 3615.

* * *

‘Phew. Looks like everything is going according to plan, huh?’ With a sigh of relief, Raul made his way back to his seat. The indoor gymnasium was abuzz with gasps and cheers in reaction to Raul’s score. Surrounding first-year students stepped aside, their expressions a mix of disbelief and admiration, as they made way for him. Raul, feeling as though he had poured every ounce of his strength into the effort, slumped down and closed his eyes.

“Report.”

“Testing area one. Top score 2820. No changes.”

“Testing area two. Top score 3612. No changes, sir!”

“Testing area four…”

“Testing area five…”

“Testing area six…”

“Keep vigilant until the end, and make sure to meticulously check the scores of key participants. After the test, organize and report those who scored above 2500 in order of their grades. That’s all.”

When the guild communication ended, Raul brushed his hair back, deep in thought. ‘I wonder if anyone has caught on?’ After entering the expert realm, Raul’s physical abilities had seen tremendous growth. Having gone through hellish training with his older brother, his current strength stat was an astonishing 68. If he had applied his full strength, his score might have well exceeded 4000. However, that was not Raul’s intention. Aiming for the top was one thing, but he had to appear on par with his peers.

‘Because of this, I even got involved in an unexpected espionage.’ He had acted his heart out to make his effort seem authentic and even used psychokinesis to lessen the impact at the moment of hitting the machine. He had even resorted to using an engineering calculator from the game system to adjust his power, a secret he kept to himself. The thought of whether all this was necessary had crossed his mind, but Raul shook his head. ‘The real threat hasn’t even begun. I’ll bear the effort and hide as much as I can, at least until other players make their move!’

Especially the existence of supernatural abilities like his needed to be concealed as much as possible. Later on, these could be wrapped in descriptions like divine powers or blessings from another world, but for now, there was the risk of being labeled a heretic. In his past life, pride in being ranked first led him to flaunt his powers openly. The result? He couldn’t escape the relentless pursuit of a guild alliance that had analyzed him thoroughly and eventually lost his life after a long period on the run. He had no intention of repeating such folly.

‘I’ll conceal myself and tear apart those who reveal themselves. This life, I am the hunter.’

Caught up in deep thought, he almost missed the wrapping up of the second test. Before the end, Raul decided to check his status.

‘Status window open!’

[Name]: Raul

[Level]: 55-56 (Hardcore Mode)

*Class: Knight (Junior Sword Expert), Intermediate Psychokinetic

[Affiliation]: Count Ashton’s House. First Knight Order

[Stats]: 

[Strength 66-68]

[Agility 67-68]

[Stamina 65-66]

[Intelligence 58]

[Mental 71]

[Magic 70-71]

[Spirit 72]

[Sense 71]

*Unique Traits: 

Skill Collector (EX), 

Developer’s Insight (EX), 

Psychokinesis Meister (S+), 

Distinguished Swordsmanship Family Lineage (A), ??? (EX)

Next were the tests measuring agility and stamina, which involved a course filled with obstacles.

‘I hope it’s a bit easier this time.’ Unknowingly, Raul found himself hoping for Dalton and Jamieson to do well too.

(To be continued)
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Being the descendant of the top figure was both a blessing and at the same time, a tremendous shackle.

“You must do your utmost to ensure the reputation of your grandfather remains untarnished!”

“If you’re the grandchild of the Swordmaster, you naturally have to accomplish at least this much!”

“You have to win this competition, keep that in mind!”

The thought that a new top figure must emerge from the household of the reigning one was more akin to an obsession than mere pride.

The head of the household, Duke Marquis, the Swordmaster, didn’t exactly force his children into swordsmanship.

Rather, it was his children and kinsmen who were more eager to uphold their status.

In that sense, Dalton was quite unfortunate.

Merely for being slightly more talented than his peers of the same lineage, he was forced into many endeavors.

Thanks to that, he had achieved remarkable skills for his age, but it was never what he had wanted.

“Ah, how bothersome.”

He had neither an interest in swordsmanship nor a craving for power.

To someone as laid back by nature as he, the endless training and competition were nothing more than stress.

Thus, he had barely any external activities until he was 19, spending his days in the household lazily training and killing time.

Honestly, his enrollment in the academy was driven by a desire to escape the bothersome training and the monotony of his daily life.

Academy lessons seemed like they would be bothersome, too, but surely, they’d be better than enduring the nagging while training at home, right?

And yet…

“What’s with having a test right on the enrollment day? Had I known, I would’ve just run away to take a nap.”

Regretting his choice, he casually passed the first exam, but the results were slightly beyond his expectations.


“Jamieson ranked second, huh…”

Jamieson was already a renowned talent among his peers, having faced Dalton in a few direct matches.

Of course, Dalton won every time, but he had considered him the strongest after himself among his peers…

Jamieson, with his strong competitive spirit, was probably frowning deeply by now.

‘But then there’s this Raul guy. Quite intriguing, isn’t he?’

Thus, when Dalton encountered Raul at the second testing site, he couldn’t help but strike up a conversation.

“Are you Raul?”

He casually initiated, and the guy stared at him intently.

Up close, his skin was flawless, and his eyes not just blue but seemingly shining with light.

‘Hm? Did I just see a glimmer of golden light? Well, he looks good, but not as good as me.’

“Who are you?”

Dalton snapped out of his brief daze.

“Oh? I’m Dalton.”

“……”

“……”

A moment of silence passed.

“If you have no business, then I’ll be going.”

Raul turned around with a look of annoyance and walked away.

Dalton almost reached out to stop him but didn’t; after all, like Raul said, he had no particular business.

Dalton’s expression was a mix of complexity and subtlety.


‘It’s been a while since someone brushed me off like this. He knows who I am, doesn’t he?’

Usually, once people knew his identity, they sought to extend their conversations with him, but Raul’s reaction was refreshingly novel.

Yet, it didn’t upset him. It only piqued his curiosity.

‘I wonder what face he’ll make after losing to me in the second exam?’

Heading towards the testing ground, Dalton’s expression turned a tad more serious.

The second exam was conducted outdoors.

The test was simple.

It measured how fast one could traverse a designated course. The twist was that everyone had to wear a suit of armor made of iron while navigating through the course, which was peppered with obstacles and traps.

Thud! Beep!

“Oh dear, how many have been disqualified already?”

The second test proceeded in reverse order of the first test’s results, meaning the early test-takers were those with lower skills.

Yet, approximately 100 participants had already been eliminated without even reaching the finish line.

Although unseen from the waiting room, except for the starting point, it was evident from the sounds alone that the test was far from easy.

“Ever since Lord Gray took over the examination hall, it seems the difficulty is no joke.”

“What changed that nobody seems to be passing?”

Waiting candidates murmured anxiously among themselves.

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before some began to pass:

– 13 minutes 33 seconds

– 12 minutes 52 seconds

The times gradually decreased, though not noticeably.


By the time only about fifty candidates remained, the record time stood at approximately 9 minutes 12 seconds.

“It’s about time to get ready.”

Raul stood up and stretched, feeling stiff after waiting for over three hours.

“Yawwn~.”

Feeling Raul’s movement, Dalton, who had been snoring softly a short distance away, opened his eyes.

“What, it’s still early, isn’t it?”

Despite his words, Dalton’s turn was upcoming since tests were conducted in batches of twenty.

The waiting room was quieter than expected.

Jamieson from the McNeil duchy and Caleb from the Randal county hadn’t entered the waiting room at the start, and others had opted to warm up near the practice area from early on.

The remaining candidates waited for their turns in an awkward silence, seemingly unfamiliar with one another.

Finally, it was time for the last group of candidates.

Dalton, still yawning, headed towards the examination arena, with Raul following quietly behind.

“Any specifics?”

“So far, no significant changes. The current record time is in the early 7-minute range.”

“Make sure to check everything without missing any details. Report the progress of the last group in real-time.”

“Understood, my lord.”

Coordinating the timing seemed challenging as the exam proceeded simultaneously.

However, three knights were monitoring from the stands, considering to align their timing slightly.

“Candidate number 285, Raul, correct?”

“Yes.”

The instructor at the starting line checked Raul’s identity and briefly explained,

“All traps and obstacles are illusions created by magic. However, falling into traps or taking hits will inflict shock comparable to real damage, and this damage is measured in real-time. The test will end immediately if you receive damage exceeding the armor’s defense. Keep that in mind.”

“Understood.”

“Then, candidate 285. Begin!”

At the start signal, Raul dashed into the course.

The armor felt almost 30kg, seemingly forged from solid iron, cumbersome and unnatural in movement, making breathing difficult.

This explained the high number of early disqualifications.

However, Raul wasn’t significantly hindered.

Reaching the expert level, both his mana and physical capabilities had evolved, allowing him agility as if he wasn’t wearing armor at all.

The first obstacle appeared before Raul, a whirlpool in a river that seemed impossible to escape from bone intact.

Stones that appeared to be stepping stones were scattered across the river, which looked wider than 100 meters.

“Even if it’s illusion magic, it feels too real. How many mana stones did they need to set this up?”

More than the challenge itself, Raul was concerned about the extravagant waste of resources for the test setup.

Dismissing it as a pointless expense, he crossed the river with ease, stepping on the stones as if crossing a stream in front of his neighborhood.

What followed was a forest path.

Tracking the marks between trees, traps activated at every other step.

Swooshing arrows were narrowly avoided by slightly tilting his head, and battle axes springing from the ground were dodged with quick steps. 

Clang!

Simultaneously flying daggers bypassed the great sword swiping through the air, and traps where the ground sunk in were preemptively detected, leaping over them between the trees.

Just as he passed through the field of traps, a communication came in.

“Dalton and Jamieson are moving exceptionally fast. It looks like they both might finish in under 5 minutes.”

“Anyone else standing out?”

“Caleb from the Randal household is picking up speed, but it seems difficult for him to break into the 6-minute mark.”

“There are some interesting ones, though. They seem relaxed avoiding traps, like they’re not really focused on the record.”

“Make a separate note of anyone unusual. Keep me updated on Dalton and Jamieson’s progress in real time!”

“Got it.”

Raul, having finished the communication, now faced a cliff.

A narrow bridge about 1 meter wide stretched out in the middle of the seemingly endless cliff.

‘This is going to be troublesome, isn’t it?’

However, Raul did not stop.

Just like he had from the start, he kept a steady pace and began to cross the bridge.

And as expected, a sudden change began.

Whisssssh~

A sudden gust made the bridge violently sway, and fist-sized fireballs flew at Raul from both sides of the cliff.

‘Fireballs?’

Though they seemed weak in power by their size, getting caught in an explosion could send him plummeting below.

Boom! Boom! Boom!!

Raul ran unhesitatingly across the swaying bridge, smashing each approaching fireball with his great sword.

He could have easily sliced or deflected them using a mana blade, a hallmark of an expert, but Raul chose to take down the fireballs with his mana sword, taking risks unnecessarily.

He believed it wasn’t the time to reveal his true skills yet.

As he neared the end of the bridge, the number of fireballs flying at him simultaneously increased, but they still couldn’t slow Raul’s steps.

Beyond the cliff, Raul was greeted by a cave with its dark maw wide open.

‘Is this the final trial?’

Traps tend to be more effective and threatening indoors where there’s less space to avoid them.

However, Raul did not hesitate and plunged into the dark cave.

* * *

Crackkk!!

‘Annoying.’

Jamieson shattered a spear falling from the ceiling with his mana-charged shield as he moved forward.

Clang!

‘To think I’d be held back by such nobodies…’

With a light swing, his axe blade split an incoming crossbow bolt in two.

‘Entering the academy now is just irritating, not to mention having to put up with these undesirables!’

He already had a record of winning a tournament among those in their twenties and had gained practical experience in the capital’s guard.

He was confident that he would soon be appointed as a probationary member of the kingdom’s royal knights, and yet, the academy?

What reason did someone of his caliber have to waste time there?

If it weren’t for a direct order from the head of his family, he would never have set foot in the academy.

And yet…

‘Why on earth would Dalton enlist in the academy? And what’s with that wimp from the Ashton family?’

Putting the mission aside, it would be a disgrace to lose the top rank of the year in the academy!

Perhaps because of this, an even stronger mana surged from his shield.

Jamieson’s shield and axe, already at the expert’s realm, smashed through traps and obstacles alike, clearing the path forward.

A faint light was visible not far ahead.

It must be the end of this infuriating cave.

“Raaargh!!”

Like a runaway train smashing everything in its path, Jamieson charged forward, certain of one thing.

‘The victory is mine!!’

The scoreboard in front of him flashed an impressive time of 5 minutes 15 seconds.

(To be continued)
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However, it didn’t take long for Jamieson’s confidence to dissipate into thin air.

Ding.

-1st Place 4 minutes 58 seconds

-2nd Place 5 minutes 15 seconds

“Good heavens, in the 4-minute range!!”

“I think even running at my best, I couldn’t achieve that time.”

The cadets murmured among themselves. 

And the person who emerged was none other than Dalton.

While the cadets nodded as if to say, “As expected,” Jamieson gritted his teeth with a fierce expression.

‘That jerk. What is he thinking!’

Having met Dalton a few times and having had conversations with him, Jamieson knew well that Dalton had a strong dislike for anything bothersome.

Since he had heard that Dalton barely made an effort in the first test, he hadn’t been particularly concerned…

But Dalton didn’t seem to have any intention of leaving the finish line.

Staring intently at the scoreboard and finish line, he seemed to be waiting for someone.

‘What? Could it be that kid??’

Jamieson scowled once again.

Dalton had never taken him seriously. Even after a spar, he would say things like, “I got lucky.”, “That’s really a shame.”, but it was clear he didn’t consider Jamieson a challenge at all.

But now he’s paying attention to a kid who’s only 15?

A wave of anger surged through him, but soon he could only snicker.


The previous test had limited the use of mana, so surprises happened, but this test had no such restrictions.

How could he, or Dalton, who had already reached the expert level, expect anything from a mere 15-year-old kid?

‘Who will take the top position then? We have to tally the scores to find out.’

While Jamieson was lost in these thoughts, the last exam taker, Raul, finally appeared at the finish line.

And the moment the scores were uploaded onto the board.

“… Is this real?”

“Really??”

“No way!”

The cadets reacted with astonishment as the leaderboard was finalized.

-1st Place Raul 4 minutes 55 seconds

-2nd Place Dalton 4 minutes 58 seconds

-3rd Place Jamieson 5 minutes 15 seconds

-4th Place Caleb 6 minutes 22 seconds

…

Jamieson gaped in shock upon belatedly checking the standings.

‘Impossible. How could this result even happen!’

But it was undeniable, as the entire exam was broadcasted to the spectators’ seats.

Jamieson bit his lip hard, glaring at Raul’s departing figure.

In contrast, Dalton, with his arms crossed, wore a smile.

‘Interesting, very interesting! Somehow, I feel like academy life won’t be boring with this kind of expectation.’


Meanwhile, the hall where Vice-Chancellor Gray and the VIPs were assembled was also engulfed in considerable excitement.

“Congratulations, Young lord Dylan.”

“Hahaha, thank you, Mr. Gray.”

Congratulations for Raul taking the first place poured in.

The uncomfortable atmosphere among the members of the Count of Randal’s party, including Viscount McGinny, had already dissipated as they had left the premises, leaving behind nobles of neutral affiliation and academy officials.

After a round of greetings, Spencer, the chancellor, asked,

“Quite impressive. Does the Count Ashton’s household incorporate ranger training from a young age?”

“Indeed, that’s something to ponder. I personally thought Raul, rather than Jamieson, would be the one to charge straight through the trap. Considering the Count Ashton’s household background…”

The instructor, adding his remarks from the side, suddenly found his gaze wandering towards Dylan’s robust muscles.

Feeling a bit awkward, Dylan scratched his head and said,

“Hahaha. Well, that’s part of it, but Raul is quite a special child within the family. It wasn’t for no reason that I called him a gem.”

Even as he spoke, Dylan internally winced.

In truth, he had not anticipated Raul to display such prowess.

The three top contenders displayed completely distinct styles.

Jamieson literally bulldozed through every trap and obstacle like a tank.

His performance heavily reflected the McNeil Duke Family’s preference for shields and battle axes.

Dalton, on the other hand, was spectacularly flashy.

Wielding longswords of the same size in each hand, he maneuvered through the examination field by deflecting or parrying hidden weapons with precise and delicate movements.

The dual swords’ movements were both efficient and dazzling, resembling the sword arts of the Sword Sage.

Lastly, Raul.


He definitively showed that even a greatsword could be wielded with finesse. 

Most astonishingly was how he maneuvered through the final cave without triggering a single trap, showcasing keen observation and agility that would be difficult even for skilled thieves or rangers to demonstrate.

Hence, despite not displaying a mana blade like Jamieson or Dalton, nobody contested Raul’s victory.

‘Raul, you rascal. Hiding the fact that you’ve reached Expert level and now employing ranger scouting techniques? I’m proud, yet you’ve even managed to deceive me. It appears we’re in need for a serious heart-to-heart.’

Trying hard to hide the upturned corners of his mouth, Dylan basked in his pride and joy.

Desiring to avoid further complications, Raul quickly left the examination ground.

After briefly receiving congratulations from supporting students en route, he hurriedly climbed into a carriage, letting out a deep sigh.

‘I aimed to keep it moderate, but who knows what’ll happen now. At any rate, it’s in the past, and I should aim for some peace and quiet moving forward.’

Exhausted from strategizing and controlling his strength, Raul leaned into his seat and unwittingly dozed off.

* * *

“Why! Why go this far!!”

Bae Dohyun, grasping a terribly injured girl lying on the ground with trembling hands, shouted.

“Really, someone might think she’s your own sister dead there. Ah, right. My mistake! Orphan, wasn’t it? You had no family to speak of, haha.”

A young man, standing about three steps in front of Bae Dohyun, laughed uproariously as if he’d seen it all.

Dozens of people encircling them joined in the young man’s laughter, mocking Bae Dohyun.

“I told you to bow down and come over nicely, didn’t I? Had you done so, she wouldn’t have ended up in such a sorry state. Even ranked number one, did you really think you could stand against us? How presumptuous.”

Bae Dohyun glared fiercely at Han Gilju, the guild leader of the Daeseong Guild, who was making a scene in front of him.

His hands, supporting the girl, trembled violently.

“Oh, how frightening! Is it really necessary to make such a fuss over just one NPC dying?”

Just one NPC.

To someone, that might be true, but to Bae Dohyun, she was incredibly significant.

Since encountering her during the main scenario quest, the girl had become his guide.

After protecting the girl from pursuers over more than a year, overcoming numerous crises together, she had become like family to him.

Now, with their destination nearly in sight, she had lost her life to the hands of guild thugs while he was momentarily away, in an event completely unrelated to the scenario.

Thrummmmm.

The ground around Bae Dohyun, who sat clutching the girl, began to tremble.

“Let’s see you struggle. After all, I was planning to kill you once anyway, keke. Guys, take care of him!”

At the guild leader’s command, about fifty elite members of the Daeseong Guild charged at Bae Dohyun.

Clang!! Whoosh!

The battle… was over in an instant.

Bae Dohyun remained in his pose, still embracing the girl, while the charging guild members were strewn across the floor, each impaled by a weapon.

Swoosh.

The weapons impaling the guild members withdrew on their own and gathered above Bae Dohyun’s head.

“Close.”

Bae Dohyun spoke in a low voice, and suddenly, dozens of weapons gathered in one place, only to disappear like a ghost in the next moment.  

“What, what, how is this possible?? No matter if you’re ranked number one, this is too much! Damn game developers, I’ve thrown money at this, yet all I get is crappy skills!”

After gently laying the girl’s body on the ground, Bae Dohyun approached Han Gilju, the guild leader of Daeseong.  

A dagger, previously concealed, was now pressed against Han Gilju’s throat.

“I want to know why. Why are guilds killing guide NPCs? Aren’t they afraid of the penalty?”

Killing quest NPCs, especially those guiding scenario quests, was exceedingly dangerous.  

The account of a player who killed an NPC would be permanently deleted, and associated individuals would be either suspended or become wanted criminals.  

Moreover, killing such guide NPCs wouldn’t stop the scenario from unfolding.  

A new NPC would simply take over as the guide.

“Penalty? That’s something only lowlifes like you would worry about. Look at reality. There’s a queue of people willing to kill an NPC for ten million won, hahaha.”

“Stop talking nonsense and tell me why, unless you want to die!”

Bae Dohyun shouted as he grabbed Han Gilju by the collar.  

Yet, Han Gilju maintained a mocking expression.

“Why bother? It’s obvious I’m going to die. And what if I do? The cost of resurrection penalty is less than my daily allowance, you pauper!”

Crunch.  

Bae Dohyun ground his teeth in frustration, as Han Gilju’s words rang true.  

After all, Han Gilju was the grandson of the chairman of Daeseong Group, one of South Korea’s top five conglomerates.

“Struggle all you want, hahaha. You might think you’re doing well now, but you’ll end up kneeling before me. Did you think the game would be any different? Wake up, you lowlife. Either in reality or in the game, the one with more money wins. Grrr…”

Thud.  

Eventually, Han Gilju’s neck was snapped by Bae Dohyun, his body dropping lifelessly to the ground.

“Damn! Fine, let’s do this, you vile creature. I’ll keep killing you until you dread ever logging into the game again!”

In front of the girl’s corpse, which he couldn’t protect, Raul knelt and promised.  

He vowed to erase Daeseong Guild from this game.

* * *

Ding, ding, ding!

Awakened by the sound of system messages ringing in his head, Raul thought, ‘This is a first. Waking up here after dreaming about the past.’

The unpleasant memories made him uncomfortable, as the promise to the girl was unfulfilled.

“Sigh.”

Raul soon noticed an icon blinking at the edge of his vision.

‘What’s this? Is it related to the system message sounds I heard countier?’

Touching the icon filled his vision with a long text.  

Raul’s eyes widened as he read the title at the top.

“An update?!”

[Update Notice]  

We deeply appreciate all players using the Connect System and would like to announce the upcoming update schedule and details.  

* pre-scenario v1.0 Update  

Sequential opening of hidden ancient dungeons  

Activation of the Dimension Gate system  

Conversion of some NPCs to scenario NPCs  

Guild system update  

* Update Schedule: One month later (Year 521 of Connect Era, May 28th)  

Please note that a large-scale update and the official Open Beta service are planned depending on the progress of the pre-scenario.

‘That explains the uneasy dreams. There was an update in preparation.’

Seeing the announcement, a fire lit in Raul’s eyes.  

The day to meet them again was not far off.

‘This time, I must…’

Recalling the promise to the girl, Raul clenched his fist.

(To be continued)
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Throughout the carriage ride, Raul was lost in thought.

He had anticipated an update at some point, but couldn’t pinpoint when.

Even though he was in a rush, preparations were still far from complete.

He had been given a time frame of just one month.

It was a period that could be considered both short and long.

‘An update doesn’t mean things will explode right away. But if I miss this chance, my plans could be significantly delayed. I need to hurry.’

There was a limited time to monopolize the scenario and reap the benefits before other players entered the fray.

How he utilized this time would determine his choices moving forward.

‘First, I need to raise the guild level, right? I need to expand the guild members and visit the academy library… But when should I visit the other Free Cities?’

Raul gripped his head and screamed internally.

There was too much to do and not enough time.

Eventually, Raul spent the entire night planning and organizing.

* * *

In a well-ordered room that appeared to be someone’s office, a man was seen resting his chin on his antique-looking desk.

The room, darkened by drawn curtains, was illuminated by magic lamps and lanterns, and the silver mask covering the man’s face shone eerily under the flickering light.

“Let’s begin.”

As the man’s slightly raspy voice echoed, voices emerged from nine crystal orbs laid out on the table.

“Let’s start with the royal situation. Aside from regular meetings, the King has not been seen in the past week…”

“The Sword Saint did not attend his grandchild’s entrance ceremony. Instead, the principal…”


“The Marquis McNeil…”

These individuals were agents of the Empire’s intelligence agency, the Imperial Hounds, specifically the leadership of the hounds operating within the Ruben Kingdom.

The figures in the glowing orbs were also wearing different masks, making it difficult to discern their identities.

From the nine crystal orbs, a cascade of information regarding significant events in the Ruben Kingdom since the last meeting was reported.

The man, known as ‘Silver Zero’, unfolded his arms from his chin as the reports concluded and said,

“This morning, an order came from the headquarters. In exactly one month, the grand plan begins.”

“Finally!”

“Things are going to get busy.”

At Silver Zero’s words, the figures in the orbs cheered. They had been preparing in the darkness for a long time, and the moment to reap the rewards was approaching.

Bang!

“There’s no need for a fuss! We’ve only started the first phase, so don’t forget that your roles are becoming more important.

As Zero slammed his hand on the desk, the agents closed their mouths and nodded sternly.

“Agent 7. Have you finished investigating the matter with the Mira?”

“The initial investigation is complete, but the accuracy is lacking. Access to the site was difficult due to both the Mira and the kingdom taking great precautions.”

“And your conclusion?”

“It seems certain that the Randal Family was involved.”

“What a joke. There was no movement at all from the Randal Family’s main house. Are you expecting me to believe that those exiled to Mira managed to take down one of our branches?”

Agent 4, assigned to the Randal Marquis, shouted with a flushed face, but Agent 7 shook his head.

“Given the exposed situation, there’s no doubt. The Randal side in Mira made their move that day, they announced the subjugation, and the magical equipment embedded with power armor and tracking spells clearly point to them as the culprits.”

“But to think they could accomplish such a feat with their known strength!”


“Enough!”

Though Agent 4’s anger peaked, Zero intervened.

‘Is there anything unusual besides Randal?”

“At that time, the youngest of the Ashton county had also made a move. However, it wasn’t on our side, but against another hideout, according to reports…”

Zero tapped his fingers on the table, deep in thought, before asking, “The possibility of them working together is almost none, right?”

“That seems to be the case.” From their investigation, such a scenario was nearly impossible.

Eliminating one possibility, Zero inquired further, “Any other clues?”

“Well, it’s not exactly clear, but there was talk that one of our spies might have spotted someone resembling ‘Gray’ at the time.”

“Gray, you say?” A peculiar image popped into Zero’s mind, and after a brief moment of consideration, he quickly came to a conclusion.

“For now, let’s stop the investigation here. With the big plan about to start, there’s no need to dwell on minor issues.”

“So, what level of response should we take?”

“In an ideal situation, we would hold the Randal household accountable, but we lack the resources for that. Let’s just issue a warning to the kin of the Randals involved in the incident as a conclusion.”

“I’ll proceed accordingly.” Now, in the households of the three cousins from the Randal household, a series of both major and minor incidents would begin to unfold.

And in time, they would undoubtedly face retribution.

“What about the academy matter? Wasn’t Jamieson supposed to become the head prefect?”

The one to answer Zero’s query was Number 3, in charge of the McNeil Ducal family.

“There’s been a complication. Not Dalton, as we feared, but unexpectedly, the Ashton family’s youngest, Raul, has emerged.”

As Number 3 glared at Number 6, Zero inquired again, “Raul… Number 6, what happened?”

“To be honest, it’s difficult to say. Until last year, he was under no one’s radar, but this year, he suddenly began to stand out. It’s still within manageable limits, but predicting what he might be hiding is impossible.”

“Will it affect our ongoing operation?”


“I don’t believe it will disrupt the bigger picture. After all, he’s only 15. Just a kid who’s barely reached adulthood. Plus, we intended to use him in the final phase, if at all, and we have alternatives if necessary.”

Zero, although nodding, felt slightly uneasy.

‘Raul. He seems to be popping up everywhere.’

But with the grand scheme unfolding, he couldn’t afford to pay too much attention to a 15-year-old.

“Keep an eye on Raul, Number 6. More importantly, we need to figure out ‘Gray’s’ reason for appearing at this juncture. Since accessing through the academy’s head prefect has failed, we need to plan our next move…”

After discussing a few more matters, Zero asked, “Number 8. How far have we come in tidying up the underworld?”

“One of the information guilds is giving us trouble, but we’re almost done. We’ll wrap it up before the grand plan starts.”

“Remember, one small variable can ruin the entire plan! We must be extra cautious in the next month to avoid any issues.”

However, they were unaware. They missed the small variable. The existence named Raul would turn out to be the biggest obstacle in their plan.

* * *

The next day, Raul rode the carriage to the academy as usual.

Though residing in the dormitory was the norm for students, exceptions always existed.

Nobles with houses in the capital could choose to commute.

Raul fully exercised his rights.

‘No need to be stuck in the dormitory when I have so much to do.’

Building friendships, romance, and club activities through dorm life were never in Raul’s mind.

He had enough of school life in his past life, and now, he had no leisure to seek the romance of his school days.

Therefore, Raul only enrolled in essential courses, scheduling them to be as condensed as possible.

As a result, he managed to secure an excellent schedule with classes only three days a week.

Stepping off the carriage and heading towards the main building, many people murmured upon seeing Raul.

“Is that guy the top incoming student? I heard he’s only 15, how did he manage to rank first?”

“Didn’t you see the video? This batch is filled with monsters, and that guy is no exception.”

“He’s also top in the written exam, right? Smart, skilled, good-looking… Truly, the gods are unjust!”

While some admired Raul for his grades and looks.

“A direct descendant of a prestigious family, huh? Damn, why bother with the academy at all if they’re just going to be pampered by their families? They don’t even need a diploma…”

“Hey, watch your words. If you offend the wrong faction, you’re going to make school life difficult for yourself.”

“Did I say something wrong? If I had access to elixirs and high-level swordsmanship training from a young age like they did, I’d already have been a knight and more.”

There were those who envied the lineage of others.

Raul, however, paid no mind to what others said. For him, life at the academy was merely a brief gate to pass through for a few necessities.

Upon reaching the entrance of the main building, a large notice board was displayed on both sides.

Although he had been notified late last night, the notice contained the results of the exam and the class assignments.

[Placement Exam Results and Class Assignment Notice]

-S-Rank (Rank 1~30)

1st Place: Raul de Ashton

2nd Place: Jamieson de McNeil

3rd Place: Dalton de Templeton

4th Place: …

As Raul confirmed the contents, a message indicating the completion of the placement exam scenario quest, along with rewards, appeared.

[Scenario Quest: Placement Exam]

Grade: D

Outcome: Succeeded in joining S-Rank, Achieved Top Incoming Student

Rewards: XP (Small), 500 Coins, ??? (Additional Reward)

The quest was graded D, suggesting it was not particularly difficult, and the XP and coin rewards were modest.

‘What’s the additional reward?’

He was slightly curious, but since it was only a D-Grade quest, he didn’t have high expectations.

The first day at the academy passed without incident.

The classes turned out to be of little benefit to Raul, as expected.

“Understanding Swordsmanship I,”

“Fundamentals of Mana Practice,”

“Beginner Weapon Skills,”

“History of the Ruben Kingdom I.”

The essential subjects were mostly basic courses, after all.

His classmates, perhaps intimidated by his family background and academic performance, didn’t make any attempts to approach him, and Raul, for now, remained equally disinterested.

Randal household’s Caleb, Dalton, Jamieson, and others seemed potential nuisances, so he merely familiarized himself with their faces and nothing more.

‘Let’s just keep it this way. I’d prefer being treated as if I don’t exist.’

Raul was quite satisfied with his day and was about to leave the classroom when someone came looking for him.

“Raul! Is Raul here?”

“I am Raul. What is it?”

The person appeared to be a staff member. He took out a small scroll of parchment and handed it to Raul, saying,

“This is regarding the privileges for the top incoming student. You can register at the library and the training ground by showing this. And Vice-Chancellor Alfredo Gray would like to see you. Could you visit the Vice-Chancellor’s office now?”

As soon as the staff member finished speaking,

– Additional Reward: [Meeting with the Great Sage Alfredo Gray] has been awarded.

A system message popped up, and a slight tension appeared on Raul’s face.

‘Why does this person want to see me?’

Alfredo Gray, a legendary figure, had never been met by Raul in his past life of 15 years; he only knew of him through rumors.

To meet in person with the historical figure who had led the allied forces against the empire was beyond what he had expected.

With a mix of anticipation and an inexplicable anxiety, Raul arrived at the Vice-Chancellor’s office.

Knock, knock.

“Come in.”

(To be continued)
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“Excuse me.”

As I opened the door and entered, a neatly dressed gentleman with white hair was sitting at a desk organizing documents.

‘Alfredo Gray!’

Though we had never met in person, his face was familiar to me through photos and videos taken by other players.

“Welcome, Raul. Could you please sit over there and wait for a moment? I need to urgently attend to some paperwork.”

Raul took a seat on the sofa for guests and observed Gray with a calm gaze.

He appeared to be in his county fifties with a kind expression and had an average build—neither particularly robust nor frail. At first glance, he could pass for a common middle-aged noble, but there was an indescribable aura swirling behind him.

‘Could he really be over a hundred years old?’

Externally, he hadn’t changed a bit from the last video I saw of him before my reincarnation. It was as if he was reversing time.

Unable to contain his curiosity, Raul cautiously activated the developer’s analysis tool. And inadvertently, he found himself swallowing hard.

[Name]: Alfredo Gray (??? years old)

[Level]: ???

[Occupation]: Grand Sage, 8th Circle Archmage, Young master Alchemist

[Affiliation]: Vice chancellor of the Ruben National Academy, Lord of Gray’s Mage Tower, ???, ???

[Title]: Wandering Sage, Lord of the Mage Tower, ???, ???

[Stats]: ???

*Unique Traits

Young master of Mana (SS), ???, ???, ???, ???

This was the first time since his awakening that he couldn’t stealthily glean information. The data displayed was mostly already known, and focusing mana revealed only one significant trait: ‘Young master of Mana.’


“So, do you see something interesting?”

“…!!”

Despite appearing to be focused on his paperwork, Gray seemed to completely grasp Raul’s actions.

Raul hastily stood up and slightly bowed.

“I apologize. It’s just that, I’ve heard you’re quite a rare sight…”

“No, there’s no need to rush. I’ll be staying at the academy for a while, so take your time. I’m almost done here; could you wait a bit longer? I’m quite intrigued by you as well, including ‘that sight’ of yours.”

“…!”

Raul was slightly taken aback.

‘Has he seen through the developer’s analysis tool? Or is he just probing?’

For some reason, he felt like he was sitting on pins and needles.

Tap, tap.

“My apologies for the long wait. Haha, up close, you’re even more handsome.”

After organizing his documents, Gray smiled and sat opposite Raul. Raul, perhaps a bit nervous, didn’t start a conversation.

“How remiss of me, having a guest and not offering tea. Mind my manners, just give me a moment, please?”

Gray rolled up his sleeves slightly and stood up, sparking Raul’s anticipation.

‘Could it be magic?’

Contrary to Raul’s expectations, Gray moved leisurely and returned with tea made in the usual manner.

“Firstly, congratulations on your top entrance achievement. I’ve been very impressed watching your progress.”

“Thank you.”

After taking a sip of tea, Gray savored the aroma of the tea before continuing slowly.


“I called Raul here today because there are a few things I wanted to ask you about. Oh, you don’t need to be so nervous. I’m not going to force you to talk about anything you don’t want to.”

Despite being told to relax, Raul found that impossible. He simply couldn’t guess what Gray could possibly be curious about. Meeting Gray for the first time at yesterday’s entrance ceremony, Raul hadn’t done anything during the placement test that would have caught anyone’s attention either. ‘What on earth could this person possibly want to know?’ Raul wondered, pushing aside his discomfort before finally speaking up.

“What are you curious about? For someone of your stature, the Great Sage Gray, to ask me, I can’t begin to imagine.”

With a gentle smile, Gray began, “Raul, do you happen to know about an organization called ‘Imperial Hound’?”

“…?!”

* * *

The massive invasion of the Cranen Empire 50 years ago plunged the Connect Continent into a maelstrom of war, and its four kingdoms were brought to the brink of annihilation. However, war has a way of summoning heroes. Like comets streaking across the sky, these heroes emerged to dedicate their lives to toppling the empire’s leadership, eventually succeeding in driving the empire back beyond the Monster Mountains. For nearly 50 years since, Connect has maintained peace. Despite occasional tensions and skirmishes between nations, large-scale battles have been avoided, largely thanks to the threat still posed by the Cranen Empire.

Alfredo Gray was one of those heroes. After the war, he established a magic tower to train new talent, continually traveling across the continent to prepare for any potential invasions. His discovery of Raul in Mira was far from coincidental. 

‘Nakia, that child…’ Gray had gone to Mira specifically to see Nakia, his apprentice’s apprentice and a talent he had marked early on. As an advisor to the Alchemy Association, Gray had been briefed about Nakia and Niki’s issue belatedly. 

Occupied with other important matters at the time, he couldn’t assist her but later learned that a petition for clemency had been sent to Mira on her behalf. Gray quickly got to the heart of the matter upon his arrival. 

It was Raul who had dealt with the Imperial Hound’s division, handing the credit over to the Count Randal’s family. Gray could guess the reason why, but he was still astonished by the young man’s decision to forego immediate gain for the future. 

Moreover, Raul’s selfless action for the sake of the citizens had Gray pondering, ‘Could he be the seed of a hero? Peace has lasted too long, after all.’ 

Heroes are born out of the flow of history, and Gray decided to keep a close eye on Raul, convinced that this boy would stand at the center of the coming storm due to a strong gut feeling. That was the reason Gray was now facing Raul in this room.

* * *

Raul was at a loss for words. Among past players, Gray had another nickname: ‘Empire Quest Factory Manager.’ After all, there was a saying that to get quests related to the Cranen Empire, one had to go through Gray. However, for Raul, the empire was something he’d rather avoid if possible. He knew they’d inevitably cross paths, but he didn’t want to hasten that moment.

After a long silence, Gray looked at Raul thoughtfully, then with a significant smile, he said, “Alright. If anyone happens to mention that name in the future, I hope you’ll keep silent just as you have now. They are far too dangerous an adversary for the current Raul.”

‘Could it be that he’s actually concerned for me, and not just trying to hand me a quest?’ Raul wondered, puzzled by Gray’s unexpected kindness.

“I’ve been watching you since Mira, Young master Raul. The way you handled the incidents there was remarkably skillful and clean. It seems the Count Randal’s household is in for some trouble, aren’t they?”

Raul’s expression stiffened slightly.

‘How much does he know? If word has gotten to the Randal household, this would be a disaster…’


However, as if guessing Raul’s worries, Gray spoke.

“There’s no need for concern. I haven’t spoken to anyone, nor do I plan to. On the contrary, I’d like to compliment you. Concealing your identity was a wise decision. I was impressed by your effort to hide your abilities during the exams. Most people your age would naturally want to flaunt their skills.”

Eventually, Raul sighed deeply and surrendered.

“How much do you know, exactly? And why do you pretend not to know?”

After taking a sip of his cooling tea, Gray asked seriously.

“Do you know why the Cranen Empire is feared, Young master Raul?”

“… Well, I guess it’s because of their strange warbeasts or their formidable military strength.”

“That’s correct, but think about it. How large do you think the Empire’s territory is? And its population? Can it truly be considered a vast nation capable of overpowering kingdoms?”

‘Hmm…’ Raul thought, realizing that it wasn’t the case.

The Empire’s territory was as large as two kingdoms combined, but considering the desolate northwest region, the effective area wasn’t that large.

Due to the harsh climate, the population was only slightly more than that of a single kingdom.

“I believe the real reason the Empire continues to threaten us is the difference in ‘information power’. The kingdoms are exposed, whereas we know very little about the Empire.”

The Empire lay beyond the Monster Mountains and the Forbidden Barrier.

The only passage to the kingdoms was a single path through a ravine.

The kingdoms had built a massive wall at its entrance, with a coalition army stationed to prevent invasions from the Empire.

The problem was that the Empire had been sacrificing spies to penetrate through the mountains steadily, while the kingdoms hadn’t managed to infiltrate anyone into the Empire.

“In the end, it means the Empire has been preparing for war by keeping a close watch on everything we do. And if an invasion begins, it means the Empire is already confident of victory.”

Raul felt a chill run down his spine.

In a previous life in the virtual world of Connect, the situation unfolded just as Gray had predicted.

The Empire had prepared for every contingency, including the players’ involvement, before initiating the war.

By the time Bae Dohyun lost his life, the tide of the war was nearly impossible to turn.

Looking at Raul’s somber face, Gray spoke.

“That’s why we need individuals like you, Young master Raul. Young people who have honed their power to become a dagger in the side of the Empire, escaping its network of spies.”

Raul suddenly recalled several named NPCs who had appeared like comets and troubled the Empire in his previous life.

‘Could Nakia be one…?’

He wondered if Gray’s influence had contributed to Nakia’s rapid growth.

“Significant changes are starting to unfold. I ask you to continue to humble yourself, make judicious decisions, and act accordingly.”

“I will take your advice to heart.”

“Good. I am curious about more things, but it’s getting late, so let’s leave it here for today. Since you’ve patiently listened to my long story, let me give you a gift.”

“A gift?”

Standing up, Gray took a small box from his desk drawer and handed it to Raul.

Upon opening the lid, a small ring with an ancient pattern carved into it was revealed.

At a glance, it was evidently valuable, but importantly, the ring radiated magical power.

“I thought this might be something Young master Raul would need, so I prepared it. The detailed instructions are inside the box, so please read them well when you have time.”

“Is it alright for me to accept such a precious item?”

“Please, take it with ease. Consider this a form of reward.”

‘A reward…?’

Raul had no way of knowing it was a reward for rescuing Nakia and Niki.

Stepping out of Gray’s office and inspecting the ring, Raul barely suppressed a scream.

‘Good heavens! This ring is–?’

(To be continued)
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Chapter 41

Raul hummed a tune as he examined the ring that fit his finger perfectly under the light.

“This is totally awesome. Who would have thought I could get a ring like this now!”

It seemed that the fact that Gray was a great sage was no lie. After all, he had gifted Raul precisely what he needed most.

[Gray’s Polymorph Ring]

Grade: Unique

Effect: Perfectly transforms the user’s physical structure into a designated form.

Limitation: All abilities decrease by 30% while polymorphed. Beware that running out of mana will revert to original form.

Additional Effect: Allows for a single summon of the ring’s creator, ‘Gray’.

Indeed, Raul’s reincarnation as a son of the count’s household was fortunate.

Yet, what frustrated him was the plethora of restrictions on his movements.

In his previous life, he had roamed the continent freely without even joining a guild.

“But I can’t do that now. This is not a game; this is real life.”

He had to always move with a guard and be cautious with every action.

There were also numerous considerations to ensure he did nothing to harm his family’s reputation.

Hence, upon arriving at the capital, he had planned to acquire tools (such as magical devices with illusion magic, masks, wigs, etc.) through a black marketeer to conceal his identity.

“But a Polymorph Ring!”

While illusion magic that changes facial features was typically at the 3rd circle level, Polymorph magic, which entirely altered one’s physique, was rarely available and was considered 6th circle magic.

It was certain that nobody except a so-called Swordmaster or a high-level mage above the 7th circle could see through a polymorph.


Moreover, although it was a one-time use, the ability to summon the ‘Great Sage Gray’ was now his.

It felt like having an insurance that could save his life in dangerous situations, which was reassuring.

“To be honest, it feels a bit uneasy because it’s too generous a gift.”

Even though he had been observed from afar, to receive such a gift from someone he had just spoken to for the first time.

It was hard to believe it was a gift of simple goodwill.

There surely were high expectations of Raul, and perhaps, it could lead to a favor that would be hard to refuse later.

“But that is a worry for another day. Considering how things went in my previous life, if it helps, there’s no need to distance myself. I’ll make good use of it, Mr. Gray.”

Raul decided to shake off the complex thoughts and enjoy the satisfaction of the moment.

* * *

Two weeks had passed.

Raul was experiencing a smoother academy life than he had expected.

There were no overt adversaries, nor were there hyena-like figures drawn by the aura of his family. Raul had managed to keep a low profile, but part of the reason for that was due to someone sticking close to his side.

“Raul, how about today? I heard there’s a decent armory shop in town. Or what about the ranch? I know a place with some fine breeds?”

The one lighting up with enthusiasm beside Raul was none other than Dalton from the Templeton Dukedom.

“Sigh. Like I said, I’m busy. If you really want to go, then go by yourself!”

Raul shook his head in irritation and avoided Dalton.

“Don’t be like that. Let’s go together. You’ll really like it once you see. Without an introduction, we can’t even make a deal there…”

“Ah, seriously. Unlike someone who’s free, I have a lot of things to do. Isn’t it enough that I hung out with you in class? So, let’s just go our separate ways now.”

As Raul coldly turned away, Dalton’s face fell into a slight pout.

“If I go back now, I’ll just get caught by the instructors and end up training again. Think of it as saving a friend, just for a bit, huh?”


Everything was fine for the first few days. There was no one who approached first, and since classes were condensed, Raul hardly ran into any of his S-class peers.

He had hoped his school life would continue to be invisible, but then, a huge variable appeared.

Dalton, who emerged out of nowhere, ended up attending the same classes all day with Raul, and before he knew it, was sitting right next to him, chatting away.

‘What on earth is this guy thinking?’

Dalton had changed his entire schedule to match Raul’s, starting from the moment they arrived to when they left school.

At first, Raul tried to avoid him due to the annoyance and discomfort.

But it wasn’t as simple as wanting to avoid him.

The classes were the same, and there was no classmate bold enough to ignore Dalton and sit by Raul’s side.

Although Raul asked him to back off, the sly Dalton only laughed it off.

Eventually, Raul decided not to bother about Dalton.

It was slightly annoying, but he didn’t really interfere or harm him.

Having Dalton by his side meant he didn’t have to deal with random people, and families like the Randals or McNeils didn’t dare to bother Raul either.

Soon enough, Dalton began to speak informally to Raul, suggesting they be friends (since Dalton was four years older), and Raul saw no reason to refuse.

“What’s so busy about your day? After spending all day in classes and training, you can rest in the evening!”

“If you want to play so badly, go with someone else. Why me?”

“What? You want me to hang out with that snotty Randal kid or whiny Jamieson? Forget it, just forget it.”

For some reason, Dalton seemed uninterested in making friends with anyone else but Raul.

“Anyway, I’m busy, so I’m off!”

“Hey, what’s so great about the library? If I knew it’d be like this, I would’ve become the top student and taken that library pass! Ah, go meet a ghost in the library or something!”

“A ghost, really? And if you hate training so much, go to the library and read a book or something.”


Dalton then grasped his head in disbelief.

“Good heavens, Raul! How can you say such harsh things… I’d rather swing a sword than read a book. Oh dear, my one and only friend is a bookworm…”

And so, fearing that Raul might suggest they visit the library together, Dalton took the initiative to distance himself. As he left, Dalton’s shoulders seemed unusually slumped. 

“Well, now that I’ve shaken off that obstacle, maybe it’s about time to head to the library?” 

Raul crossed the campus with a noticeably brighter expression. Located at the heart of the National Academy, the library was enormously vast. 

The interior of the library, a five-story building, was even more expansive due to the application of a space expansion magic circle. Opened concurrently with the establishment of the kingdom, its long history was paralleled by its immense collection of books. 

While the first floor of the library was accessible to all students of the academy, entry to the higher floors was restricted. The further one ascended, the older or rarer the books became, and the top floor was completely off-limits to everyone except royalty and certain professors. 

Although Raul had been granted ‘access to all floors,’ in reality, he could freely enter up to only the fourth floor. To enter the fifth floor, he needed to be accompanied by Professor Greina or other faculty members. 

Nevertheless, having access up to the fourth floor was a significant privilege. In fact, among the academy students, fewer than fifty could access beyond the third floor. The majority of these were senior students from the department of administration and those who assisted professors with their research.

* * *

Today, as always, she roamed the vast expanses of the library. Given its size, there were surprisingly few visitors. Most were students from the department of administration, studying in the reading rooms on the first floor. 

While there were those who ventured beyond the second floor, driven by a thirst for new knowledge, it was not often that she encountered new faces. However, with the new semester starting, it was a time when more students were expected to visit the library. 

“I hope we receive a lot of new books…” she thought. 

However, contrary to her hopes, there had been very few new arrivals in recent years. The influx of new books was mostly limited to periods of war or arms races leading to technological advancements. 

Perhaps due to the academy still being in the early and unsettled days of the new term, even the first floor was relatively deserted. Nonetheless, as usual, she wandered among the bookshelves, checking what books people were reading. 

She also examined the students’ bags, hoping to spot any new books. During her rounds, she noticed a student’s notebook. The meticulous notes inside showcased the student’s dedication to their studies. 

“This kid is still working hard,” she thought with a warm smile, gently patting the student’s head in an approving manner. The tired-looking student’s face brightened instantly, as if they had just come out of a refreshing shower.

With a nod toward the air as if in gratitude, the student plunged his head back into the book. However, not every student was that diligent. 

Some visited the library reluctantly for homework or other purposes. Among them, those who treated books disrespectfully particularly irked her. Today, an unforgivable student appeared before her eyes. This student had not only scribbled bizarre doodles in a book but was also sprawled out, snoring loudly. The problem was the drool oozing from the student’s mouth, soiling the book. 

“Good heavens! How could anyone commit such an atrocious act?!” Her face set hard, she smacked the back of the student’s head. 

“Arghh!!” Thud. As if struck by lightning, the student twisted and shrieked, leaping to his feet. Drenched in cold sweat as if he’d seen a ghost, the student clutched the book with trembling hands and fled the library. The surrounding students paid no mind, as if nothing had happened. It seemed like just another ordinary day in the library.

* * *

Having shaken off his lethargy, Raul headed to the library’s first floor, where he had stopped by yesterday. Today, for some reason, the library’s atmosphere seemed different. 

“…showed up!” 

“Really? Why there, of all places…?” 

“Tell me about it. Could’ve been heaven for a week if we were lucky.” 

Girls whispered at the end of the hallway. 

‘Did some celebrity come to the library?’ Raul thought to move on, had he not caught the last bit of their conversation. 

“So, someone received the ghost’s divine punishment again?” 

“Yeah, that unlucky ###.” 

‘… A ghost?’ 

While Raul puzzled over this, the girls disappeared. Wondering if it might be a quest, he checked the bulletin board but found no mention of a ghost haunting the library. 

‘Hmm. Must be some school ghost story.’ 

Believing that kids indeed have rich imaginations, Raul resumed his walk. He intended to finish the book he had started yesterday and then explore the second floor. 

(To be continued)
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She felt slightly dizzy.

“Already?”

She had opened her eyes for the first time in a week, yet she couldn’t even last a day properly.

Perhaps it was because of the particularly displeasing students today, but it seemed like the time to move was approaching nonetheless.

“It hasn’t even been half a year yet…”

She certainly felt that the quality of books being brought into the library was declining.

A distant past, so far away she could hardly remember.

The great grimoire where she first nested had been her sanctuary for a thousand years.

However, the number of such grand books had dwindled over time, and while the variety increased, the shelves were now filled with titles bearing similar content.

Lately, she couldn’t last a year without moving.

“If things stay this way, I won’t last long…”

Relying on books of lesser caliber, she found herself asleep more often than awake.

And now, the library scarcely had any books capable of sustaining her.

Though it seemed she might have to end her long journey as time passed, there was still an unresolved desire within her.

“There’s still time. Let’s endure a little longer.”

Trapped in this small library though she was, she sensed an impending change.

What this change meant or what outcome it would bring was unknown.

“Please, let it be this time…”


She desperately hoped she could finally experience the moment she had been waiting for through countless ages.

Just then.

A tingling sensation.

As she struggled to flutter her senses, a feeling burrowed into her.

“Could this be…!?”

Like being enchanted, she started flying somewhere, her emerald hair streaming behind her.

* * *

“Hmph, seems like this isn’t it either.”

Raul clicked his tongue.

He hadn’t expected all the information available in the cafe to be accurate.

Some of it was bought with money, but much was also reliant on rumors or someone’s memories.

The ‘common skill books’ that anyone could obtain were verifiable.

However, ‘unique skill books’ that once acquired by one person, could not be found by others, had no way of being verified beyond the word of the possessor.

“I was sure it was here…”

The ultimate reason Raul dedicated time to searching for skill books was, naturally, to become stronger.

Even a dud would serve as experience points for his skill compendium, so it wasn’t a total loss.

But, if he was going to obtain a skill, wouldn’t one that’s actually useful be better?

The skill Raul sought related to psychokinesis.

No matter how rare abilities of psychokinesis were, there were definitely other players aside from Raul who had it.

Raul continued his search based on information received from one of those players.


“If only they’d given more detailed information, tsk.” 

At the time, since unique skill books couldn’t be reacquired, he hadn’t thought much of the importance. The person who had mentioned it had done so proudly while under the influence of alcohol.

Recording such fleeting information turned out to be a major help now, but it was somewhat regrettable on the other hand.

‘A C-rank [Equestrian Acrobatics] skill, huh? I should try using it sometime.’

Fortunately, a combat-related skill book had appeared.

Since the skill he had obtained earlier was an art-related skill called [Brilliant Brushwork], he was quite satisfied.

‘Shall I try engraving it then?’

The skill slot had a fixed number of spaces. If he wanted to learn a new skill, he had to delete one of the existing skills.

However, Raul had no such worries.

Even if it was a skill not in use, he could simply record it in the skill tome.

‘The more I think about it, this thing is like a cheat item.’

Raul gently stroked the skill tome he had placed on the desk and then placed the freshly read Equestrian Acrobatics skill book on top of the skill tome.

‘Now, enjoy it to your heart’s content.’

Externally, there seemed to be no change. But in reality, the magic and energy contained within the skill book were slowly being absorbed into the skill tome.

Once the absorption was complete, the original skill book would become nothing more than an ordinary book.

In a way, it could be considered vandalism of public property, but it would end up in the player’s hands later anyway.

‘Should I look for another book then?’

It would take some time for the skill book to be absorbed.

Since the skill tome was a bound item, there was no worry of someone stealing it.

Unconcerned, Raul got up from his seat and walked towards the bookshelves, unaware that someone was observing him…


* * *

He was a strange human.

It was one thing to bring multiple books with the same title.

After all, the authors could be different, or the content could slightly change with revisions.

However, it was odd to repeatedly read books with identical content down to the same sections.

But that was still tolerable. Occasionally, there were those who read books in peculiar ways.

But if the books he brought were all special in some way, that was a different story.

‘Could he possibly sense the quality of the books?’

The seven books laid out on the desk each possessed some kind of power, whether big or small.

The author’s will, the power of time, the uniqueness of the handwriting, the quality of the paper – for various reasons, these books had something distinct that set them apart from others.

Perhaps that’s why she felt something special about this young human.

‘Hmm, he’s somewhat handsome for a human, too.’

But her interest quickly waned. After all, humans were of no help to her.

In the thousands of years of her existence, only a handful of humans had felt and communicated with her presence.

Only a few among those with grand titles like Great Wizard or Great Sage were able to converse with her.

But that was all. Even if they became aware of her condition, they were unable to provide any help.

Her condition was a highly special miracle, forged through numerous sacrifices, harsh fates, and remarkable coincidences.

Now, she was too weary to hope for any breakthrough from humans, struggling just to maintain her existence.

The books on the desk were indeed special, but they were of too low a caliber for her to dwell in.

‘Was it just a feeling that came… Is my sense also dying now?’

With a disappointed expression, she decided to leave the spot. But at that very moment, a single book pulled from a bag by a young human caught her attention.

“Huh?”

It was strange.

The prestige it exuded wasn’t particularly impressive.

At best, it was of a ‘lower rank,’ barely a level where she could stay.

Yet, there seemed to be something more.

Something within those unusually embossed, thick covers seemed to be calling out to her.

Click.

The human placed another book he was reading on top of it.

And then, she witnessed an astounding scene.

“The power is transferring! Or is it being absorbed? But…”

For some reason, there seemed to be no change in the book that absorbed the power.

Once the human left his seat, she hurriedly approached the book.

Gulp.

A new book, unlike any she had encountered before.

With a sense of ‘perhaps,’ expectation, she reached out her hand.

“Who exactly are you?”

Her tiny hand laced with her intentions touched the book.

“……”

And nothing happened.

“Huh?”

With a puzzled look, she tilted her head and reached out her hand again.

But the result was the same.

“Why??”

No book had ever resisted her touch before.

When her hand touched them, books would share their stories and readily open up to her.

This was true whether it was a grimoire containing 8th circle magic, a religious text with the contents of creation, or a historical document holding great myths.

She was disconcerted by this unprecedented setback.

And soon, her disconcertion turned into determination.

“Yah!”

She attempted to tap around on the book and even tried to lift the thick cover with both hands.

But to no avail.

After trying everything, even throwing herself against the book cover in desperation, she eventually sat down on the desk, slightly teary-eyed.

“Sniff.”

Then, someone spoke from above her head.

“Hey… what are you doing?”

Startled, she looked up, and their eyes met.

* * *

There was a book I had marked earlier, so I could easily return to my seat.

But in that brief moment, some strange creature had been lurking around the skill tome area. The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player 42 

“Fairy…? No, a ghost maybe?”

A small girl, the size of a forearm. Behind her back were two pairs of wings resembling butterflies, and her emerald-colored hair cascaded down below her waist. Glasses on her face, together with her neatly tailored dress uniform and robe, lent her an intellectual appearance. However, the girl’s body flickered intermittently, appearing almost translucent as if she might vanish at any moment.

“What’s she doing?”

Raul stopped in his tracks to observe the girl’s actions. She seemed interested in the skill encyclopedia, reaching out to touch various things here and there. The sight of her struggling to lift a bookcase nearly as big as herself, even bumping her head against a book and starting to sob, was quite pitiful. Unable to watch her struggle any longer, Raul spoke up.

“Hey… what are you doing?”

Startled by Raul’s voice, the girl met his gaze.

“…!”

“…?”

She cautiously got up and then slowly started to back away. Feeling Raul’s gaze still on her, she quickly walked to the end of the desk, constantly checking for his reaction.

“…!!”

Realizing Raul was still watching, her face turned bright red.

Whoosh.

The next moment.

With fluttering, shimmering wings, she quickly fled behind a bookshelf.

“Hmm.”

Raul paused momentarily to look in the direction she had vanished, then turned towards a desk where the skill encyclopedia was. Although curious about the ghost-like girl, he had no intention of chasing after her. If she was interested in the skill encyclopedia, she might approach him first if she felt like it.

“Or not.”

For Raul, finding more skill books was more important than figuring out the strange girl’s identity.

He sat down and began reading a new book, waiting for the skill encyclopedia to finish absorbing the skill book.

-C-rank Skill [Equestrian Acrobatics] has been recorded in the skill encyclopedia.

-The enhancement efficiency of other skills has increased to 10.5%.

A system message popped up.

Raul stopped reading and opened the skill encyclopedia.

A holographic screen appeared before him, listing the skills recorded in the encyclopedia in a long scroll.

“Wow, it’s overwhelming.”

The number of skills he had poured into the encyclopedia upon obtaining it was about 530. Now, almost three months later, nearly 700 skills were recorded. This was thanks to the skill books he had obtained through hunting and quests.

Probably, including his previous life, no one had ever collected this many skill books.

“How many more skill books do I need to collect before this thing regains its original power?”

Looking at the skill encyclopedia still stuck at rare grade, he felt a sense of daunting uncertainty.

“Hey, human! What exactly is that book?”

When had she approached?

The fairy girl was peeking out just her face from the edge of the table, speaking to him.

(To be continued)
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Raul closed the skill book and looked at the girl.

“Shouldn’t you start with an apology if you’ve touched someone else’s belongings? And why should I satisfy your curiosity?”

At Raul’s words, she appeared slightly startled.

“You really can hear me. I’m sorry I touched the book. It’s really rare for a human to recognize me.”

She glanced at Raul, bit her lip slightly, and flew onto the desk to sit.

Holding the edges of her skirt gracefully, she bowed her head and introduced herself.

“My name is Rabelina Elliott Merdiane. Just call me Rabel. I’m a fairy, one who loves harmony and order, from the forest.”

Raul also nodded slightly.

“I’m Raul. A student who joined the academy this year. Clearly human. But you don’t seem like an ordinary fairy…”

As Raul trailed off, a shadow passed over Fairy Rabel’s expression.

“Right. In truth, I am… somewhat of a ghost. Humans who wander into the library call me ‘the ghost of the library.'”

“A ghost? You mean like a ghost?”

“How rude! Do I look like such a lowly monster to you? I’m simply a soul teetering on the edge of life and death. A special existence!”

Indeed, typical monsters or spirits would find it difficult to inhabit a library covered in all sorts of magic.

“Fair enough. But why are you so interested in this book?”

“That, that book is special. There are many special books, but that one is something more!”

Rabel’s face became slightly animated. And her gaze had not left the skill book for some time now.

“Do you even know what this book is about?”


“No, I don’t. But it’s clear. That book is special! So… could you show it to me, just once?”

Rabel looked at Raul with sparkling pink eyes and a pitiful expression.

Raul was slightly conflicted.

The truth was, Raul didn’t know much about the skill book either.

He had brought it with him through reincarnation, but even in his previous life, he hadn’t managed to obtain full information.

‘Maybe this fairy could find a way to upgrade the skill book…’

It was uncertain what the fairy might do with the book, but he decided to trust the system’s power.

After all, the fairy couldn’t even open the bookshelf on her own just before.

‘It’s tied to me, so she can’t run off with it, after all.’

Having made his decision, Raul nodded.

“Alright. I’ll show you the book. But if you find anything about it, you have to promise to tell me everything without hiding anything.”

“Of course! Thank you!! Really, thank you!”

Rabel beamed a radiant smile. Along with it, the refreshing scent of the forest lingered around Raul’s nose.

Raul fully opened the cover of the skill book and stepped aside.

Soon, Rabel approached the book with a pounding heart, soothing herself.

At last, her tiny hand reached for the page. Crack.

As if struck by a powerful current, Rabel slumped to the ground, her legs giving out.

“Ah.”

Her form, which seemed ready to blur and vanish, sharpened into clarity. Overwhelmed by the surge of energy and sensation, a moan escaped her lips.

But it was a fleeting moment. Suddenly, a spark shot out from the tome, pushing Rabel’s hand back.


“Eek!”

Shocked, Rabel wrapped her hands around herself, staring at the tome with a dazed expression.

“How could this be… It doesn’t make sense. How could such a book exist…? Could it be he foresaw this happening? But that would be against the laws, wouldn’t it? The fact this book has appeared now means…”

Rabel mumbled to herself, her gaze wavering.

Raul watched her incomprehensible reaction for a moment before speaking up.

“Hey, Rabel? Hello~!”

Rabel didn’t respond to Raul’s call, only regaining her senses after he slammed the tome shut.

“Y-you, human. No, Raul! Where did you get this book? Huh??”

Rabel demanded, flying up to confront him face-to-face.

Raul, taken aback by her looming silhouette, glanced away, saying, “C-calm down. And wasn’t it agreed I’d be the one asking questions? Are you going to break that promise?”

“…Sigh.”

Taking a deep breath to compose herself at Raul’s words, Rabel began, “This book… it contains the power of a Creator God. Understand, Raul? Not just any deity, but the power of an ancient Creator God said to have vanished!”

“……??”

While Rabel spoke as if it were a matter of great importance, Raul honestly couldn’t care less about gods or such.

Sensing his indifference, Rabel let out a deep sigh.

“Ah, humans… You see, the Creator God, in the past…”

“Wait! Honestly, I’m not interested in stuff about gods. Just tell me what you found out about the book.”

Raul cut her off. Rabel replied tersely, clearly annoyed.

“Why does such a human… Anyway, I don’t know much about the book. I only got to look at it briefly. But it seems the book is currently sealed. It’s lost its power due to some shock or another.”

“So? How do we restore the book to its original state?”


“How would I know? This cranky thing refused to tell me.”

“Tch.”

Raul clicked his tongue in disappointment, eliciting a defensive response from Rabel.

“How am I supposed to break the seal with just a brief touch? If you really want to know, make it so I can enter the book!”

At Rabel’s words, a system window popped up in front of Raul.

[Urgent Quest: Skill Tome’s Manager]

The soul entity of the Forest Fairy [Rabel] requests residency within the Skill Tome.

Upon the soul entity’s residency, it will automatically be appointed as the ‘Librarian of the Tome’.

If you appoint a librarian, the skill book’s grade, function, and efficiency can increase.

Once appointed as a librarian, they cannot be forcefully dismissed unless agreed upon.

Would you like to appoint [Rabel] as the librarian of the skill book?

YES / NO

‘What is this all about?’

Raul, after looking over the system window that had suddenly appeared, raised the corners of his mouth as he looked at Rabel.

‘Look at this guy? Is he trying to sneak into the skill book on the sly?’

From the looks of it, it seemed like having a fairy take up residence in the skill book wouldn’t cause any harm.

However, it was a bit awkward to rashly let this fairy in without knowing much about them.

Especially for free residence? Shouldn’t there be some sort of compensation if they were to come in?

“What, what’s with that look?”

Rabel flinched under Raul’s gaze, which was akin to a hunter eyeing its prey.

“Uh. Now that I think about it, I wonder if there’s even a need to hear more from you. I already knew that the ‘skill book’ was under a curse, and it seems like it might be resolved with some time. Ah, it’s getting late, I guess it’s time to head back?”

Raul picked up the skill book without any regrets and stood up.

At that, Rabel’s eyes shook aimlessly in panic.

“Ah, no. Don’t go, listen to me more, will you?”

“Well, I have things to do, so I should be going. Let’s talk another time. Though, I can’t say when I’ll be back….”

“Did I upset you? I’m sorry! Really sorry! It’s been too long since I last spoke with a human.”

Rabel apologized with a pitiful expression right in front of him.

Raul flinched for a moment but managed his expression and began to pack his things.

“I can be of help. Really, I swear! That book is also really precious to me. Just listen a bit more~!”

It was clear to see that the skill book was extremely important to Rabel.

‘Should be enough, right? Time to negotiate….’

“Ugh, really… Sob. It’s too much, sob.”

Before Raul could even start talking, the fairy’s tears had burst forth.

Looking at Rabel’s face streaming with tears, Raul’s heart sank.

“No, it’s not like that….”

“Wahhh~!!”

Feeling like he had become the villain, Raul couldn’t speak for a while.

After a moment.

Raul and Rabel were sitting across from each other with the skill book between them.

“I’m sorry about earlier. I wasn’t trying to torment you. I apologize.”

“…It’s okay.”

As Raul bowed his head sincerely, Rabel accepted his apology.

“However, I can’t give permission for this book yet. It’s really important to me too.”

Raul closed the skill encyclopedia and looked at the girl.

“Shouldn’t you start with an apology when you touch someone else’s belongings? And why should I satisfy your curiosity?”

At Raul’s words, the girl displayed a slightly surprised expression.

“So, you can really hear me. I’m sorry for touching the book. It’s quite rare for a human to recognize me.”

She glanced at Raul, bit her lip lightly, and flew to the desk to sit down.

Holding the edges of her skirt gracefully and dipping her head in greeting, she spoke.

“My name is Rabelina Elliott Merdiane. You can call me Rabel. I’m a fairy who loves harmony and order, a fairy of the forest.”

Raul slightly bowed his head as well and responded.

“I’m Raul. A student who has just enrolled in the academy this year. As you see, human. But you don’t seem like any ordinary fairy…”

As Raul trailed off, a shadow passed over the fairy Rabel’s face.

“That’s because… in a way, I’m akin to a ghost. Humans who wander into the library call me ‘the ghost of the library’.”

“A ghost? You mean, a ghost?”

“How rude! Do I look like some lowly monster to you? I am simply a soul walking the tightrope between life and death. A special existence!”

Indeed, it would be difficult for an ordinary monster or ghost to settle in a library covered in various magic spells.

“Well, let’s say that’s the case. But why are you so interested in this book?”

“This, this book is special. There are many special books, but this one, it’s something more!”

Rabel’s expression grew tense, and her gaze had not left the skill encyclopedia for some time.

“Do you even know what book this is?”

“No, I don’t. It didn’t tell me. But I’m certain. It’s special! So… could you let me see it just this once?”

Rabel looked at Raul with sparkling pink eyes and a pleading expression.

Raul hesitated for a moment.

Truth be told, Raul himself wasn’t fully aware of the skill encyclopedia.

It had followed him since his reincarnation, but he hadn’t managed to acquire any substantial information on it even in his past life.

‘Perhaps I could find a way to upgrade the encyclopedia…’

He wasn’t sure what the fairy might do with the encyclopedia. However, he decided to trust in the power of the system.

After all, the fairy hadn’t been able to even open the bookshelf alone earlier.

‘Since it’s a bound item, she can’t run away with it anyway.’

Having made his decision, Raul nodded.

“Alright. I’ll show you the book. In return, if you find out anything about it, you have to promise to share everything without hiding.”

“Of course! Thank you!! Really, thank you!”

Rabel beamed a bright smile. Together with it, the refreshing scent of the forest lingered around Raul’s nose.

Raul opened the cover of the skill encyclopedia wide and stepped aside.

Then, with her heart pounding, Rabel cautiously approached the front of the encyclopedia.

Finally, her tiny hand touched the page. At Raul’s firm words, Rabel’s complexion darkened.

“If you really want to do something with this book, first tell me your story. Why you became like this, why you are interested in this book, things like that. I’ll make my judgment after that.”

Rabel looked up, locking eyes with Raul intently.

Raul did not look away either.

After observing Raul’s eyes for a while, Rabel sighed softly and said,

“Alright. I trust you, Raul, and I’ll tell you. It might be a long story.”

And so began Rabel’s tale.

It was a distant past, so long ago that she could no longer remember.

On the Connect continent, a massive war broke out.

The grand war, which entangled numerous races, gods, and entities that could be called demons, pushed the continent to the brink of destruction.

And crisis came for Rabel’s race, the forest fairies.

Facing extinction, the fairy clan sought to shelter Rabel, the last heir of their lineage, within a book through a certain spell.

However, possibly due to the fluctuating mana and unstable dimensions, Rabel ended up in a strange state, her soul bound to the book, while the rest of her clan was scattered through the cracks in dimensions.

Afterwards, she fell into a long slumber, and upon waking, she moved between books with special powers to barely sustain her life.

“Every time I wake up from my sleep, I lose many memories. So, I don’t even know how long I’ve lived. But I have something I must do.”

“What is it?”

“To find my scattered clan. There must be surviving fairies besides me. I have to pass on the wisdom and essence of our clan to them. I cannot close my eyes until then!”

Determination shone in Rabel’s eyes, which were slightly moist.

“But the reality is… I’m bound to the library by the books, and almost no book will accept me now.”

Rabel’s gaze drifted towards the skill manual.

“But… that book is different. It smells similar to the great magic tome that first accepted me. Maybe its hidden power is even greater. So, please, I’m asking for your help, Raul. Let me enter that book, please.”

Rabel kneeled before the desk, looking at Raul with a pleading expression.

After a moment of looking at her, Raul seemed to make up his mind and spoke.

“This book is called the skill manual. I don’t know if it contains divine power as you say but….”

Raul explained about the skill manual, omitting game-like elements and putting it in appropriate terms.

“… So, if you enter the manual, it looks like you’ll have to take on the role of a librarian. And as the manual would have it, you might end up bound to me as well. Would that be alright with you?”

He didn’t want to deceive Rabel after she had shared her entire situation.

He didn’t want to forcefully keep her in the manual and take her around against her will because that wasn’t what he wished for.

“What do you want to do with the power contained in this book?”

When Rabel asked, Raul seemed to ponder for a moment before replying calmly.

“I want to protect my family and hometown. Is that too simple?”

As Rabel stared intently at Raul’s expression, she soon smiled.

“Thank you, Raul.”

Thus, Raul gained a little fairy girl as a companion.

(To be continued)
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Unfortunately, it looked like Rabel’s joining would be delayed a bit. It seemed he needed time to adapt to his new sanctuary.

“I might need about a month. Even if I fall asleep, the functionality of the skill tome won’t change, so don’t worry.”

“There’s no rush; take your time. I just hope you wake up safely.”

“Thank you. Once I wake up… I’ll do my best to help Raul.”

With that promise, Rabel plunged into sleep within the skill tome, looking forward to a month later.

Time flew by like an arrow.

There was still so much to prepare, but now only about a week remained.

And Raul was currently facing his brother, Dylan.

“This miraculous guy. You were right. Did a message really come from the temple? A divine oracle!” Dylan messed up Raul’s hair mercilessly as he spoke.

“What did it say?”

“In a week, the lost will return, the severed will be connected again. To prevent the onset of evil, one must open the door and pluck the vacant fruit, or something like that?”

The divine oracles, being somewhat vague, came with no guarantee of accuracy, leaving believers in a perplexing situation of whether to trust or to disregard it.

“So, what does the temple ask?”

“Nothing special. Just to respond as actively as possible if any anomalies occur. They said it might be good to prepare for a significant crisis.”

Raul nodded slightly and asked again.

“How did the royal family and the nobility react? I can somewhat guess, but…”

“Just as you thought. Most are doubting, thinking the temple is spouting nonsense again, or using it as an excuse to gain something. I would have thought the same if I hadn’t heard from our youngest beforehand. There have been too many precedents, you see.”

Connect was built around a feudal society centered on the king and lords.


However, there was a place governed not by a king but a pope, known as the ‘Holy Empire.’

Although it was called an empire, it was more a small nation in reality.

The Holy Empire consisted of a union of city-states, including the capital, Garnelia, where the Holy See was located, and medium-sized cities with major cathedrals of different orders.

It was more of a religious collective than a nation, revered and deemed an inviolable sanctuary by other countries due to its religious influence and respect for the gods.

“It’s worrying. If we only respond after things escalate, it’ll be too late…”

“All we can do is what’s within our power. We’ve already issued response directives in the territories our influence reaches and have also informed allied families separately. So, stop worrying like an old man and come warm up with me. Let’s put those strange powers to good use!”

It seems this family just can’t leave anything unusual alone.

Upon seeing Raul’s psychokinesis, his father insisted on daily training, and his brother was no different.

The first thing done after the update notice was to pass the information to his father and brother. The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player 44 

Despite Raul’s claims of having received a “divine revelation,” both of them were skeptical but didn’t dismiss his words outright. 

In the process, Dylan, who learned about Raul’s psychokinesis, teased him as if he had found an interesting new toy. 

“You’re relying on that strange power, that’s why your physical development is lagging!”

“Using that, we could probably put more strain on the muscles, don’t you think? Little brother, shall we research it together?” 

“Your physical enhancement technique is quite innovative. However, there’s a significant loss of power. Let this brother refine it for you!” 

With such remarks, they ended up dragging Raul to the training ground, where their sessions invariably culminated in physical training. Thanks to this, Raul’s strength increased, and his psychokinesis was restored to its former level. 

However, Raul shook his head vehemently. No matter how much time passed, he never got used to the physical training with Dylan. Truth be told, he didn’t like the training, but the reason he continued to participate was actually for the sake of his brother Dylan. Dylan’s interests lay solely in the physical form itself. 

This focus had crafted him a body unlike any other human’s, but left much to be desired in terms of combat skills. ‘But this can’t go on.’ A war that would engulf the entire world was impending. The enemies they were to face were by no means easy opponents. To overcome the upcoming challenges, Dylan needed to grow as well. 

‘If appropriate combat skills are added to that unbelievable physique…!’ 

Consequently, Raul was training with and thereby challenging Dylan. He was still no match for his brother in sparring, but the gap was gradually closing. Dylan must have felt it too, the realization that soon he might reach a limit in overpowering Raul with mere physical strength. 

‘When that time comes, I’ll have to find a suitable skill for him. With the dungeons opening, I can obtain a skill book that fits him.’ Raul’s face lit up with excitement as he pondered which combat style would suit his brother best.


* * *

Despite the temple’s announcement of the oracle, nothing much changed. Gathering troops and hiring mercenaries naturally required money. Very few lords were willing to waste money on an event that hadn’t even happened yet. 

‘Would something really happen?’ 

‘It’s not the first time those temple folks have made a fuss over nothing.’ 

‘Might as well watch how things unfold before we make our move.’ 

These were expected reactions, yet Raul couldn’t help but feel disappointed. As the scenario progressed, there would be numerous situations where the strength of the kingdom was desperately needed. 

Invasions by monsters through gates, chaos resulting from the breaking of seals, and wars with the empire—all these scenarios would demand a massive mobilization of troops. To prepare for these situations, it was crucial to minimize damage to the kingdom and preserve its military might. However, Raul was acutely aware of the limits of what he could do.

In reality, it might be more accurate to view it as a religious conglomerate rather than a country.

It was recognized as an ‘Empire’ and designated as a permanent neutral zone by other nations, not only out of respect for the gods but also due to the undeniable religious influence.

“It worries me. If we wait until something happens to respond, it’ll be far too late…”

“We just have to do what we can. We’ve already relayed the countermeasures to our territories and separately informed our allied families. So, stop worrying like an old man and let’s loosen up a bit. Use those strange powers of yours to the fullest!”

It seems this family can’t leave anything extraordinary alone.

After seeing Raul’s psychokinesis, the count demanded daily sparring sessions, and the brother was no different.

The first thing Raul did after the update notice was to pass the information to his father and brother. No matter how much knowledge of the future he possessed, or that he was born into a prestigious family, that was the extent of it.

The Ashton county was just one of many prestigious families in the Connect world, and Raul was nothing more than an insignificant 15-year-old boy without any notable reputation.

“Brother’s words aren’t wrong. Let’s focus on what we can do right now. The current situation is…”

Over the past month, Raul had been incredibly busy.

On days with classes, he attended them and scoured the library for skill books.

On days off, he used portals to visit three other starter cities within the kingdom.

There were a total of four starting cities in the Ruben Kingdom.


Aside from Mira, the southern city he had already visited, there were Kessan in the east, Briant in the west, and Jusek in the north.

Raul met with the mayors of these three free cities, armed with a letter of introduction from Mayor Reynaldo of Mira, and proceeded with investment contracts.

The situation in the other three cities was not much different from Mira, so the mayors warmly welcomed Raul’s investments. Raul initiated large-scale civil engineering projects on prime lands in the cities and established branches of the [First Knight Order].

Including additional investments in Mira, a staggering total of 3.5 million gold was spent, but Raul didn’t even blink an eye.

“Judging from the update notice, there isn’t much time left until players start logging in for real. It might be a rush, but we need to make as much progress on the construction as possible.”

Securing a high guild rank through city contribution points was an added bonus.

Focusing on real estate and construction in the free cities was a long-term investment, but Raul didn’t forget to prepare for the imminent update.

He posted a massive recruitment notice in the four free cities and the capital’s mercenary guilds.

The targets were individual mercenaries of C rank or higher and small mercenary groups of ten members or less.

The contract offered double the normal hiring fee for one month from the update day, with the promise of recruitment and an opportunity to train as a knight for those who distinguished themselves.

The offer, especially the chance to become a knight, attracted countless mercenaries to line up for the opportunity.

With the number of applicants exceeding thousands, there was no choice but to conduct selection exams, and Raul personally oversaw the hiring of the mercenaries.

Traveling through portals to visit the four cities, Raul managed to hire 50 B-rank mercenaries and 950 C-rank mercenaries.

B-rank mercenaries were either sword users capable of utilizing mana or leaders of small mercenary groups who had successfully completed numerous jobs.

C-rank mercenaries were skilled enough to be considered experienced soldiers in a lord’s domain or mercenaries with over three years of experience.

Employing 1,000 mercenaries like this was unheard of, except in situations where the fate of a lord’s domain was at stake, and required a significant amount of money.

Indeed, supporting these mercenaries required Raul to spend 30,000 gold, with further expenses inevitable.

Already, the Ashton county’s mansion in the capital was bustling, accommodating the thousand mercenaries that had come from each city, along with the additional employees hired to manage their meals and lodging.

“This is insane. It’s not like money grows on trees…”

“It’s unbelievable. What if nothing happens?”

“Could there be some other motive?”

The surrounding nobles either scoffed or frowned at Raul’s actions, and some even doubted his intentions.

To make matters more complicated, the royal court even sent the captain of the capital’s guard to obtain a written pledge from Raul.

Furthermore, it was clear that Raul’s bold moves had influenced other nobles. In hopes of bolstering their defenses, an increasing number of lords and commanders began summoning a portion of their knights and domain troops to the capital, while others took to hiring mercenaries, albeit in small numbers. Furthermore, the rising demand for their services attracted scores of mercenaries and wandering knights to the Ruben Kingdom.

“Sir Philip, have the guild members been assembled?”

“All 45 members, excluding those managing the branches, have arrived.”

“It must have been a tough journey. I’d like to give you all some rest, but you know we can’t afford that luxury right now, right?”

“Yes, Young master. As per your command, they are being organized into ten groups. Once that’s done, we will commence group training.”

“And don’t forget about the operation tonight.”

“Of course, Young master.”

Another significant change had occurred during this time. The knights and their followers, who had been temporarily dispatched under Raul, were now formally under his command. Six squires had reached the expert level and were officially inducted, along with Philip, Jake, and Pierce, totaling nine knights to become regular members of the newly launched [First Knight Order]. It was Raul’s very own order, independent from the Ashton county. Additionally, the knight apprentices and soldiers had joined the First Knight Order under the public guise of squires, having all reached the stage of mana-utilizing sword users.

Thus, Raul’s guild, publicly known as the [First Knight Order], was officially launched.

[First Knight Order]  

– Level: Small Lv. 10  

– Reputation: Influential Local Guild  

– Guild Master: Raul de Ashton  

– Vice Guild Master: Philip  

– Administrative Head: Bernard  

– Total Members: 50  

– Member Composition: 9 Regular Knights, 35 Apprentice Knights, 5 Administrators  

– Guild Buffs: Experience Gain Increase 10%, Skill Proficiency Increase 10%  

Their growth had been remarkably swift, considering it had only been about four months since they started accepting guild members. 

‘To think they’ve exceeded my expectations, even though we only recruited those with B-Grade potential and above?’ 

There were even talks in the family about the necessity of sending apprentices for training in Mira, given the results. Of course, such growth would be impossible for regular apprentices without the support of a guild system.

Nonetheless, this marked the completion of their preparations in anticipation of the update. Raul waited for the update, watching the system screen with a slight look of anxiety. At the same time, elsewhere, there were those engaged in an excited meeting.

(To be continued)
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“Report.”

A low, baritone voice filled the room.

“The royal family has shown no special reaction. They’ve only strengthened the patrols of the capital’s guard.”

“As for the Templeton duchy…”

“And the McNeil viscounty…”

After receiving the reports in turn, Silver Zero, the regional chief of the Imperial Hounds in the Ruben Kingdom, slightly furrowed his brow.

The military status of the capital, a key target, had exceeded expectations.

It was all due to the incomprehensible movements of the Ashton county.

“Number 6. Has the Ashton county always been devoutly religious?”

“Not particularly. While they are better treated by the temple compared to other nobles, it’s to a normal extent. I believe we should be suspicious of something else.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Ashton family made their move before the temple announced the oracle. It seems they have another source of information.”

The movements of the Ashton’s forces were troubling.

Knights and troops, previously dispersed across the domains, were being called back for reorganization, and Golden Bear Knights, who had been confined to the main castle, were now being dispatched to strategic locations.

Moreover, considering when mercenaries started to gather in the capital, it seemed reasonable to conclude that the Ashton family had acted well before the temple’s announcement.

Tap, tap.

As Silver Zero tapped his fingers on the desk, lost in thought, Number 8, who was in charge of the capital, spoke up.

“Could it be that Gray has taken action? There have been reports of him making contact with Raul of the Ashton family a few times at the academy.”


“There’s merit to that thought. So, what’s the status with Gray?”

“That’s the thing… There’s been no unusual activity. He seems to be focusing on his academy lectures as usual.”

After a moment of contemplation with his eyes shut, Zero asked, “Number 8. What about the situation with the mercenaries hired by the Ashton county? Have any of our agents managed to infiltrate?”

“I’m ashamed to say, all attempts at infiltration have failed.”

“What? They’re recruiting a thousand men, and you’re telling me not one of us could get in?!”

“We passed the preliminary rounds, but all were eliminated in the final selection. It seems that this Raul character has an extraordinary intuition.”

“Raul. Raul, huh…”

As Zero grimaced in frustration, Number 1, who had been silent, spoke up.

“Do we really need to be concerned? If anything, isn’t this a good thing? I can’t fathom why he’s pouring such a fortune into gathering mercenaries, but in the end, he won’t gain anything from it. You all know it, don’t you? What that item is.”

“You’re right. Initially, they may salivate and rush in, but they’ll quickly realize it’s a poisoned apple. The young fool spending money unnecessarily will likely be reprimanded by his family. The greedy nobles will never be able to stop our grand plan.”

As similar opinions were voiced, Zero nodded in agreement.

“Your words hold truth. Let’s monitor the situation for now. How is the deployment of our agents?”

“Deployment complete.”

“The grand plan is about to commence. The day when a dagger is plunged into the heart of those brutish swine is not far off. Make sure to fulfill the tasks given to each of you. For the glory of His Imperial Majesty!”

“For the glory of His Imperial Majesty!!”

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

The second hand moved ceaselessly, and finally, it pointed to midnight.

“Whoa! What is that!!”

A mercenary waiting in the training grounds caught sight of a meteor streaking across the night sky.

The problem was that the number of meteors was so great, they filled the night sky by the dozens, even hundreds.


Rumble.

“It’s an earthquake!!”

Timed with this, the ground shook, and several frightened mercenaries dropped to the ground, burying their heads.

Swoosh.

Unnoticed by those on the ground, a vast and transparent barrier silently spread across the sky.

And finally, the moment the barrier completely enveloped the planet,

The meteor shower vanished as if it were a mirage, and the earthquake stopped.

At the same time, a large system message appeared in front of Raul.

[Update Notice]

Pre-scenario v1.0 update has been successfully completed.

– Hidden ancient dungeons have been partially opened. More dungeons will become available as the scenario progresses.

– The Dimension Gate system has been activated. Players can now enter the gates. Explore and clear the gates for generous rewards. The limited-time quest [Gate Rush!] has begun.

– Certain NPCs have been designated as scenario NPCs. Damaging these NPCs may result in penalties, so please be cautious.

– The guild system has been updated. Frustrated by a small guild member count? Now you can upgrade to a medium-sized guild. Check out the new features for yourself.

“Phew. It’s finally starting.”

Raul opened the quest window, ignoring the murmurs of the mercenaries outside.

[Limited-Time Quest: Gate Rush!]

Grade: EX

Objective: Clear as many gates as possible.

Deadline: 30 days (Until June 28, year 521 of Connect)


Description: What’s happening? Dimension Gates of unknown origin have covered the world of Connect. Clear as many gates as possible to alleviate the residents’ anxiety.

PS: Worried there won’t be enough gates? No need to worry~. 

To celebrate the launch of the scenario, gates will regenerate every midnight.

Rewards: Rewards will be distributed based on ranking. A special gift for the individual and guild ranking first?

Raul’s face hardened as he read the quest.

“What kind of nonsense is this!!”

Bang!

Unable to contain his anger, Raul slammed his fist down on the desk.

The rewards didn’t even catch his eye. After all, he was the only player, and there was only one guild.

There was another reason for Raul’s anger. 

Every midnight, the gates are regenerated.

That meant, no matter how many gates were destroyed, it was all in vain.

Raul’s plan to completely clear the gates appearing in the Ashton territory and the kingdom’s capital was shattered before it even began.

‘Just as I feared…’

A sigh escaped from Raul as a term popped into his mind.

[Scenario Compulsion]

It was Connect’s defense system that prevented plays that could disrupt the scenario itself or interfere with the occurrence of linked scenarios.

There were cases like the current quest, which had special conditions attached, but often, additional or sudden quests would direct players’ actions during the scenario progression.

‘Damn it. It’s not going to be easy, is it? Looks like minimizing the damage is the only way to go.’

Biting his lip hard, Raul hurried to the war room.

* * *

The bustling of people filled the air.

Even past midnight, the streets of the capital, Thurium, were overflowing with people, unsettled by the bizarre phenomenon they had just witnessed.

“What’s that?”

In the middle of the street, a semi-transparent rectangular object shimmered in the darkness.

About the height of an adult man, the rectangular object ominously billowed red mists as it floated in the air.

The first man to discover it was involuntarily drawn towards it.

Gulp.

Driven by an inexplicable attraction, the man slowly reached out his hand.

The moment his hand touched the object, he vanished without a trace.

“Eek!”

Someone who had seen this from a distance screamed and fell on their rear.

Other figures caught his eye.

Like they were enchanted, one after another, people touched the mysterious object and disappeared.

“What the… What is this?”

Thinking it dangerous and deciding to retreat, he was about to step back when…

“No! Dicky, come here!”

His 6-year-old son, fearlessly, approached the eerie object.

The man stumbled forward in a rush, grabbed his son, and threw him back.

“Get out of here….”

Luckily, someone behind caught his son.

But fortune was not with him. Before he knew it, he found himself walking towards the monster-like object.

* * *

“A gate has been detected in Sector 32 of Outer City Area B4! Damn it, several people have already been sucked in. We’re moving to protect them.”

Following Philip’s orders, Bernard decided on which members to dispatch, and messengers rushed out frantically.

The number of red dots on the map had already surpassed 30.

“Damn it, how many more will pop up!”

Raul stared at the situation board with a hardened expression.

There was no information on this scenario or quest in the link café.

All they had was the historical fact recorded in the game’s background description, “In the year 521 of the Connect era, gates appeared, causing immense damage to various kingdoms and domains.”

They knew nothing about the number, location, or rank of the gates appearing in the capital.

He wanted to rush out and clear the gates, saving those who were sucked in, but he wasn’t alone.

The priority was to efficiently deploy the guild members and a thousand mercenaries to minimize the number of victims.

Just as he was calming his frustration, an urgent guild communication came in.

“Sector 17 in Outer Ward 3 of Outer Ward 2! The yellow gate mentioned by the master has been found! A yellow gate has been found!”

“Absolutely do not approach! Be careful, as agents could be sucked in too.”

Raul immediately cautioned them through the guild communication and said,

“Designate it as Target Number 1, E-Grade gate, and enter it into special management. Deploy 3 Class B mercenaries and send a letter directly to the captain of the area guard.”

After issuing the orders, Raul clenched his fist tightly.

“D-Grade has appeared now…”

F and E-Grade gates could somehow be managed with soldiers.

But from D-Grade gates onwards, monsters that couldn’t even be scratched unless by Sword Users or others who could manipulate mana appeared.

It meant that numbers could only solve problems up to E-Grade.

Unlike the simple eradication missions for F and E-Grade gates, special conditions for clearing appeared from D-Grade onwards.

Even knights could find themselves unable to escape if they carelessly entered a D-Grade gate.

“Is the domain safe?”

He felt increasingly anxious seeing the situation looking graver than expected.

Before he knew it, the map was dotted with over 40 red points.

(To be continued)
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Chapter 46  

Whirring.  

An unknown magical pattern could be felt.  

Raul concentrated mana in his eyes to look at the gate before him.  

[F-Grade Dimensional Gate]  

Total capacity: 300 people  

Simultaneous entry limit: None  

Current entry count: 0/300 people  

Current stack: 0/2 stacks  

Gate type: Subjugation  

“Thankfully, the analysis holds up.”  

Usually, the information one could get about a gate from the outside was limited to its rank.  

The ranks were roughly divided into the spectrum of rainbow colors, starting with red for F rank, through to navy for A rank, and anything above S rank was black.  

Thus, a gate emanating an ambiguous light made it difficult to determine its rank.  

Moreover, apart from the rank, there was no way to know more about the gate until a few years later when gate analysis equipment would become available, aside from going in to check firsthand.  

“This will be immensely useful.”  

Thanks to the analysis, preparing to conquer the gate was clearly going to be much easier.  

“Enter!”  

As Raul gave the command, three members of the scout team were the first to go through the gate.  


Following them, about 40 guild members, including Raul, entered the gate.  

There was a brief period where everything seemed to go dark, as if losing sight, but in the blink of an eye, everything returned to normal, and they found themselves in front of a different forest than where they had started.  

[Quest: F-Grade Dimensional Gate]  

Rank: F  

Objective: Subdue all monsters inside the gate  

Time limit: None  

Rewards: Experience points, Gold  

A small quest window popped up on one side of their vision.  

Seeing it, Raul couldn’t help but feel anew.  

“It’s been a while since I’ve been in a gate.”  

Before he could indulge in reminiscence, Philip approached him with a report.  

“Young master, all 45 members have safely entered.”  

“Good, let’s not dawdle.”  

The ones accompanying Raul were official members of the First Knight Order.  

Purely affiliated with the guild were individuals like knights Philip, Jake, and Pierce, as well as the administrative director, Bernard.  

The reason such an overwhelmingly excessive force was deployed for a mere F-Grade gate was singular.  

“First, check the quest window on the right side of your vision. While the objective might be clear, be cautious because, in higher-rank gates, the objective might not be presented until after a reconnaissance. In gates that are not maze-like….”  

This was to pass on how to use the system for conquering gates to the guild members.  

Though they had already completed theoretical training, using it in practice was a whole other feeling.  

“That’s enough for the explanation. Let’s wrap up quickly and move out.”  


Following the command, the scouting team dispersed in all directions, and it wasn’t long before reports came in.

“Goblin sighting: 5 entities.”

“Goblin sighting: 7 entities.”

“Location believed to be a goblin village discovered. Approximately 50 goblins seem to be residing there.”

The reconnaissance was quick.

An elliptical field stretching roughly 2km in diameter, composed entirely of forest.

The monsters that appeared were the lowest grade goblin packs.

An unremarkable F-Grade Gate with nothing special about it.

And when Raul joined in, the roughly 240 goblins existing within the field were swept away in an instant.

-Gate clear conditions have been met.

-Quest completion rewards have been distributed.

-You will automatically return in 30 minutes.

-You can return at any time through a system command.

Raul chose to return without hesitation.

For now, at least, time was more precious than any spoils of battle.

Whish.

“Ah! You’re back!!”

Mercenaries controlling the area around the gate exclaimed in surprise.

Their astonishment was due to people appearing out of thin air without any prior sign.

As everyone, including Raul, evacuated, the ominous aura of the gate rapidly shrank until it became a small dot and then vanished into the air.


“Is it really gone?”

“Is it over?”

Mercenaries and onlookers murmured among themselves, but Raul paid them no mind and proceeded toward his mansion.

“What time is it?”

“The current time is 2:05 AM. It’s been about 30 minutes since you entered the gate.”

A knight waiting in the operations room informed him of the precise time, and Raul nodded after checking the system.

‘The timeline is unaffected. Then, there’s no need to hesitate.’

Raul reviewed the map in the operations room.

Excluding the royal inner city, there were a total of 50 red dots.

35 were F-Grade, 11 were E-Grade, and 4 were D-Grade.

“We’ll start a full-scale gate subjugation operation now!”

The original plan involved thorough training to synchronize the guild members and mercenaries before gradually tackling each gate.

However, the situation had changed.

There were more gates than expected, and the number of victims entangled was significant.

Fortunately, the difficulty of the gates didn’t seem much different from his past life.

Therefore, training was replaced with actual combat.

The operational goal was to first address the F-Grade gates, where most victims were reported.

Being their first actual combat, they safely divided into groups of 100, with 7 groups deployed initially and 3 groups kept in reserve.

Raul decided to stay in the operations room with Bernard to command the overall forces.

“I wish everyone good luck. Deploy!”

There was neither the luxury nor the inclination for speeches.

Following the command, the scout team members scattered in every direction, and soon reports started coming in. Raul dispatched his troops with a brief word. Tonight, perhaps some of them might get seriously injured, or even lose their lives. The burden and guilt of causing someone harm or death due to his commands weighed heavily on him. “But it’s unavoidable, isn’t it? I will encounter such situations countless times in the future.” Raul steadied his wavering heart, hoping earnestly for their safe return.

* * *

Josh. 21 years old. Class C mercenary. A prodigy. To briefly introduce myself, yes, that’s me. Wondering why I’m suddenly introducing myself? It’s because looking at those novice knights in front of me, my eyes sting with jealousy. They don’t look a day over 20, to be knights! Clearly, they must have been born to well-off parents, walking a path lined with roses, right?

I became a mercenary at the age of 18. My parents were tenant farmers, working on someone else’s land, and I had no desire to waste my life in the same way. Too ordinary a story, you say? Well, what of it! I proudly ran away from home and climbed from rank F to C in three years. Impressive, isn’t it? Ha, let’s not entertain the greenhorns.

Anyway, the reason I’m here among notable mercenaries, zoning out, is not unrelated to those young novice knights. Wouldn’t a kind-hearted noble offer mercenaries a chance to become knights, just like them? Without a second thought, I left my mercenary group.

Thanks to that, I’m here, but something feels off. Oh, is that noble climbing onto the dais now? He looks nothing like what I expected! Too handsome, perhaps? Is there an aura of holiness around his face?

And this smell. It’s unmistakable. The scent of a powerful being. I heard he was much younger than me, can you believe it?

I remember hearing about the Ashton count’s house. It was said to be an esteemed martial family once, though I’d never heard of them before. I thought maybe I was being scammed… but the moment I arrived at the manor, all worries were gone. A scammer wouldn’t own such a grand home, right? Plus, there’s a soft bed and fine meals. Long live the Ashton count’s household!

Lost in thought, it seems we’ve reached our destination. Something about a door and strategy, I honestly didn’t catch it. Just need to follow the crowd and show my worth when monsters appear, right?

Just watch. I’ll outshine those novice knights so much they won’t stand a chance!

Then, surely, I’ll get to wear that shiny armor, right?

But what’s that!? The door is swallowing people up?

Wait! Just a minute!! I’m not mentally prepared yet!

Aaaaah!!

* * *

“What an odd one.”

Jake chuckled.

The young man was trying so hard to look serious but turned his head back and, with tight, trembling lips, barely managed to cross the gate.

“Let’s see, Class C mercenary Josh. The young master told us to keep an eye on him.”

Jake slid the personnel file back into his inventory and stretched leisurely.

“Five goblins spotted.”

“Seven goblins spotted.”

“A location presumed to be a goblin village has been discovered. It seems to be inhabited by approximately 50 goblins.”

The reconnaissance was swift.

The field, roughly 2km in diameter and forested, was shaped like an ellipse.

The monsters that appeared were nothing more than the lowest-ranking goblin hordes.

It was an unremarkable, F-Grade Gate through and through.

And as Raul lent a hand, the roughly 240 goblins inhabiting the field were swiftly eradicated.

-The condition for clearing the gate has been met.

-Reward for quest completion has been granted.

-Will automatically return in 30 minutes.

-You can choose to return at any time through a system command.

Raul chose to return without hesitation.

Time was of the essence, more so than any loot could be at the moment.

Whooooosh.

“Ah! They’re back!!”

Mercenaries guarding the gate exclaimed in surprise.

Their astonishment was due to people appearing out of thin air without any prior indication.

As everyone, including Raul, emerged, the ominous aura of the gate rapidly diminished until it shrank into a tiny dot and disappeared into the void.

“Is it really gone?”

“Is it over?”

While the mercenaries and onlookers murmured amongst themselves, Raul paid them no mind and proceeded towards the mansion.

“What’s the time?”

“The current time is 2:05 AM. It’s been about 30 minutes since you entered the gate.”

A knight waiting in the operations room informed him of the exact time, and Raul checked the system and nodded.

‘No issues with the time warp. Then there’s no need to hesitate.’

Raul checked the map in the operations room.

Excluding the inner city where the royal palace was located, there were a total of 50 red dots.

35 were F-Grade, 11 were E-Grade, and 4 were D-Grade.

“We begin the full-scale gate subjugation operation now!”

The original plan entailed aligning the guild members and mercenaries through sufficient training and then gradually tackling each gate.

However, circumstances had changed.

The number of gates was greater than anticipated, and the victims involved were significant.

Fortunately, the difficulty of the gates didn’t seem to differ much from his previous life.

Thus, training was replaced with actual combat.

The operation’s initial target was the F-Grade gates, where most casualties had occurred.

For their first real combat, they divided into groups of 100, with 7 groups deployed first and 3 as reserve units.

Raul decided to stay in the operations room with Bernard, directing the overall force.

“Best of luck to all. Deploy!”

There was neither the time nor the inclination for speeches. There were still many mercenaries lined up to enter the gate.

Thanks to being under the care of a remarkable young master, I found myself in the unexpected role of a captain, something far beyond my fate.

Having grown tired of the rigid atmosphere of the knight order, I followed along with the idea of seeing the world, but who knew I’d rise to such success(?).

‘It is success, isn’t it? After all, I’m now a deputy knight commander with a hundred subordinates under my command.’

While I detest bothersome tasks, wearing the captain’s hat didn’t feel too bad after all.

Jake thought that he should stick closely to the young master in the future, since following him meant never being bored and always having plenty of money.

“Well, shall I also make my way in? Let’s get this over with quickly since it’s bothersome.”

With that, Jake and the second assault team entered the F-Grade gate.

* * *

“Uracha! Daha! Pasha!”

A young mercenary was going wild with bizarre yells of exertion.

By his side, five ‘Ratmen’— creatures with the heads of rats and the bodies of children—lay defeated.

‘Was his name Josh, I think?’

Jake nodded, seeing why the young master had told him to watch this one.

The mercenaries were divided into two types.

Those like Josh, who eagerly showed off their skills,

And those who would only move when given direct orders, content to keep their place.

There wasn’t a huge difference in skill. They were, after all, of similar ranks and had passed the selection test to enter.

But the contrast between the two types was undeniable.

What was more surprising was that all the individuals Raul had checked off belonged to the former.

‘The young master really has an eye for people.’

That’s why he gathered only those with promise to form guild members, right?

Anyway, Josh was definitely a cut above the rest.

It seemed like he hadn’t received systematic training, but his sword was filled with force.

He seemed to instinctively know where to swing his sword and how to move.

‘If he could only handle mana, he’d improve fast. His fighting style is exactly my type, and most of all….’

As Josh took down another Ratman, his eyes met Jake’s.

“Urachacha! Abiyo~!”

Josh leaped into the air with an exaggerated yell, dropping amongst a group of Ratmen.

“Pasha! Dusha! Ajaja!”

A chuckle escaped Jake’s lips.

‘He’d certainly keep things interesting if kept around.’

So, several individuals left a deep impression on Jake, and the assault on the gate concluded without any casualties.

Significant numbers of people were also rescued from the gate.

Excluding the deceased, nearly thirty people were saved, indicating how many the gate had lured in during that short time span.

The assault took about an hour and a half.

The outcomes for the other teams weren’t much different.

Though the first assault was over, rest was brief as many more people remained to be saved.

Raul continued to deploy ten teams to assault the gate without rest. As time wore on, the chances of the victims’ survival dropped.

It was late, but the capital city’s security forces also sent a rescue team, so perhaps more could be saved.

Thus, the hectic night passed, and at last, the sun began to rise.

(To be continued)
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Chapter 47

“The 10th unit has successfully exited the gate. No casualties. 15 missing individuals have been rescued!”

As Bernard relayed the news, sighs of relief could be heard from all around.

“Phew.”

“Ah, is it over?”

Looking at the situation board on the map, the nearly 50 red dots had significantly decreased, leaving only about 15.

Clap Clap!

Bernard clapped his hands to draw everyone’s attention before briefing them.

“Current time is 9:30 AM. We have confirmed that all 35 F-Grade gates targeted in the first phase of the operation have been cleared. Out of a total of 1,046 personnel deployed, all have safely returned except for 5 with minor injuries. The number of civilians rescued totals 563, and the confirmed number of casualties is around 230. Master, your orders!”

Raul took a moment to review the situation board before stepping up to the podium to speak.

“I would like to extend my commendations to all the squad leaders and commanders who have led us to successfully capture the gates without significant damage. Thanks to everyone’s efforts, many citizens of the kingdom were able to save their lives. I hereby officially declare the completion of the first phase of the operation. Until further orders are given, ensure the troops are provided with ample food and rest. Well done, everyone. That’s all!”

Clap Clap Clap!

“Wow!!”

As Raul announced the end of the operation, the members of the operation room burst into applause and cheers.

It was a celebration of the successful completion of their first large-scale operation under the guild’s name.

Although there were still gates and lives to be saved, it was time to give the forces some rest.

Even if they rotated, they had fought in the gates an average of more than three times throughout the night.

“F-Grade gates were manageable, but E-Grade is a different story. Not only will the rank of monsters appearing increase, but so will their numbers.”


No matter how important it was to rescue the missing, it couldn’t take precedence over the lives of his subordinates.

It was right to attempt the E-Grade gate capture only when the forces had rested and were fully prepared.

“Phew, I’m tired.”

Even after dozing off briefly in the operation room, his body felt stiff from tension.

After all, it was his first time commanding such a large force.

In his previous life, he had moved alone or at most with a 5-person party.

Fortunately, he had many excellent subordinates.

In particular, Philip with his command trait and Bernard with his administrator trait had significantly lightened Raul’s burden.

They meticulously assisted him with practical aspects he was unfamiliar with.

And the presence of the knights was always reassuring. Each one was a powerful human weapon and a skilled commander.

Members of large knight orders like the Golden Bear were continuously trained to command forces whenever needed.

Instead of training separate officers, knights took on those roles.

“How’s the territory doing?”

Despite sending countermeasures and information to his brother and father, the appearance of far more gates than expected had left him uneasy.

Raul hurried to the communication room and infused mana into the communication crystal sphere.

– Oh dear, our youngest! Your face looks all but halved. Why such a long face? Was the training insufficient?

After waiting for a while, the face that appeared in the crystal sphere, Dylan, started speaking with a jovial smile.

“Brother! This is no time for jokes. What’s the situation?”

– What’s there to worry about? We had information and prepared perfectly.

The situation of the Ashton county relayed by his brother was beyond what Raul had imagined. The count of gates that appeared throughout the Count’s territory was none less than a hundred, with D-Grade gates accounting for ten of them.


But what remained now was….

“What did you say? They’ve been cleared out, all of them?”

Before even half a day had passed, the gates in the county were swept away.

Seeing Raul’s dazed expression, Dylan laughed out loud.

– Hahaha, so Raul can make such a face, too. I was worried you were losing your cute side, but this is a relief.

Raul, irritated by Dylan’s snickering, shouted.

“No, that’s not the point! I told you to leave the D-Grade and above gates alone because they’re dangerous!”

– Leave them? So, what, were you planning to come and use your peculiar power to do something about them??

Dylan looked at Raul’s face for a moment, then crossed his arms and spoke seriously.

– Little brother, I think you’re under some misunderstanding. The Count Ashton family is strong! Do we look so weak to you that we need to worry a child of 15?

“…….”

Dylan’s forearms bulged with a creak.

– We are always ready to face our enemies. Hundreds of knights honed in real combat, tens of thousands of elite troops that thoroughly protect the territory. So, Raul!

Dylan uncrossed his arms and smiled.

– You don’t worry about the territory and just do as you wish. The back is covered by father and your brother, you see.

Raul was slightly moved by Dylan’s words.

There wasn’t a single point in his brother’s words that was wrong.

He had been so proud, having formed his own knights’ order and commanding nearly a thousand subordinates.

Back home, there was the Golden Bear Knights Order teeming with knights no less skilled than Philip, Jake, and Pierce, and if you included the second and third-order knights, squires, and knights belonging to clans, the number of knights alone would exceed a thousand.

And the soldiers? The territory was overflowing with elite troops hardened through battles with monsters from the forbidden areas.


Honestly, Raul’s subordinates couldn’t hold a candle to the Count’s family’s forces.

‘I still have a long way to go. But someday…’

He resolved to cultivate the power to truly protect the Count’s family.

Raul, feeling somewhat lighter, opened his mouth.

“Yes, I was mistaken. You’re right, brother. But you know we can’t be complacent, right? This is just the beginning.”

– That’s right, little brother. But, there was actually something I forgot to mention…

Raul rubbed his temples as if it was a headache upon hearing what came next from Dylan.

‘E-Grade, D-Grade gates not vanishing…’

It seemed the situation he feared was happening.

* * *

In Raul’s office-cum-meeting room.

Raul, Bernard, and nine knights were gathered together.

“So, how did you tackle the D-Grade gates?”

Asked Jake, Raul chuckled and said.

“The veterans went out for a walk.”

“Excuse me??”

Of course, it was unlikely they knew the internet slang from Earth.

“Count, Commander of the Golden Bear Knights, and other elders seem to have taken action.”

“Oh my, why would those of respectable ages go running around in the field?”

The Count Ashton’s family had no Sword Master.

However, there were three individuals who were infinitely close to being called Sword Masters.

The current head of the Count Ashton’s family, Count Melvin.

Commander of the Golden Bear Knights, Sir Trevor.

Commander of the domain, Sir Ernest.

All three had passed their fifties but were actively serving in their prime.

Besides these, there were at least five knights who had reached the pinnacle of expertise.

Yet, those had already retired from active duty and were seldom seen, but this time they seemed to have taken up swords themselves.

‘It must have been father’s request.’

Anyway, this event truly made one realize what the ‘power of a prestigious family’ really means.

And also that the apparent power is not all there is.

“The problem isn’t that. There’s a gate that doesn’t disappear even after being cleared.”

“What? Isn’t that a serious issue!”

They didn’t even know yet that gates which had disappeared were re-emerging.

Now, there’s talk of a gate that doesn’t even dissolve.

“That’s why we need to check it out for ourselves. To see why the gate isn’t dissolving. If there’s any other way.”

At Raul’s words, everyone nodded.

“Should we prepare the troops?”

Bernard’s question was met with a shake of Raul’s head.

“No, we’ll go with a small elite group this time. Just me, Philip, Jake, and Pierce.”

“Isn’t that too small a number?”

“From what I’ve heard, it seems the folks on the other side handled a gate on their own; we can’t be outdone. Oh, we might need to rescue survivors, so let’s get support from about 10 mercenaries.”

“Understood.”

As Bernard left to select the personnel, Jake said with an excited expression,

“Ah, this reminds me of the old days, doesn’t it? It definitely feels more liberating just moving amongst ourselves. Should we pack some lunchboxes?”

“Old days? That was just two months ago.”

Pierce questioned with a dry voice and expressionless face, prompting Jake to sigh.

“This is why I dislike archers, you know? It’s just a joke, a joke!”

“This is a meeting attended by the Master. Refrain from unnecessary comments.”

“Oh my, such a stickler. Sometimes you’re even worse than the commander himself. Oh, not that I’m badmouthing the commander!”

Eventually, after being smacked on the back by Philip, Jake closed his mouth.

* * *

“Hmm.”

“What should we do?”

Raul and his company were advancing through a gorge to find themselves facing a huge cliff.

An E-Grade gate was hardly a challenge. The monsters that appeared were Ratmen and Goblins.

While Ratmen soldiers and Goblin hunters, not seen at F-Grade, made their appearance, they were essentially the same to Raul and the knights.

The gate was straightforward, as the canyon stretched on; they merely needed to push forward, eliminating monsters along the way.

The real issue arose after they had cleared out all the monsters.

As they approached the cliff, a system message popped up.

-Gate clearing conditions have been met.

-Warning: A hidden space has been discovered. The Hidden Quest [Guardian Extermination] has been generated.

-If you do not accept the Hidden Quest, you will be automatically returned in 30 minutes.

‘Check the quest!’

[Hidden Quest: Guardian Extermination]

Rank: D+

Objective: Defeat the Gate Guardian.

Description: A powerful Guardian is protecting the gate. Defeat the Guardian to neutralize the gate!

Reward: Experience points, gold, low-tier random item box

“Did you all see that?”

The knights nodded to Raul’s question.

“Well then…”

Although they had to break it, there was something else that needed to be checked first.

Raul called over the mercenaries that followed him to investigate the cliff.

However, they found nothing and felt nothing out of the ordinary.

‘Just as I thought… It’s made so that only players can even approach it.’

He had somewhat expected this.

After all, whether it was gates or dungeons, they could have been sufficiently tackled even at the level of connect NPCs.

In terms of combat power, the NPCs were overwhelmingly stronger than the players.

But then, how could the game function?

For this reason, there were strict restrictions placed on dungeons and gates.

Firstly, NPCs could not enter the rooms of Gate Guardians or dungeon bosses.

No matter how powerful the superhuman, if not a player, they couldn’t close gates or dungeons.

Secondly, NPCs couldn’t receive any rewards in gates or dungeons.

This setting was similar to the divine domain found in the free city (Player Zone).

In the end, players were absolutely necessary to handle the gates and dungeons plaguing Connect.

It was a game mechanism designed to ensure players, as outsiders, were welcomed in the world of Connect.

‘Infinite gate regeneration with a player zone applied… Isn’t this just telling us not to block it?’

Had Raul been a mere game player, he might’ve been delighted, but for him, Connect was reality.

It seemed like a solution was necessary.

‘Let’s take care of the quest first.’

“Let’s go in!”

“That’s what I’ve been waiting to hear!”

And shortly after.

The E-Grade Gate Guardian, ‘Black Curse Goblin Warrior,’ was cleanly eliminated not even ten seconds after appearing.

(To be continued)
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Swoosh.

Raul extracted something embedded in the heart of the fallen Gate Guardian, the ‘Black Curse Goblin Warrior’.

“Young master, what is that?”

“This? It’s something we must collect from now on.”

A translucent black crystal the size of a child’s fist. A faint light flickered within it.

It was completely different in size and appearance from the usual, bead-like mana stones.

As Raul gazed intently at the crystal, an analysis was triggered, and item information popped up.

[Core Gemstone]

Grade: E+

A highly rare gemstone found only in gates and dungeons. It can be used as material for power armor, high-end item crafting, etc., after proper processing.

“Take a good look, everyone. This is the Core Gemstone. You might say it’s the heart of the power armor.”

“This dark thing? I can’t feel any special power from it….”

Jake asked, sounding doubtful.

“Its grade is low, and it’s still in its raw form. I don’t know the details, but I heard that you need to collect several of these gemstones to make a single engine for the power armor.”

“Hmm. Anyway, it’s an expensive item, isn’t it?”

“Right. So, from now on, after hunting guardians or ones that seem strong, make sure to check their heart and head.”

“Understood.”

After receiving an answer from his companions, Raul searched the Guardian’s corpse and collected other valuables like teeth and nails.


‘But why is there no reaction?’

Normally, once a guardian was defeated, the gate would disappear.

Originally, the Core that the guardian possessed was the medium that maintained the gate.

Rumble!

As the corpse of the guardian melted away and seeped into the ground, the entire gate vibrated.

‘Is it happening? But….’

Feeling relieved at first, Raul’s eyebrows twitched as he read the system message that appeared before him.

-Gate Guardian’s defeat confirmed. Hidden quest completed!

-As the guardian dissolves, the gate will collapse. Preparing for automatic return.

-ERROR. Enforcement initiated. Gate collapse sequence halted.

-This gate is designated as a scenario gate. It will only close the entrance and reset daily at midnight.

-Time remaining until return: 3 minutes 22 seconds

‘So, this is what it comes down to.’

With this, even Raul, the player, confirmed that he couldn’t destroy a gate of E-Grade or above.

He had anticipated this ever since he found out about the powerful setting of gate regeneration.

It was a clear message not to interfere with the scenario progression.

‘Fine. I wasn’t planning on messing with the scenario, anyway.’

The goal was to minimize the damage to the territory and the Ruben Kingdom for the future, not to block the gate-related scenario itself.

If anything, having more gates and dungeons was beneficial, taking advantage of being a player.

Raul sorted his thoughts.


A solution? Frankly, it wasn’t needed.

Raul had only one goal in mind.

To become stronger!

Whether that strength was personal power, wealth, or influence.

To survive in the upcoming survival-of-the-fittest world, he needed to become stronger and even more formidable.

“Infinite regeneration of the Gate? A reset? What’s the problem?”

Later on, Gates and dungeons that seemed trivial would lead to wars just for their possession once players entered. But now?

The corners of Raul’s mouth lifted slightly.

“Having prepared such a feast, it would be discourteous to refuse. I’ll make sure we get our fill.”

Raul’s eyes shone as he spoke.

“We’re going to tackle the D-rank Gate right away. Have the mercenaries transport the rescued villagers to the treatment center, and tell Bernard to start Phase 2 of the operation.”

“Right now?”

“Yes, the reconnaissance is over. From now on, we’re going to clear all four D-rank Gates that have appeared in the capital, Thurium. We’ll keep going without rest, so everyone get your minds in gear and follow!”

“As you command.”

Philip nodded slightly and followed Raul,

“Hmmph, it was itching for some action. This is perfect.”

Jake joked around.

Pierce silently checked his quiver and readied his gear.

“Ah, and we’re bringing a mercenary. There’s something I want to check in the D-rank Gate.”

Before he had even finished speaking, Jake’s hand shot up.


“Can I pick the mercenary? I’ve got my eye on someone.”

“Do whatever you want. Just know they can’t be a hindrance.”

“Of course!”

With a flush of excitement, Jake ran towards the mercenaries, calling out,

“Hey, Josh! Where’s Josh? You’re being drafted!”

“Me?? Are you sure?”

A peculiar and overly enthusiastic young mercenary joined Raul’s party.

—

[D-rank Dimension Gate]

Maximum participants: 500

Concurrent entry limit: 5

Current entry count: 47/500

Current stack: 0/2 stacks

Gate type: ???

‘As expected, there’s an entry limit.’

Unlike F-Grade and E-Grade Gates, where crowds could enter en masse and sort things out inside, starting from D-rank Gates, entry limits were in place.

Only five people could enter at a time; any more would be divided into groups of five and scattered to random locations within the gate.

The standard party unit being five was due to this entry limitation.

Raul, having this information, came with a small elite party. But those unaware of this might cram their way in and face disappointment.

And the fact that there are already 47 people inside means…

‘People won’t believe it until they see it for themselves.’

Despite the warnings, it seemed the police forces had made their way in.

And it appeared that for D-rank Gates and above, even an analysis couldn’t determine their type.

Whether this was a limitation of the analyses themselves or due to Raul’s lack of understanding was unclear, but it was regrettable.

“Entering.”

Raul and his group reappeared inside a dark cave.

“Well, good thing we were prepared.”

Flash!

When Raul took a lamp out of his inventory and pressed the switch, a bright light burst forth. It was a magical lamp that neither dazzled the eyes nor failed to fully illuminate their surroundings. Handing the lamp to Josh, Raul spoke, “Josh, your task is to keep this lamp safe. Can I trust you with it?”

Bowingly deeply with both hands extended, Josh accepted the lamp, exclaiming, “Leave it to me! I’ll guard it so well, not even an ant will get close!”

“Thanks, I’m counting on you,” Raul said with a smile, patting Josh on the shoulder, who then humbly bowed his head. Raul chuckled as he checked Josh’s information.

[Name]: Josh (21 years old)

[Level]: 38

[Occupation]: C-Grade Mercenary (Beginner Swordsman)

[Affiliation]: Freelance Mercenary, First Knight Order (Temporary)

[Stats]: Potential (A+ grade)

[Strength 53]

[Agility 56]

[Stamina 59]

[Intelligence 32]

[Mind 48]

[Senses 62]

*Unique Traits

Beast-like Senses (A+), Fiery Competitive Spirit (B), Ambition for Success (C+)

Truth be told, Josh was among the most talented recruits recently brought on. Though he was yet to learn mana manipulation and had a relatively low level, his potential alone was promising. 

‘He might even be a contender for the title of Mercenary King later on.’

Raul had never expected to come across such a talent naturally, who in a past life had reached the master’s realm and became an S-class mercenary. 

Of course, reaching that level of growth would take time, but holding a lottery ticket that was bound to win was hardly something to complain about.

Nonetheless, he had no intention of giving special treatment right from the start. Potential was just that – potential. Whether it could flourish was entirely up to the individual.

Whether Josh would reach the master level in this life or meet a vain end was uncertain even to Raul. 

‘Good luck. If you survive until the end of this event, I’ll make sure to nurture you properly.’ 

Of course, surviving the immediate gate conquest was imperative.

* * *

‘Wow, stamping my mark so diligently has paid off. Now that it’s come to this, why not fully earn their trust?’ 

Josh marveled at the stroke of fortune that had come his way, never expecting to serve the top brass within a day. 

‘Well, it’s only natural given my talents.’ 

Not selecting someone like him would have been the real surprise. Entrusting this valuable lamp to him was clear evidence of his employer’s trust.

With the intention to protect the lamp and considerably prove his worth, Josh led the group from the front. 

Although a knight named Pierce had gone ahead for scouting, leading the party filled him with a sense of pride. The D-Grade gate hadn’t seemed particularly daunting; it was just a vast, ominously never-ending cave.

But then, an itchy feeling like ants crawling on the back of his neck struck him. 

‘This is…!?’ 

Instantly, Josh raised his sword, readying himself for battle.

“Definitely quick to respond.”

“Right? Aside from our guys, that one caught on the fastest.”

While Philip and Jake were chatting away behind him, Josh remained immobile, his gaze fixed straight ahead.

Beads of thick sweat rolled down his forehead.

Then, the moment he had been waiting for arrived.

With a swooshing sound, a dark object flew through the darkness towards him.

“Abiyo~!”

Swoosh.

Accompanied by Josh’s unique shout, his sword cleaved the monstrous object in half.

“A bat?”

It was a bat, much larger than one usually sees. 

Its body was as big as a forearm.

“More are coming! Abiyo~Ajajajaja, Tscha!!”

Thud! Swoosh! Flap.

As Josh energetically swung his sword, the giant bats fell to the ground one after another.

“His physique is well-trained.”

“And his reaction speed is quick.”

“But his wrist usage is awkward. There’s also a problem with his weight shifting.”

“He’s still a rookie, isn’t he? Doing that much on his own is impressive.”

Despite trying to ignore them, the two knights’ critique-like conversation was becoming increasingly irritating.

‘Come on, instead of babbling, shouldn’t they be helping?’

Being virtually untouchable superiors, he couldn’t just voice his complaints…

A bigger issue was the alarming number of bats charging at him.

At some point, harsh breathing replaced Josh’s energetic shouts.

“*Gasp, Sigh, Ha, Fa!*”

A seasoned swordsman would pay attention to each breath while swinging his sword, but expecting such formality from mercenaries like Josh was asking too much.

Gasping for air as if he was going to pass out, Josh eventually admitted.

‘At this rate, instead of showing my skills, I’m going to lose my life!’

“Phew, you knights! *Huff*. Just going to, Haah, watch, Hah, the whole time! *Taha*.”

Josh’s leather armor was scratched up in various places, and there were spots where the skin was torn, and blood was visible.

Yet, he was impressively keeping the magic lamp unscathed like it was as precious as life itself.

Philip and Jake looked at Raul, who nodded.

“Let’s call it a test.”

Swoop. Whoosh~!

As soon as Raul finished speaking, a dazzling sword light enveloped the area around Josh.

Thump thump thump.

‘What the?’

The large bats that had been swirling through the air and attacking Josh were annihilated in the blink of an eye, all twenty or so of them.

Raul patted the bewildered Josh’s shoulder.

“You did well. You’ve proved you can take care of yourself. We’re going to move fast now, so keep up.”

Then Raul took the lead and started running.

“What are you waiting for? Run!”

“I, I’m coming!”

Josh hurried after Raul, his expression as if he had seen a ghost.

‘What just happened? No one swung their sword, right?’

(To be continued)
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[Quest: D-Grade Dimension Gate]

Rank: D

Objective: Hunt 50 Armored Scorpions (D)

Time Limit: None

Rewards: Experience points, gold, low-grade random material box

‘It’s not bats this time.’

And the clear condition was not simply a slaughter but hunting specific targets.

Given that gates ranked D or higher were vast in field size, quests like ‘exterminate all monsters’ rarely came up.

Moreover, completing a quest was just the minimal requirement to leave a gate; finishing one didn’t mean the gate would disappear.

It seemed necessary to proceed with the quest while searching for the gate’s guardian.

Swoosh~ Ding!

‘How crude.’

As Raul jogged leisurely, several arrows dropped from the cave ceiling toward him.

However, they couldn’t penetrate Raul’s psychokinetic barrier.

The arrowheads were slightly bluish, possibly coated with poison, but it hardly mattered since they were never going to hit him.

D-rank gates occasionally sprung traps, seemingly to illustrate they were different, but they posed no threat.

The essence of psychokinesis was ‘spatial control.’

To move objects with mind power, one naturally had to know what was where in the first place, right?


Hence, a psychic’s spatial control range was also a crucial metric when assessing their proficiency in psychokinesis.

Raul, now at Intermediate Level 3, had expanded his psychokinetic range to 15 meters.

Enclosed spaces like this cave were perfect for Raul’s psychokinesis to shine.

Hadn’t he passed the academy entrance exam’s final hurdle, a cave full of traps, with flying colors?

Everyone mistook his success for mastering ranger scouting techniques, but it was actually the result of his unique trait, Developer’s Insight (EX), combined with his spatial control through psychokinesis.

But now, instead of avoiding traps, he was neutralizing them as he advanced, having taken the lead with that intention.

“At a fork, 30 meters to the left. A group of scorpions spotted.”

Pierce’s report came from the front.

“Prepare for battle.”

Raul gave a brief command and continued forward without slowing.

Soon, they reached the location Pierce mentioned.

There, from palm-sized regular scorpions to unnaturally large ones measuring 1m in length, over a hundred scorpions filled the cave.

At the very back of the group was that creature.

[Armored Scorpion Lv45]

Rank: D

Traits: Corrosive poison, steel armor

With a sleek shell shining in black and a tail as sharp as awls sporting a dangerously large stinger, along with claws that seemed capable of easily slicing through a human torso.

This monster, just by its appearance, was threatening enough.

“Wow! What in the world is that monster??”

Josh, trailing behind, let out a surprised gasp.


Not only Josh, but it was likely a first sighting for the other knights as well. After all, this mutant monster only appeared in Gates and dungeons.

However, Raul had no intention of providing a friendly explanation.

“Break through. Watch out for its tail movement!”

“Ah!”

Without waiting for a response, Raul charged toward the group of scorpions.

The shell of the armored scorpion was as hard as steel.

Therefore, it was a tricky monster that couldn’t be easily wounded unless it was by an energy blade.

‘Even so, it’s just a D-rank monster. It’s not like it doesn’t have weaknesses.’

“Attack!”

As Raul alternated his hands in the air, twenty swords stored in his inventory were summoned and launched towards the enemies.

Whir-whir-whir!

The thrown blades pierced through the scorpion group.

Slish. Slash. Slush.

In an instant, the space within 15 meters in front of Raul was filled with silvery sword glows.

The twenty swords, moving as if each had its own life, accurately shredded the enemies without a single one colliding with another.

Swish.

The moment the swords scattered like ray fins were gathered back into Raul’s embrace, only three D-rank armored scorpions remained alive.

Even those were split in half by three swift slashes.

“……!”

Josh couldn’t close his gaping mouth.


‘What did I just witness??’

Ten seconds.

In just ten seconds, the scorpion group that had filled the cave was eradicated.

And as the bodies of the giant armored scorpions, each the size of a person, floated into the air with a single gesture from Raul and disappeared into oblivion, Josh’s eyes widened as if they would tear apart.

He had thought Raul would be strong, but wasn’t this too much?

“Aren’t you going?”

Jake tapped Josh on the back, snapping him out of his daze.

“Uh, well, that’s…”

“Well, it’s your first time, so you must be curious. But for now, run! The master is already way ahead!”

“Yes, yes!”

Regaining his senses, Josh ran and cautiously asked.

“Excuse me, just how powerful is our employer, or shall I say master? More than the knights here… No, never mind.”

Philip chuckled and said,

“Well. The measure of strength is always relative. If we’re talking purely about the realm of swordsmanship, then the master might still be trailing Sir Jake here. But…”

The image of Raul, clad in golden power armor, dealing with a berserk armored user with just his fingers, popped into Philip’s head.

“If we’re considering overall combat power, it’s honestly hard to measure. Well, he might be stronger than Sir Jake, don’t you think?”

‘Maybe even stronger than me….’

Jake, seemingly agreeing with Philip’s words, frowned slightly but did not open his mouth.

‘I heard he was only fifteen….’

For the first time in his life, Josh considered the possibility that he might not be a genius after all.

Raul’s progress was unstoppable. He swept away the minor monsters with psychokinesis and wind blades, monsters so weak that there was no need to use mana, and his powerful mana blade tore through the armored scorpion’s shell as if it were paper.

Pierce’s scouting followed by Raul’s crushing advance never ceased. And as a result, they came close to clearing the quest in less than two hours after entering the gate.

‘Having roamed around like this and still no sign… could it be a summon type?’

Most often, the gate guardian slumbers in a so-called boss room, but that’s not always the case.

“Pierce. Return for now. Let’s finish the quest.”

“Understood.”

As soon as Pierce returned, Raul split open the head of the last armored scorpion he had intentionally left alive.

“Josh.”

“Yes, did you call me!”

At Raul’s call, Josh hurried over, his eyes filled with ‘admiration’, and his face was flushed.

“Do you feel anything unusual around here? Any strange sensations or anything that particularly bothers you?”

At Raul’s question, Josh looked around for a moment, closed his eyes, and sniffed the air, before replying after a few moments.

“I, I don’t think there’s anything unusual.”

“Is that so?”

It seemed to be no different from a D-Grade dungeon. Seeing that they hadn’t noticed despite a guardian quest.

“If we disappear and you’re left alone, don’t panic and just stay put. The gate has already been cleared, so you’ll be able to leave on your own.”

“Understood. But what about this?”

Josh politely offered up with both hands what he wanted Raul to see – a magic lamp. It was spotless, shining as if it had been polished.

Raul smiled warmly and patted Josh on the shoulder.

“Well done. We might use it in the next gate, so keep it with you. If you take good care of it until the gate conquest is over, I’ll give it to you as a gift.”

“Th-Thank you! I will do my best!!”

Josh bowed deeply in gratitude and hugged the lamp as if it were a sacred object.

Raul watched him with a contented expression and then responded to the quest summon.

Swoosh.

“Huh?”

Fortunately, Josh did not end up separated from the group.

‘The temporary party registration system is working properly. Then, shall we see who we’re up against?’

It was a huge circular cavern, reminiscent of a Colosseum, and in the middle stood the creature on a platform.

[Scorpion Champion Lv62] 

Grade: C+ 

It was a monster with the upper body of a human and the lower body of a scorpion. In one hand, it wielded a long bastard sword, and in place of the other hand was a large pincer. 

“Oh. This one looks like it could put up a fight,” said Jake, his eyes gleaming as he looked at Raul. 

“Sorry, but I don’t feel like sharing. He seems like the perfect sparring partner.” 

“Tch. If you’re going to do everything yourself, why did you bring us along? You sure are greedy.” 

Jake grumbled as he stepped back, and Philip approached with a question.

“Do you have any instructions?”  

“Mmm. Please make sure Josh doesn’t get hurt. It might get a bit rough.”  

“Are you planning to use only the sword?”  

“Well, if possible.”  

“Understood. Don’t worry about Josh.”  

After the conversation ended, Philip left with his group at a distance.  

Raul took out a two-handed greatsword from his inventory and slowly walked toward the guardian.  

“Alright, let’s get to it!”  

* * *  

A crimson claw smashed down where Raul had been standing.  

Bam!!  

The ground cracked, creating a small crater.  

He sidestepped and avoided the claw, but it was not over yet.  

Whoosh whoosh whoosh!  

As if anticipating Raul’s movement, the champion’s tail came in a continuous attack, much like the thrusts of a skilled spearman.  

‘Gasp!’  

Bang bang bang!  

Despite the rapid flurry of attacks creating afterimages, Raul calmly positioned his greatsword, blocking every strike without showing any sign of panic.  

Ssss.  

Although he blocked the thrusts, the venom sac attached to the tail secreted acid, corroding the greatsword.  

The venom that fell to the ground vaporized, seeming to pollute the air.  

Raul swung his greatsword to disperse the steam and was about to move when the scorpion champion fiercely swung its bastard sword.  

Thunk! Clash clang.  

The champion’s swordsmanship was mediocre at best. However, the force behind it was so tremendous that every time their swords collided, Raul’s greatsword was repelled.  

Of course, Raul used the rebound to rhythmically swing his greatsword as if he were dancing.  

Despite the larger size of Raul’s two-handed greatsword, it moved faster, proving that in terms of swordsmanship alone, the champion was no match for Raul.  

‘A gap!’  

Raul spotted an opening as the scorpion champion’s sword play became disoriented from the continuous barrage.  

Raul’s greatsword exquisitely pushed aside the blade of the bastard sword, aiming for the champion’s side.  

Crash!  

But the blade never made contact. A claw, appearing suddenly, acted like a sturdy shield, blocking Raul’s greatsword.  

Not only that, but the champion’s tail was once again aiming to strike down at Raul from above.  

‘Tch.’  

Raul quickly retracted his greatsword, deflecting the tail, and stepped back.  

The venom dropped, hissing as it corroded the ground.  

“Phew~.”  

Raul took a moment to catch his breath, having created some distance.  

The sword, the claws, the tail.  

Each could be dealt with individually with not much difficulty, but when combined in a sequence, it felt like facing three opponents at once.  

However, it wasn’t something he couldn’t handle. After all, this was just a warm-up.  

“Shall we start the second round?”  

From Raul’s sword, a golden mana blade surged forth.  

(To be continued)
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Clang!

Raul’s greatsword deflected the champion’s bastard sword with a reverse flick.

The ensuing thrust sliced through the champion’s flank.

Zzzt! Thud!

The sound of tearing leather followed, and a delayed pincer blow knocked away the greatsword.

Raul’s mana blade attacks steadily pushed back the Scorpion Champion.

Up until moments ago, the Scorpion Champion, unmarked by wounds, now bore faint cuts leaking green blood.

Even the sturdy-looking pincers showed cracks, seeming ready to shatter.

At this rate, Raul’s victory seemed assured.

Yet, Raul wore a dissatisfied expression.

“Seriously, this is not enough for you? Fine, have it your way!”

Raul, indicating his previous attacks were just a taste, thrust forward into the champion’s reach with an increased pace.

Swoosh!

The champion’s sword and pincers flew in succession to block Raul’s path, but Raul only scoffed.

‘Don’t you realize yet that you can’t stop me with that?’

His analysis and spatial sense blatantly revealed the trajectory of the champion’s attacks.

Just barely brushing past the sword and pincers, Raul spotted the exposed flank.

However, Raul aimed for a different target.


Swoosh~ Clang!

“Kuwooo!!”

“Does it hurt now?”

Raul had cut off two of the champion’s eight legs.

The champion, finally screaming in agony, began to transform.

‘Finally, phase two? So sluggish.’

It was a guardian type he had never encountered in his past life. Too precious to finish off hastily.

The Scorpion Champion re-emerged, enveloped in an aura akin to red flames.

“Wow.”

The Scorpion Champion’s entire body shimmered silver as if coated in steel, and not just the severed legs but all wounds had healed.

Red eyes, like drops of blood deposited on its all-black sclera, glared at Raul.

“Come at me!”

“Kuwooo!!”

The Scorpion Champion, now with eight legs, kicked up dust as it charged, swinging its sword.

Boom!!

‘Ugh.’

The difference now was the sword and pincers of the champion bristled with a reddish mana aura.

Crash!

A pincer strike shattered the ground, burrowing deep.

‘Foolish!’


What’s the use of strength if it only leads to missteps and opens vulnerabilities?

Seizing the moment, Raul struck down at the joint between the pincer and shoulder. But he soon sheathed his greatsword and leaped into the air.

Boom!!

The claw, thought to have been embedded in the ground, burst forth, tearing through the earth behind Raul’s back.

‘Is that rubber?!’

Twisting his body in mid-air, Raul barely managed to deflect the claw with his greatsword, only to face another crisis.

Shashashashash!

Suddenly, the tail split into three and started stabbing wildly at Raul.

Moreover, the middle tail began firing venom as if spitting, leaving Raul no room to counter or dodge, overwhelmed with just blocking and evading.

In such a perilous situation, Raul was laughing.

* * *  

Solo player.  

The term referred to players who operated alone, without forming a permanent party with other players or joining a guild.  

The reason Bae Dohyun (Raul) chose to play solo was simple.  

He was tired of living under the scrutiny and expectations of others in reality.  

He wanted to be free, at least in the game.  

It wasn’t easy at first.  

Part of the reason was his unique ability, a weak form of psychokinesis, in the beginning, and his refusal to engage in party play like everyone else.  

While others teamed up to hunt a single monster, Raul found himself facing multiple monsters alone.  

Naturally, he died a lot.  


Had it not been for the beginner protection feature of the free city, he might have quit the game, unable to afford the resurrection fees.  

But at some point, he realized he was different from the others.  

An immersion rate close to 90%.  

It meant Bae Dohyun could perceive more and absorb more information than others.  

He decided not to rely on the game system.  

While others comfortably hunted using the automatic skill adjustment system, he sought to embody the skills himself.  

And when that seemingly impossible challenge was finally overcome, Bae Dohyun had become a being of a different caliber from other players.  

Full mastery of the skills gave wings to his solo play.  

He breached gates that others tackled in parties alone and hunted raid bosses challenged by guilds by himself.  

Thus, for 10 years,  

Bae Dohyun reigned supreme at the pinnacle of Connect players as a specialist in solo play.  

* * *  

‘Ah, I’m going insane.’  

The Scorpion Champion’s stinger flew past right before his eyes.  

The tiny hairs on the stinger, the droplets of venom flying around, all felt as vivid as if he was looking at a still image.  

Below his legs, a brilliant silver claw surged upward, and near his chest, his greatsword was deflecting both an enemy’s bastard sword and a tail at the same time.  

It was too much fun. So fun it was driving him insane.  

The venom flying in as if it would burn his flesh on contact.  

The beautiful claw that would surely slice his body in half if caught.  

The recoil he felt in his hand holding the sword.  

All these sensations and pieces of information converged, stimulating every tip of his mind.

“How have I managed to forget something so fun all this time?” 

Raul pondered, reflecting on the years spent honing his inadequate physique, sparring with knights, investing in real estate, founding guilds, and managing troops of mercenaries. 

It seemed he had been too entangled in numerous responsibilities. 

Those endeavors meant for the future held their significance, but ultimately, he thrived as a solo player. Facing monsters under the looming threat of death was when he felt most exhilarated and alive. 

“Still, something’s missing.” 

If he were his past self, he would have undoubtedly found a way to make the battle even more entertaining with just his swordsmanship.

Raul’s gaze fell upon the tip of his greatsword, where a jagged golden mana blade protruded. 

“Ah, right, I had you,” he remarked with a sly grin, shouting, “Move!” It almost seemed as though the mana blade twitched in response.

“Seriously,” Jake sighed, scratching his head in frustration. 

He had heard of people who grew stronger through battle, but witnessing it firsthand was something else. 

“Expert already? And now talking about intermediate?” 

If a distinct mana blade resembling a beginner’s badge of an expert was one thing, achieving mastery over it, bending and twisting it at will like that golden blade that had just skewered a champion’s tail, signified an intermediate level.

“Haha, might actually catch up to master at this rate. Feeling the urge to train a bit?” 

Philip jested, patting Jake’s shoulder only to receive an irritated response. 

“Forget it, seriously. Shouldn’t there be a limit if one has a conscience? There goes my motivation, damn.”

Despite his words, Jake would probably secretly swing his sword once back home. 

That was just who he was. Philip turned his gaze back to Raul, noticing fresh wounds multiplying on the champion’s body. 

Raul’s movements had completely transformed. Initially adhering to the stiff swordsmanship of his family, he now incorporated a flexibility that didn’t confine him to formalities.

What captured Philip’s attention the most was Raul’s expression. 

“Such a bright smile.” 

Throughout their time together, Philip had rarely seen Raul smile. Hidden behind a facade of confidence and boldness, Raul sometimes seemed stifled by something. 

Philip had thought it to be the pressure and responsibility of being from a noble family. 

“It seems the boundaries of the Count’s family were too confining for the master.”

Watching Raul enjoy himself brought a content smile to Philip’s face, too. 

The battle was only brought to a conclusion due to the utterly defeated state of the Scorpion Champion, having lost all its limbs and tail. 

“Phew,” Raul sighed deeply, slicing the champion’s neck with a hint of regret and marking the end of the battle.

-The swordsmanship of the Ashton family, Bear Crush (A+), has reached Intermediate Lv.4.

-Your profession changes to Knight (Sword Expert Intermediate). 

-The elimination of the Gate Guardian has been confirmed. 

Hidden quest completed!

“The Guardian has…” 

Raul, briefly checking the message, folded the window away and sported an awkward expression. 

“Somehow it took us an hour. Sorry you had to wait so long, must’ve been boring.”

“Not at all! It was like a cleansing for the eyes. Truly amazing, Young master!” 

Josh was the first to speak up, thumbs up and eyes sparkling.

Pierce, being the silent type, had little to say, and Jake simply shrugged his shoulders.

“You’ve worked hard. What’s the plan for the next gate? Perhaps a little rest before proceeding…?” asked Philip. Raul replied as if it was a matter of fact.

“We’re already behind schedule. We leave at once.”

In the end, Raul and his party spent about 7 hours more, clearing all four D-Grade gates they encountered.

Having sufficiently rested, the mercenary unit under Bernard’s command was then deployed to subdue an E-Grade gate, completing the operation without a hitch.

This concluded the clearing of all 50 gates that appeared in the capital, Thurium, and the rescue of the civilians who had been sucked into those gates.

The first day saw about 500 casualties, with nearly 700 civilians rescued.

Most people thought this marked the end of the gate incident, but Raul knew better.

This was merely the beginning of what was to come.

***

That evening, in a tavern in the capital, Thurium.

Despite the monumental events, the tavern was bustling with people.

Perhaps, the crowd had gathered precisely because they were curious about the full story of what had happened.

However, the general populace knew very little, only that strange objects had appeared, people had gone missing, and somehow they were saved.

Creak.

The tavern door opened, and two mercenaries, clad in leather armor and light arms, stepped in.

“Landlord, got any seats?”

Instead of the busy landlord, a waitress hurried over. 

“Welcome. We don’t have separate tables, only shared seating. Is that alright?”

The mercenary surveyed the hall and nodded. 

“Can’t be helped. Lead the way.”

The two mercenaries ended up sharing a table with some locals. After a moment of awkwardness and a glass of beer, it was like they were chatting with next-door neighbors.

“Know anything interesting?”

“Interesting?”

“Yeah, about that weird thing that appeared today.”

Prompted by the local’s curiosity, the mercenaries smirked and said, “Just with words?”

“Oh, sounds like you’ve got a story. If it’s interesting, I’ll buy you a drink.”

“You don’t know the basics, do you? Deals like this are always paid upfront.”

Though there was some light-hearted argument, the outcome was fixed.

After a satisfying gulp of free beer, the mercenary began, “Ever heard of the Count Ashton’s household? They have a young master named Raul…”

Such conversations were happening all around the city, and by the time the night was over, there was hardly anyone in the capital Thurium who hadn’t heard the name Raul.

(To be continued)
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[Stabilization Phase of the Gate in the Capital, Thurium.]

[The Power of the Prestigious Martial Family. The Count Ashton’s Family is Back!]

[Raul of the Count Ashton’s Family. Who is He?]

[The Rise of the Count Ashton’s Family. A Sign of Stepping Back into the Political Arena?]

[Raul, the Talk of the Town Among the Citizens of Thurium. The Brilliant Rise of the Academy’s Top New Student.]

Crumple.

A man mercilessly crumpled the newspaper he had been reading.

What had upset him so?

The man threw the crumpled newspaper, labeled [Ruben’s Voice], to someone.

“Have you read this?”

“… Yes.”

“It’s ridiculous. The work of several years gone in a week. Do you think that makes any sense?”

“……”

The man, with his hands clasped behind his back, glared fiercely at the man in front of him.

Just when he thought his eyes sparkled slightly.

Rumble.

“Cough, cough!”

The air vibrated and the man seemed to be pressed down by something, writhing on the floor.


“P-Please, forgive me, Father!”

To an outsider, both appeared to be contemporaries in their 40s. But in reality, they were father and son.

This was possible because the man standing with his hands behind his back was one of the few Swordmasters in the kingdom.

Count Hudson de Randal.

In fact, over 60 years old, becoming a Young master had not only halted his aging but had also rejuvenated him.

“Kuh, huk.”

Count Randal did not blink an eye at his son’s plea.

He had given his son a chance despite his lack of swordsmanship because he was his eldest and had a somewhat sharp mind.

‘How is it that none of them are usable?’

Count Randal had more than 30 sons.

The first and second were born in his youth, and the rest came after he became a Young master.

He thought that with so many children, there would be at least one or two exceptional ones, but none caught his eye.

On the other hand, that Melvin of Ashton.

‘How can all of his children be so outstanding?’

He had been slightly relieved hearing rumors that the youngest was a weakling, but seeing the newspaper, it was clear those were unfounded rumors.

“Sigh.”

With a bitter sigh, Count Hudson released his anger.

“Huff, huff.”

His eldest son, Bryan, drenched in cold sweat, quickly got up from his seat.

“Tsk.”


Not being able to withstand even the pressure. How could anyone say he’s of Expert-level knight material?

The count, trying hard to suppress his displeasure, asked.

“Report everything that has happened, without leaving anything out!”

It seemed trouble had arisen while he had been secluded in the training hall for about a month for practice.

“Yes, about two weeks ago, a document arrived from the temple…”

As he listened to the report, Count Hudson’s face grew increasingly veined.

Finally, as the lengthy report came to an end and he reviewed the report, the count’s hands trembled uncontrollably.

“Leave. You have no place in this mansion anymore. Don’t even think about setting foot in the domain until I call for you. Tell the third one to come in as you leave.”

“Oh, Father! Please give me another chance…”

“Out!! If you appear before me again, I’ll kill you, son or not!”

Thump! Crash bang.

With a ruthless kick from the count, Bryan’s body flew, breaking the door and rolling across the floor.

‘Should I really kill him?’

A murderous intent flickered in the count’s eyes as he glanced back at the report.

[Status Report]

*Confirmed Gates: 73

-Managed to deal with around 40 in a week, but the number is steadily increasing, currently at a stalemate.

*Casualty Count

-Lords’ subjects: A total of approximately 3,200 dead or missing

-Knights: 15, Troops: 1,300 dead or missing


*Knight’s reluctance to enter Gates has led to increased troop casualties.

*Currently, the area around the Gates is sealed off and under surveillance.

The rookie reported in the newspaper managed to stabilize Thurium with just a thousand mercenaries, but to think such casualties with tens of thousands of troops and hundreds of knights, no matter how vast the domain…

Despite instructions not to disturb him at the training center, surely, he should have been called for something like this?

It seemed his foolish son got excited holding the command.

‘As always, there’s no one to rely on.’

The thought of dealing with the situation and repairing the damage gave Count Hudson such a headache that all he could do was deeply sigh.

* * *

Though the Academy had temporarily closed due to the sudden appearance of Gates, as the situation began to stabilize, classes resumed.

After a busy week, Raul showed his face at the Academy once more.

“Ah! Isn’t that young master Raul walking there?”

“Where? It’s true!”

“That dazzling appearance combined with the skills to be admitted as top student, and now even leading a knight order!”

“Is that even possible at 15? Plus, he played a major role in resolving this recent crisis! The Ashton county has produced a remarkable figure.”

“I was actually planning to look for a position at the Ashton county after graduation. It’s a prestigious name, known for having an exceptional knights’ order and better pay than other places.”

“Speaking of which, have you heard? It’s said that young master Raul plans to expand the knight order’s membership soon.”

“Really? Maybe I should start by submitting my application there?”

“It’s clear there’s something different about prestigious families. They really invest heavily even in their youngest son.”

The academy students were all abuzz talking about Raul. 

The capital hadn’t seen an event of this magnitude in recent times, and the fact that a fellow student was at the forefront was particularly intriguing.

He had always been a topic of gossip as the youngest top admit, but now, Raul had become so famous that not knowing him was akin to being a spy.

“Tsk. Fools.”

Of course, not everyone viewed Raul favorably.

In any era, there are those who harbor jealousy and envy towards those who excel.

“He didn’t actually do anything himself, yet they’re elevating him.”

“Exactly. If the family supports you with a knight order and mercenaries, who wouldn’t be able to do it?”

“Is this gate thing even worth the fuss? Making such a noise because he saved a few commoners is ridiculous.”

“That’s what I’m saying. It’s clear the Ashtons are playing tricks to get their foot into central politics.”

“Hmph. Just wait and see. Once the auxiliary forces from the family arrive, I’ll clearly show that I’m far superior to Raul.”

Caleb, Raul’s peer and the thirteenth son of the Count of Randal, glared at Raul with a scowl, confident in his assertion.

Though confirmation from the family was still pending, Caleb was planning to prove that the gate was nothing, even without the auxiliary forces, by bringing his own guards.

And Caleb wasn’t the only one with such thoughts.

With Raul, merely 15, earning honors, others started thinking, ‘Maybe I could try too?’

Regardless of their thoughts, Raul’s popularity didn’t seem to wane, though he himself wasn’t exactly keen on the situation.

Buzzing.

“Ah, so tiresome. What am I, a monkey in a zoo?”

The persistent stares that followed him since entering the academy slightly soured Raul’s mood.

If only they had a reason, they could at least come talk to him. But no, the crowd that followed him from the gate to the classroom showed no signs of dispersing.

At this rate, doing anything at the academy seemed doomed.

Heaving a sigh and just about to engage in meditative virtual training, someone briskly approached and sat next to him, starting a conversation.

“Hey there, Mr. Popular! You’ve become a complete star in just a week?”

Dalton, smiling ear-to-ear, didn’t care about the surrounding gazes.

As Raul just shrugged his shoulders with little to say, Dalton leaned in and asked,

“But hey, is it true that you’re the real heir to the county?”

“……?”

Raul looked at him with a bewildered expression, given the randomness of the question, prompting Dalton to wave his hand dismissively.

“No, isn’t that so? Which family would provide a knight order and troops to a child who isn’t even an heir? That too, to someone who has just come of age. Well, it’s not what I think, but that’s what the rumors say.”

Raul took a deep breath before speaking earnestly.

“Since you’re my friend, I’ll make this clear. The next Count has already been decided to be our eldest brother, and I have no intention whatsoever of succeeding the family. So, I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t bring up such baseless talks again.”

It was a candid expression of Raul’s feelings. Even if his father were to offer him the title of Count, he intended to refuse.

‘The Count’s house already has its system in place. Even if I became the Count, I couldn’t possibly misuse the family’s power. There are too many things to consider, such as the interests and power dynamics with vassals and kin, budget management, and more.’

Just thinking about it gave him a headache from all the complications.

Above all, Raul’s goal wasn’t to enjoy luxury by becoming a lord.

His true purpose was revenge against those who had killed him, and to survive the upcoming era of turmoil.

To do that, he needed to grow stronger, and that opportunity lay not within the saturated ranks of the Count’s domain but out in the vast world.

‘Opportunities to obtain lands or titles will continue to arise. The main house can simply serve as insurance.’

Contrary to his initial worries after being reincarnated, his father and brother turned out to be incredibly capable.

Had they not been entangled in needless plots, they would have made a name for themselves even in his previous life.

And most importantly, they were strong supporters of his.

‘So, I’ll leave the main house to my father and brother and take my own path. That’s the only way to respond without being swept away by the scenario.’

His plan had been going smoothly ever since he left the domain.

Dalton, caught off guard by Raul’s serious response, wore a slightly apologetic expression.

“… Got it. If I hurt your feelings, I’m sorry. Honestly, I’m also sick and tired of all this talk about succession and whatnot. Our family is… never mind, let’s not talk about it.”

Raul knew that Dalton had no malice in asking, so he wasn’t particularly upset.

“And one more thing. The knight order and troops weren’t given to me; I organized them myself. They are my people who follow my commands, independent of the Count’s family.”

“What!?”

Dalton exclaimed in surprise, attracting the attention of those around them.

Embarrassed, he lowered his voice and asked again, “Really? How??”

Raul smirked and circled his finger in the air.

“It’s nothing special. You just need a lot of money.”

Dalton, unable to believe it, looked at Raul incredulously.

“It’s no joke. The money needed to hire and maintain a knight order and troops. If you have that, it’s enough. And me, I have plenty of money. More than you think.”

“Fine, if you say so, it must be.”

Accepting Raul’s word, Dalton looked incredulous but conceded.

Raul glanced at Dalton and clicked his tongue slightly, curious about the reaction he would have if he knew about his assets, nearly five million gold.

However, Dalton’s real interest seemed to lie elsewhere. His eyes sparkled as he cautiously asked,

“Raul, if that knight order and troops are really under your command…”

“They are.”

“Got it. So, could you possibly take me to that gate thing you mentioned?”

Raul had to forcefully hold back his laughter.

‘A big catch!’ 

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 52

				
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player 52 

Chapter 52

The primary reason Raul entered the academy was to find an excuse to leave his territory, though he also had other motivations in mind. 

One was to discover the hidden skill books in the library. And the other was to recruit promising talents hiding within the academy. 

He had shortlisted a few candidates based on the information logged in the cafe, but the arrival of Gray completely shuffled the freshman roster, leading to a headache-inducing situation. 

However, it was for the better, not worse.

The prime example of such promising talents was Dalton, who stood right before him. 

It was still uncertain how much help he could be to Raul’s plans, but just his reputation alone made him worth befriending. ‘Grandson of Swordmaster Marquis de Templeton.’ 

He didn’t seem to think much of it, but being the grandson of arguably the strongest individual in the country was not something to be taken lightly.

In this connected world, the relationship between NPCs and players was quite complex. 

While regular villagers or quest NPCs often had close relationships with players, nobility (especially high-ranking ones) tended to view players with suspicion and unease. 

As a result, Raul, despite being at the pinnacle of players, had barely had any direct encounters with dukes or counts or above.

Now that he had reincarnated as the youngest member of a count’s household, even his status was not enough to secure a meeting with the Swordmaster. 

‘But what if I became friends with Dalton?’ 

Though it was unofficial information, Dalton was said to be one of the few grandchildren directly cared for by the Swordmaster. 

If he could meet and gain the favor of the Swordmaster through Dalton, it would undoubtedly be a win-win situation. 

‘I need to think of a way to charm him, and this opportunity might just be perfect.’

Dalton appeared eager to visit a Gate, practically fizzling with excitement. However, access to Gates was not open to just anyone at this time. 

Unless one had official permission like Raul’s First Knight Order, entry was granted only to groups with at least fifty soldiers accompanied by three or more formal knights. Regardless of being the Swordmaster’s grandson, Dalton couldn’t just waltz into a Gate on a whim.

“Alright. An F-Grade Gate shouldn’t be too dangerous.” 


“Yes!” 

As Raul silently nodded after a moment of contemplation, Dalton clenched his fist and let out a small cheer. Despite reaching expert level, he lacked actual combat experience. 

Having spent his 19 years within his family, learning the sword through training and sparring sessions, he had no real-world experience to confirm his skills, and the repetitive training had started to bore him.

‘I made the right choice becoming friends with Raul. I thought something exciting would happen around him, but this is beyond my imagination.’ 

Honestly, Dalton had wanted to participate in subduing Gates after the incidents began. 

However, within his family, there was nothing he could do. No matter how much favor he received from his grandfather, he was just 19 years old.

Moreover, even if his skills were excellent, that was only when compared within his peers; when considering the entire family, there were plenty who surpassed him.

Consequently, having no choice but to simply watch Raul’s exploits with envy, he couldn’t miss this opportunity.

“Thanks, Raul! I won’t forget this favor. When will we go? Today? Tomorrow? Just say the word!”

Dalton asked excitedly, to which Raul responded calmly.

“There’s a condition. First off, you’re the only one I’m taking to the gate. No servants, no guards, nobody else can go. Do you understand?”

“It doesn’t bother me. You know I don’t like dragging around those annoying people anyway.”

“And, I’d prefer if the fact that you’re coming with me to the gate remains a secret as much as possible. I’d rather avoid any backlash.”

“That’s fine by me too. I don’t like getting tangled up in family matters either.”

Raul was somewhat taken aback by how readily Dalton agreed.

‘Doesn’t he worry at all? What if I had ill intentions?’

But, on the other hand, he could understand.

Currently, there was no house bold enough in the Ruben Kingdom to turn the Templeton ducal family into an enemy.

Furthermore, Dalton hadn’t been a very significant figure within the ducal family yet.

Abducting him or causing him harm wasn’t likely to bring any benefit.


“Lastly, you need to get permission from the Duke.”

“What!?”

Dalton looked at Raul in shock, but Raul met his gaze squarely and said,

“It’s only natural, isn’t it? What if something happens to you? There should be at least one person to assess the situation before and after.”

“Ugh, do I really need permission?”

“Of course. We need to clarify that taking you is not just a whim but an official visit. Despite being my knight order, I can’t trouble them with personal matters.”

Dalton reluctantly nodded at Raul’s firm words.

“Fine, then let’s talk again once you get permission from the Duke.”

“Phew, alright. Damn, how am I going to persuade the old man? He’s bound to nag….”

Leaving a grumbling Dalton behind, Raul allowed himself a slight smile.

In truth, getting the Duke’s permission was just a pretext. He simply hoped that through this opportunity, the Duke might take notice of Raul, even if just for a moment.

It wouldn’t be a bad thing for Dalton either.

Typically, adults wished for the children to be more active.

Wouldn’t the Duke admire his grandchild’s fervent desire to participate in the gate subjugation?

‘…Or not. At any rate, charity work is out of the question, buddy.’

Regardless of the outcome, Raul wouldn’t stand to lose. No matter how much he was favored by his grandfather, he was just 19 years old.

Moreover, even if his skills were exceptional, that was only in comparison to his peers; within the entire family, there were plenty who surpassed him in talent.

Thus, having no choice but to watch Raul’s exploits from the sidelines, he couldn’t let this opportunity slip by.

It wouldn’t really be a bad thing for Dalton either.

After all, most adults hope for their children to be more active.


Wouldn’t the Sword Duke admire his grandson’s fervent desire to participate in the gate subjugation?

‘… Or not. In any case, volunteering is out of the question, friend.’

No matter the outcome, Raul wouldn’t be at a loss. Raul felt lighter and more at ease, anticipating that he would be able to attend his classes now.

***

“Did you have a good trip?”

“Well, it was somewhat uncomfortable.”

In the mansion’s conference room, Raul was engaged in a conversation with Bernard and Philip. Noticing the slightly weary expression on Raul’s face, Bernard couldn’t help but let out a small chuckle as if he had expected as much.

“Isn’t this what you wished for? If it’s too uncomfortable, should we stop now?”

“No, it’s fine. I’m just a bit tired, that’s all. Anyway, it’s not like this attention will last forever.”

Frankly, Raul didn’t have an aversion to receiving attention. In his past life, he had amassed a large following through personal broadcasting. 

However, that was all online, and being the focus of attention in real life was not something he was accustomed to.

‘I’ve dealt with my fair share of hostility, though.’

Regardless, he wasn’t feeling too bad about it. Right now, gifts from those saved by Raul and his knights were piled up at the mansion’s entrance, and as they entered the gates, they were showered with the support and encouragement of the villagers. 

Knowing that this popularity wouldn’t last forever, Raul thought it best to enjoy it while it lasted.

“In that case, we’ll maintain the current level of public relations management,” said Bernard.

Raul, curious, asked, “Wait. How many people have we deployed so far?”

With a swift motion, Bernard presented a document, explaining, “We initially deployed about a hundred mercenaries as rumor spreaders in the first two days, and we hired ten minstrels to consistently spin tales. About twenty operatives from our side have completed their basic training at the main house and are actively on the move.”

Of course, these efforts alone didn’t shape public opinion. Raul had personally met with the president of the news agency, [Voice of Ruben], through the sage Gray. One might underestimate the influence of a medieval news agency, but that would be a grave mistake. The media in Connect was driven by an elite group of ‘mages’.

Moreover, the head of the Press Association was one of the three great sages of the continent, ‘Genas White’. 

It would not be an exaggeration to say that Genas White was responsible for establishing the current news agency system. As a result, not even nobles or the king himself could exert undue pressure on the news agencies. To do so would be to challenge Sage White and the formidable group of mages.

In any case, the news agencies played a crucial role in disseminating important news quickly to the public through a network built by mages. Raul felt his mood lighten considerably as he prepared to attend his classes.

[The Voice of Ruben] was the largest and most influential media outlet in the Ruben Kingdom. Following the outbreak of the Gate incident, Raul met with the president of [The Voice of Ruben] the very next day, and without asking for anything in return, he disclosed some information he had about the Gate.

He left with only a wish that the number of victims would decrease, leaving the president rather perplexed in his wake. It was only natural that Raul became known through the media subsequently. Sometimes, not asking for anything proves to be the best negotiation tactic.

Raul didn’t stop with just the media; he also passed the information through the capital’s guard to the royal palace and to the Xenon Church, which currently oversees the Holy Empire’s Holy See. 

“Might as well make use of everything,” he thought. 

Now that he had officially begun his activities, it was crucial to quickly build a good reputation and accrue public merit, especially if he wanted to withstand the onslaught of player guilds that might soon enter the fray. 

“Hmm,” Raul mused as he reviewed some documents, before finally speaking, “Double the number of bards. And have the charming mercenaries ready for deployment at any moment. We’re bound to face challenges soon.”

“What kind of challenges? From whom?” inquired Philip, evidently not used to this sort of discussion.

“The answer is obvious. The greedy nobles, who else? Now that the situation with the Gate has somewhat stabilized, they’re bound to want a piece of the action,” Bernard quickly answered.

“They’d be welcome if they were just participating in the Gate conquest, but we know that’s unlikely to be the case, right?” 

“Everyone can’t be like young master Raul, after all. They’ll likely try to find faults and tarnish young master Raul’s reputation. After all, the bigger the fallout, the bigger the crumbs they hope to claim later,” Bernard added, visibly getting worked up.

Raul calmed Bernard down, saying, “They won’t get anything. They might see it as a goose that lays golden eggs on the outside…”

“But in reality, it’s nothing more than a pie in the sky. After all, only the chosen can take anything from there. Hahaha,” Bernard laughed, not often one to show such emotion, proudly looking at Raul.

“So, have you been keeping an eye on the spoils?” Raul asked.

“Of course. The guild members have secretly filled more than half of the underground storage through their inventories. Expanding several secret storages in the mansion’s basement well in advance was a stroke of genius.”

“We need to keep it a secret for the time being. If it becomes known that one cannot obtain spoils, the realm will be flooded with irresponsible lords turning a blind eye to the Gate.”

It was better for the news to spread later rather than sooner. This would ensure that the greedy lords would muster their forces and hire mercenaries, wouldn’t it?

“And it will also reduce the damage from the upcoming waves.”

Setting aside political issues, the primary goal was to preserve the kingdom’s strength as much as possible. Raul would do his best to protect the capital, but he couldn’t defend every domain in the kingdom by himself.

‘Let’s endure this tough period together.’

Of course, Raul had no intention of sharing the sweet fruits of his labor with anyone else.

(To be continued)
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“Capture them! Don’t let a single one escape!”

Crash.

Thunk-thud!

“Damn it, is this wrong too? Everyone scatter! It’s Plan B. Let’s survive and meet again!”

A man with a stubbly beard shouted as he drew two hunting knives, each as long as his forearm.

“What about the captain?”

“Is this really the time to worry about me? Just make sure you hide well. I’ll call you when the situation settles.”

With worried gazes, a few young men reluctantly nodded and exited the room through a secret door installed in the floor.

“Dreadful bastards…”

As the man muttered, sounds of clashing swords and smashing furniture continuously came from outside.

“Argh.”

“Damn it!”

It was clear the mercenaries hired on a temporary basis were of no use.

Before long, the noises subsided and the sound of footsteps approaching grew louder.

Clenching the knives in a reverse grip, the man gritted his teeth.

‘What the hell are these guys?’

* * *

Intelligence Guild [Wings of Freedom].


It was a well-recognized information guild in the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium, despite being relatively new and small in scale. Its information quality and reliability had earned it respect.

The man ‘Kane’ was the guild leader of Wings of Freedom.

Starting from scratch, he became famous in the industry for establishing one of the kingdom’s top ten information guilds within just three years.

However, very few actually knew his true identity.

He was not only the guild leader in name but also the most skilled member of the guild.

He was responsible for training the guild members and was the primary source of its most crucial information.

His exceptional skills and the mystery surrounding his identity earned him the codename ‘Faceless’.

It was only six months ago that Kane sensed something odd. Unusual groups started to emerge in the otherwise orderly underworld of Thurium.

At first, he didn’t feel anything particularly strange. It was common for thug organizations to form and dissolve daily.

However, it was extraordinary for one group to take over half of the back-alley thug organizations within just a month.

The problem was that the identity of the group’s leaders or members couldn’t be determined.

The situation was resolved so swiftly that even the victimized parties couldn’t identify who they were up against.

Eventually, except for a few significant ones protected by noble families, the thug organizations in the underworld were consolidated.

This consolidation process, and the actions that followed were so covert that only a few information organizations, including Kane’s, were aware of it.

The real problem started after that.

Various guilds in Thurium, including thug guilds, information guilds, and assassin guilds which form a hierarchical structure in the underworld, began to be attacked.

Of course, the might and organization of the guilds were incomparable to those of the gangster organizations. Yet, a reversal in the food chain that ignored such hierarchies had occurred.

Unlike the integration of gangster organizations, which had happened without significant casualties, the guilds’ assault led to many people dying and disappearing without a trace. 

Overnight, small guilds would evaporate completely, with such incidents occurring frequently. 

Initially targeting only small guilds, they gradually set their sights on larger ones, eventually attacking even those guilds that had nobles backing them or were national in scope. 


That was when the guilds, sensing the urgency, began to retaliate.

But all was in vain. 

Typically, there’s a clear reason and objective when wars break out in the underworld. So even if a guild went to war, staking its very survival, they would usually take in the surviving troops and recover their territory once the conflict ended. 

However, the ones attacking the guilds now lacked such purpose. Or rather, their objective was simplistic: the complete eradication of the guilds. There were no negotiations, no attempts at incorporation. 

The guilds sought help from their supporting nobles and even the guards, but with no knowledge of their adversary’s identity, they were helpless.

In the past six months, dozens of guilds vanished. 

The only ones that remained were a few giant guild chapters that the kingdom itself couldn’t touch, and a handful of small guilds that seemed too insignificant to bother with. 

However, this fact remained unknown to the public. After all, such was the nature of the underworld. Someone disappears, and in time, someone else takes their place. 

The issue was the inevitable chaos and confusion of information in the underworld during the period of this vacancy. 

“Perhaps this chaos was their objective from the beginning,” Kane thought. 

The moment a gate appeared in the night sky above the capital, he sensed the purpose of those mysterious adversaries and felt the stirrings of a grand conspiracy unbeknownst to him. 

Regardless, what mattered now was facing the immediate threat.

Over the last six months, he had used about a dozen secret bases to avoid their attacks as much as possible. 

Yet, a fifth of his guild members had already lost their lives, and the rest had fled outside the capital. 

Those who remained were the last of his members, sorting through data and trying desperately to figure out the identity of their enemies. 

“To think they would continue hunting even after the gate appeared.”

He had wanted to confront them with his elite members, but after witnessing their brutal acts, he decided against direct confrontation. Losing this place would leave him nowhere to hide in the capital. 

It was time to choose whether to die being hunted like a dog by them or to somehow escape the capital and plan for the future. However, his pride wouldn’t allow him to be outwitted and flee. 

“Let’s buy some time for the others to escape, and see what kind of skill they have.” A deep green killing aura emerged, whistling from the hunting knives held by an expert of high caliber, ‘Faceless’.

Boom!


“You rats. This is as far as you run, guh!” Kane skillfully decapitated two men who had recklessly charged at him. 

“He’s a skilled fighter!” 

“Stall him! It’s just one guy anyway!” 

Despite the two men falling, the others didn’t seem to panic at all. Accustomed to such situations, those behind shielded themselves with kite shields made of solid iron and pressed on toward Kane.

“Hmph. You think that mere shield will stop me!” 

Kane leaped easily 3 meters high, kicked off the ceiling, and aimed to surpass the wall of shields to hit the enemies from behind. The ones in the rear, lacking shields, seemed like they could be taken down at any moment. Thump! 

However, a semi-transparent barrier intercepted Kane’s hunting knife. 

“A shield?” 

Why did a shield spell pop up all of a sudden here? But there was no time to think. Kane swiftly lowered his posture and spun his body. 

Swoosh! 

“Aagh!” 

A few, reacting too late, got their calves sliced, revealing an opening, and Kane nimbly escaped the encirclement of enemies. But the danger was far from over. 

Whoosh! Thud, chop!! 

The enemies behind him threw daggers and hand axes, and while Kane was deflecting them, a terrifying force was hurtling towards him. 

Woosh! 

A furious stream of fire engulfed Kane like a flamethrower. 

Fwoosh! 

Kane quickly crossed his two hunting knives and spun them rapidly, forming a faint green sword barrier in front of him, blocking the flames. 

‘Fire Blast too! Damn it.’ 

He realized that there was at least a 5th circle mage among the enemies. 

Whoosh. 

As the stream of fire ended, Kane, with his hair slightly singed but otherwise looking fine, glared at the enemies. 

Clap, clap, clap! 

“Truly, worthy of being called a master in the dark world. Initially, I was going to kill you all, but your skills are too precious to waste. What do you say? Surrender and I’ll spare your life.” 

The man who appeared, clapping, suggested with a smile on his lips. 

‘A brass mask?’ 

The man was wearing a brass mask covering above his nose. The mask bore a fierce form, reminiscent of Cerberus, the hellhound. 

“Save your nonsense! Are you their leader?” 

Kane asked, pointing his slightly heated dagger forward, to which the man let out a slight laugh. 

“And what if I am?” 

“This will be your grave!!” 

Kane dashed towards the man in the mask, his dagger emitting a serrated green energy that seemed capable of tearing through anything with a ferocious momentum. 

However, his attempt was thwarted by a dark shadow that blocked his way. 

Drrrrr! 

His serrated energy was sparking against something it was grinding away. But watching this, Kane’s expression twisted. 

“Power Armor! What the hell are you!”

“Hmph, you think that shield of yours can stop me?” 

Kane leapt a good 3 meters into the air, kicked off the ceiling, and aimed to leap over the shield wall to attack the enemies from behind. 

The foes caught off guard without their shields in the back seemed easily toppable. 

Thump! 

However, a semi-transparent barrier thwarted Kane’s hunting knife. 

“A shield?” 

Why would a shield spell appear out of nowhere here? But there was no time to ponder. Quickly, Kane lowered his posture and spun his body. 

Swoosh! 

“Argh!” 

A few of them, slow to react, let their calves get slashed, revealing an opening, and Kane deftly slipped through the enemies’ encirclement. 

Yet, the crisis was far from over. 

Whoosh! Clash! 

Enemies from behind threw daggers and hand axes, and as Kane deflected them, a terrifying force was heading his way. 

Whooosh! 

A ferocious stream of fire, like a flamethrower, engulfed Kane. 

Barbaboom! 

By quickly spinning his hunting knives against each other, a thin green energy shield formed in front of him, fending off the flames. 

“Fire Blast too! Ugh.” 

He realized one of the enemies must be at least a 5th circle mage. 

Whoosh. 

As the torrent of flames ceased, Kane, with only a slightly singed head, glared at his foes unharmed. 

“Do you now realize the futility of resistance? I ask you one last time. Will you surrender?”

Kane, lips tightly pursed, did not relax his guard and glared at the power armor.

‘There’s a scratch on my forearm from blocking the blade energy. It’s definitely a standard issue, but where is it from?’

The outer appearance of power armor could be customized, making it hard to determine the model just by looking at it.

But, as the head of an information guild, Kane racked his brains, recalling the characteristics of various known power armors and comparing them to the one before him.

A few seconds later, a slightly tense Kane broke the silence.

“Are you guys with the Empire?”

“……!”

Though no one visibly reacted, Kane felt a sudden shift in the atmosphere.

The grip on his dagger tightened.

“Oh, the Empire, you say? That’s quite an interesting deduction. What makes you say such a ludicrous thing?” 

The man in the brass mask asked, but Kane’s lips remained sealed.

‘It’s certain. Although it was during the war era, there was indeed a spy organization operated by the Empire. And I heard about the remnants of the Empire appearing in the Free Cities recently. How could I forget that!’

Unfazed, the brass-masked man clicked his tongue in boredom and ordered,

“Kill him.”

Whoosh. Slice!!

A barrage of magic and blade energy was unleashed at Kane.

Even for someone with expert-level skills, defending against all those attacks seemed impossible.

Boom!!!

And where all the attacks had converged, nothing remained.

“……!!”

“The nerve of this rat, to run right before my eyes! Chase him!! Hunt him down to the ends of hell and bring me his head!!”

The previously complacent expression of the man in the brass mask twisted into one of ugly rage.

“Let’s go!”

“He couldn’t have gone far. The effect of artifacts is greatly diminished within the capital.”

“Damn it. How does a mere leader of an information guild have an artifact?”

The hooded men spread out around the manor, checking the faces of people harshly.

Located near the slum area, their actions were rough.

“Look at me properly!”

“Move aside, you beggar!”

“Old folks, beat it!”

Their faces inspected, the people were left sprawled on the ground.

“Oh dear lords, please spare me!”

Terrified by their formidable presence, people lay flat on the ground.

Even after the hooded men had left their sight, they remained motionless for a while.

Shortly after,

A man dressed in tattered clothes and with a severely hunched back limped away.

That day, the Imperial Hound agents of the Empire’s spy bureau failed to capture Kane.

(To be continued)
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Raul’s prediction was spot on.

On the tenth day since the gate appeared, the captain of the capital’s guard visited the mansion.

“…which is why the First Knights’ Division’s permit to enter F-Grade gates has been revoked.”

“What the heck, that’s nonsense, mmmph—mmph!”

Jake, who was listening alongside, got so furious he tried to erupt, but Philip forcefully covered his mouth.

“Is that so? There’s nothing we can do then. What about the E-Grade and D-Grade gates?”

Raul calmly inquired, to which the captain of the guard responded with a regretful look.

“Those are fine. I’m embarrassed to ask, but please continue as you have been.”

“That’s a relief, at least. Who will take over the F-Grade gates, then?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I’ve heard that various houses will share the responsibility. Sigh, what a situation…”

This was somewhat expected.

After all, F-Grade gates are less dangerous, good for showing off, and if luck allows, one might encounter monsters worth some money.

“Understood. If any problems arise, please feel free to contact us at any time. We’ll always have a reserve force ready.”

Raul spoke politely, eliciting a moved expression from the captain.

“Truly, young master Raul is a person of virtue. If only other nobles were half as committed as you, this country would be…”

“You flatter me. It’s uncertain how things will unfold, but the Count’s house and I intend to continue protecting the capital and its people to the best of our abilities. That’s our duty as nobles, isn’t it? So, we look forward to continuing our cooperation.”

Raul asked respectfully, lowering his head, prompting the captain to hurry in responding with a salute before whispering.

“Many are saying the Count Randal’s house might be behind this incident, but there’s a strange rumor. Some suspect not the Treasury Minister’s faction but another… There are some aspects that bother me personally, so I thought to inform you, Lord.”


“Thank you for letting me know. I appreciate your concern.”

After a bit more conversation, the guard captain departed, and Raul called his officers.

“Everyone’s heard the news?”

Bang!

“This is an outrage! What did we do to deserve being barred from entry?”

Jake couldn’t contain his anger, slamming his fist on the table and shouting.

“Indeed. We expected this, but it’s too much.”

“The nobles of the capital are as greedy as they say, it seems.”

“Let’s all calm down. This was bound to happen anyway.”

Philip soothed the knights.

“Aren’t you upset, Captain?”

Jake asked, to which Philip gave a wry smile.

“What’s there to be upset about? Seems you lads have lost your discipline enjoying the outside air too much. A knight’s primary role is to follow orders. The royal command has been given, and if the Young master agrees to follow it, so should we. And when it comes to mobilizing the troops, what did I say, Jake?”

“… Not to be swayed by emotions, to remain calm and rational, and to plan strategically.”

“Exactly, keep that in mind.”

With Philip’s words, everyone regained their composure. Raul smiled contentedly and opened his mouth to speak.

“As Sir Philip said, since the order has come down from the royal palace, we must follow it. It seems everyone feels it’s unfair, but in reality, this situation is not at all disadvantageous for us.”

“What do you mean?” Jake asked, confusion apparent on his face.

Raul explained calmly, “To be honest, F-Grade gates can be handled by regular soldiers. Isn’t it too wasteful to deploy expensive mercenaries for such tasks?”

“That is true. Initially, we deployed a hundred men, but now even fifty seems excessive,” acknowledged Jake.


“The level of loot obtained as well. We actually benefit more from focusing on gates ranked E or above,” Raul added.

Everyone nodded in agreement, but Jake asked again, “But then, we’ll have surplus forces. There are only 11 E-Grade gates, and D-Ranks are entered only by masters and guild members. Are you planning to keep the mercenaries idle?”

“Not at all. The remaining forces will also take part in cavalry training and head out to deal with gates outside the city walls. There are many villages near the capital with unattended gates; it’s about time we addressed that,” Raul advised.

The knights looked convinced by his reasoning. Gates appeared primarily in populated cities and castles, but naturally, they also emerged outdoors. 

The issue was that while preparations were made for gates appearing in cities or villages, those found in the open were essentially left unattended. 

Raul had anticipated such times and had already located all gates within a half-day’s distance from the capital. The officers could only admire Raul’s foresight.

“Probably, this state of affairs won’t last long. The one-day insects greedy for loot will soon drop out. Perhaps they might even request us to take over F-Grade gates again,” said Raul.

“One of the knights innocently asked, “Do they think they can order us around like we’re some mercenary band?”

Raul shrugged and responded, “This is the kingdom’s capital. A den full of political tricksters. Nothing that happens here should come as a surprise.”

“But being dragged around like this is a bit much, isn’t it? We are volunteers, not the central army,” another pointed out.

“That’s why we need public achievements and fame. We have to become figures they can’t easily interfere with. And indeed, we’re already seeing some results,” Raul shared.

“Results? What kind of results?” someone inquired.

Raul presented an official document and explained, “Look closely. Besides the directive prohibiting our unit from entering F-Grade gates, there’s no other specific instruction. What does that tell you?”

There was silent contemplation among the knights until Bernard spoke up, “It means they felt compelled to restrict access but also felt too burdened to dictate our every move. Should you decide to withdraw your troops back to your dominion, the royal family would find itself in a difficult position.”

“Exactly. If I had been seen as easily manipulatable, they would have definitely moved our unit according to their whims through conscription. However, the reputation we’ve built over the past ten days has prevented that. Of course, the name of our house also played a role,” Raul elaborated.

The knights nodded in understanding.

“So, let’s focus on issues outside and continue on our path. Our goal is to conquer gates and grow through real combat experience. Everything else will naturally follow. Officers, continue to focus on leading the mercenaries and personal growth as you have been,” Raul instructed.

“Understood!” The officers responded energetically.

Pleased, Raul nodded and then inquired, “What about the squire’s progress? Will they keep up with the schedule?”

“Absolutely. Nearly half of them have already surpassed their expected level. The rest aren’t too far behind. They’re bound to be quite surprised,” Bernard assured him.


“Any issues with the paperwork, Bernard?”

“Wow~”  

The spectators watching the procession couldn’t quite grasp what was going on but cheerfully cheered nonetheless.  

“Whoa. Make way. It’s Lord Asen, the fourth son of the Kerrington family.”  

“Greetings to the lord!”  

Bill quickly bowed his head to greet the young man.  

“Is that it?”  

“Pardon?”  

“The gate. Is that it?”  

“Yes, that’s correct.”  

“Understood. Tell the soldiers to stand back. They’re in the way.”  

“Understood. What about the horse, though…?”  

“The horse…?”  

Asen failed to understand what Bill meant, prompting him to explain further.  

“If no servant came with you, we can take care of it.”  

Only then did Asen comprehend, suddenly showing anger and yelling,  

“Have you ever seen such insolence? Are you telling me to dismount? Move! This is why lowborns are…”  

“No, that’s not what I meant… Ugh.”  

Bill hurriedly tried to explain, but he never got the chance.  

A knight standing by kicked Bill away.  

“That’s no way to behave. Didn’t the lord tell you to move? I will complain about this incident to the captain of the guard. Please proceed, my lord.”  

“Yeah. I’m tired; I wish to conclude this quickly.”  

“Of course.”  

Bill, rolling on the ground, was ignored as they, along with the troops, ventured into the gate.  

“Ptui.”  

Bill spat out the dust and got up as a subordinate officer approached him.  

“Are you alright?”  

“I don’t know. I clearly asked. It’s not my business whether their dealings go mad or die.”  

Inside the gate, the atmosphere was filled with much denser and wilder mana than outside.  

It wasn’t a suitable environment for sensitive animals to endure, hence the directive against allowing horses’ entry had been issued.  

‘Seeing them come unprepared, without even checking basic information, they’re in for a tough time.’  

The brought-along soldiers were another issue.  

Though in uniform, Bill could see they were untrained conscripts, clear as day.  

Most of the mercenaries were barely equipped E, F-Grade novices.  

Compared to the elite First Knight Order, the difference was night and day.  

‘It seems like I’ll be cleaning up corpses today.’  

The feeling that today’s work might extend longer crossed his mind.  

(To be continued)
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Captain Bill’s prediction hit the mark exactly.

As soon as Asen arrived, he began thrashing about in a frenzy, resulting in several soldiers getting injured.

Four horses that were being ridden by knights stirred up the camp before disappearing somewhere, paving the way for trouble.

Asen, who usually didn’t exercise much, had to be carried around the gate like baggage on the back of a knight.

The bigger problem was the enormous number of casualties during the assault.

The knights, without their horses and unable to fight properly, had no choice but to hold their ground to protect Asen.

The battle had to be entirely left to the lower-ranked mercenaries and soldiers, who were so poorly trained that encountering monsters resulted in one or two being killed or seriously injured every time.

The monsters that appeared were at best kobolds, goblins, or some kind of mutant wildlife.

Their numbers didn’t even exceed a dozen, so a hundred troops should have been able to handle them without any casualties under normal circumstances.

Ultimately, on the first day of the assault on the gate, as many as twenty mercenaries and soldiers were killed and nearly half were injured.

This outcome was not unique to this gate.

On that day alone, nearly a thousand casualties occurred across 35 F-Grade gates.

Fortunately, there were no cases where the conquest itself failed, but it was far from a satisfactory situation.

There were several reasons for such losses in dealing with just an F-Grade gate.

Firstly, the quality of the troops deployed.

No noble would send their elite troops from their own territory to the capital not knowing what might happen at their gate.

Most hastily conscripted soldiers and low-ranked mercenaries were just filling the numbers.

Secondly, the capability of the commanders.


Most families sent their young offspring as leaders of this mission.

It was partly to match the performance of the noteworthy Raul and, frankly, because there was a risk attached to sending the main forces of their domain.

As a result, knights not participating in the battle to protect their young superiors became common, leading directly to losses.

Other issues included inadequate preparation, negligence, and lack of real combat experience, among others, but the conclusion was that the first day’s assault ended with heavy losses.

However, most families did not consider this a significant detriment.

Proving this, the next day they entered the gates again with the same number of forces as the day before.

After all, troops and mercenaries were considered expendable as long as the result was the clearance of the gate.

“Damn, what a miserable experience this is.”

It was already the fourth gate’s conquest.

Asen grumbled about the unfamiliar weight of the armor, moving with heavy steps.

He never imagined having to sweat in such an unknown place.

‘What’s the big deal with these damn gates anyway?’

People were sucked into them when they first appeared, sure, but now almost no victims emerged as everyone learned to avoid them.

And who knows what will happen in the future, but so far, no monsters have sprung from the gates, right?

It seemed like there would be no issue if they were just left alone, so what’s all the fuss?

In fact, his own family hadn’t yet interfered with the gates, just surrounding them and watching.

In a way, his being sent as part of the first assault team on the gates was hardly any different.

“It’s empty.”

“How did this happen? Did they know we were coming and run away?”

The knights tilted their heads in confusion, but they couldn’t easily find an answer.


“So what now? Is it over or not?”

When Asen asked, Marco replied impatiently,

“You have to kill all the monsters to complete the gate attack. Of course, it’s not over yet.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Go find them and kill them!”

Asen, irritated after a long walk, shouted.

“…Understood.”

Marco replied reluctantly and walked towards the knights.

They couldn’t wander around in the forest without proper scouts, so they needed a plan.

But then,

Marco felt as if he stepped on something squishy and lifted his foot to check, tilting his head curiously.

“What’s this?”

A somewhat yellowish and slippery semi-solid substance was on the ground.

Looking around, he saw these substances scattered throughout the village.

‘Monster slime? Or rather, could this be… oil!?’

Startled, Marco was about to inform his colleagues when,

Whizzz!

A fire arrow flew from the forest outside the village and landed.

“Everyone, take cover! It’s a trap!”

Marco shouted too late, as the troops had already settled in the village square.

“Aaah!”


“It’s fire!”

“Save me~!”

Chaos ensued.

Although the entire village didn’t burst into flames instantly, the fire, spreading from the strange semi-solid substance, emitted choking smoke that plunged people into confusion.

“Young master! We must escape!”

“Cough, Mar, Marco! What’s, what’s happening…?”

Tears and mucus streaming down his face from the smoke, Asen was grabbed by the arm and pulled out of the village by Marco, with other knights following.

The knights moved swiftly, and only a few quick-thinking mercenaries managed to join the escape.

But they had to stop in their tracks with the village gate in sight.

“Growl.”

Unidentifiable monsters had surrounded the village.

Their presence was on a different level from any monster encountered in an F-Grade gate before.

It was because these creatures were the empire’s bio-weapons, the ‘demon beasts.’

‘It seems today is more cursed than blessed.’

Of course, media outlets, temples, and mage towers were constantly sending out warnings.

“Neglecting a gate could turn into a significant threat later on.”

“Failure to conquer a gate will result in an increase of up to three times the number of gates in the vicinity.”

“The magical energy measurements of neglected gates are gradually increasing. On the other hand, even high-grade gates reset their magic levels once they are conquered.”

Despite the circulation of such news, I honestly wondered why it mattered.

Even now, monsters hid and lived throughout the territory, but they weren’t causing any problems.

In fact, the nobles from neighboring territories who were always looking for an opportunity posed a more significant threat than the monsters, didn’t they?

Of course, they say the haze surrounding the neglected gates is getting thicker, giving off an ominous feeling, but that’s just superficial.

“Damn it! I thought I’d at least make some pocket money….”

There were others, a brother and a younger sibling, who said they would come. But I insisted and went ahead, which I deeply regretted now.

During the conquest, there were occasions when valuable loot appeared.

Unlike the monsters outside, some monsters inside the gates often harbored mana stones in their heads, and the corpses of mutated monsters were so valuable that mages would pay top dollar for them.

Hadn’t I received offers from all over when I was assigned here?

But it all turned to be futile. Anything obtained here couldn’t be taken outside.

The moment the gate disappeared, so did everything I had gathered.

With this in mind, was there really any point in conquering gates?

Following that revelation, word came from home that no more reinforcements would be sent, and orders were given to conserve our forces while still conquering gates.

‘Were they planning to withdraw from the gate soon?’

It was a relief that we wouldn’t have to engage in such foolish acts anymore, but I would have to endure hardships until then.

Knights were expected to lead in battle, meaning I had to move my own body.

‘When you think about it, this is all his fault.’

Raul de Ashton.

A nobody who suddenly appeared and became the star of the capital Thurium in an instant.

‘If only that guy hadn’t made such a fuss….’

Initially, I was quite envious and covetous.

Anyone with common sense wouldn’t cling to gates, incurring losses, unless they stood to gain something – so everyone thought.

It must be because he was obtaining something that he hired a thousand high-class mercenaries to target the gates.

Or perhaps he was just too rich and was squandering money.

“That scam artist.”

Either way, I was the one suffering because of it.

Although not participating in actual combat, walking for more than three hours a day was no easy task.

“Sir Marco, much further?”

“It’s a bit strange. The number of monsters seems too low. It looks less like we’re encountering less than a fifth of the usual count. By now, we should have almost cleared them out….”

“What’s the problem? Less monsters is a good thing, right?”

“… I hope I’m just being paranoid.”

Marco couldn’t shake off a feeling of unease.

Thus, Asen and his group crossed the forest, arriving at a site presumed to be the goblin’s stronghold. Marco bit his lip hard and shouted, “Charge!”

Regardless of how they knew to set a trap or what their true nature was, the priority was to survive.

From Marco’s sword, a sky-blue blade energy blazed.

* * *

Knock, knock.

“Young master. The captain of the guard is here to see you.”

“Let him in.”

As Raul finished speaking, the door burst open, revealing the captain of the guard with an urgent look on his face.

“young master Raul, we have a serious problem!”

“Yes?”

Truth be told, Raul had expected a visit from the captain of the guard at some point, but this was sooner than anticipated.

‘I thought at least after the appointment ceremony, what could it be?’

Even after discovering the gate was as empty as a tin can, the family’s reputation was at stake. Nobles wouldn’t withdraw from a gate in less than a week.

“A team has gone missing!”

“What do you mean? Are you talking about the team that entered the F-Grade gate?”

Raul asked with a slightly incredulous look, to which the captain of the guard nodded, as if equally bewildered.

“Yes. It seems impossible, but that team really has gone missing.”

“Wait, ‘teams’? You mean it’s not just one?”

“Yes. Over the past two days, a total of ten teams have not returned. No, they’ve disappeared!”

Raul pressed his forehead, sinking into thought.

‘Not just one means it’s not a gate transformation… But usually, even E-Grade gates can be tackled with three knights. There’s something more!’

Occasionally, gates changed in ranking, but at most by one grade. This situation seemed unrelated.

“Has anyone else entered the gate, apart from the expedition teams? Especially the gates where people have gone missing.”

“We’ve investigated, and according to the soldiers, no one else has entered. And as you know, until a gate is completely conquered, no one can exit. Even if someone did enter, they couldn’t evade our soldiers’ eyes to escape!”

“Of course, but…”

It wasn’t entirely without precedent. But could they have already appeared…?

Something flashed through Raul’s mind at that moment.

‘Could it be that they have made their move?’

Leaning forward slightly, Raul asked with sharpened gaze, “What is the status of the gates where the disappearances occurred? A rescue team has surely been dispatched, right? What have they found? What’s the situation with those gates now?”

“Eh? Yes??”

Facing the flustered captain of the guard, Raul pressed on.

“Time is of the essence. Tell me everything you know, without leaving out a single detail!”

“Ah, yes. I was about to inform you.”

The captain, overwhelmed by Raul’s intensity, began to sweat as he started to unravel the details of the incident.

Raul’s eyes faintly gleamed with a golden light as he listened.

(To be continued)
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Despite the mass disappearance of the expedition team, the gate subjugation efforts hadn’t come to a complete halt. The noble families, bound by their pride, couldn’t easily withdraw their support. 

In fact, the number of knights and soldiers participating in the expeditions had increased, which could be seen as a blessing in disguise. 

“But this is just a temporary phenomenon.” 

It was clear that if the disappearances continued without finding a cause or culprit, they would soon withdraw their support. 

By now, the families would be busy understanding each other’s intentions and coordinating their opinions. However, this was not what Raul wanted.

After the departure of the captain of the guard, Raul, left alone, sipped his cold tea and organized his thoughts. 

“Now I’m starting to understand.” 

Before his reincarnation as Raul, during his time as Bae Dohyun. When he first connected to Connect as a player, it was in utter chaos. 

The kingdom was almost powerless outside the capital, making the title of ‘king’ almost meaningless. Countless villages lay in ruins, and each domain sought its own survival. 

Beyond the central areas of domains, monsters roamed freely, and humanity struggled to maintain its territories by relying on stockades and city walls. 

Continuous battles were fought to reclaim roads seized by monsters, and merchant guilds could only operate with the protection of large military forces. Therefore, when Raul first ventured outside his domain after reincarnation, the peaceful atmosphere felt oddly uncomfortable.

When the gate appeared, he was skeptical upon finding out it was only a D-Grade gate. Despite being somewhat troublesome, a D-Grade gate was within the capabilities of most lords. 

Frankly, expert-level knights should have had no issue dealing with guardians. 

Moreover, wasn’t this world filled with strong individuals? Swordmasters, Archmages of the 6th Circle or higher, Great Elementalists – with such powerful beings, why would clearing such gates be an issue? 

Nevertheless, the chaotic state indicated some foul play. 

“It must be the doing of those Imperial bastards. Damn Imperial Hounds.” 

Though not confirmed, his suspicion grew.

The continuation of such disappearance incidents would predictably lead noble families to withdraw from gate subjugations. With no spoils of war, the number of those willing to enter the gates would further decline. 


Lords would opt to monitor the gates from the outside rather than subdue them. Eventually, the number of gates would increase, and their energy stacks would reach their maximum capacity. 

“Once that explodes, the situation will become uncontrollable.” 

Raul shook his head, imagining the future. There was no stopping this flow. There was only so much a thousand mercenaries and dozens of knights could do.

However, Raul’s efforts weren’t meaningless. Even if it seemed futile and only brought loss, if someone consistently took the lead, people’s minds would eventually change.

Normally, this crowd wouldn’t gather because the destination was rarely disclosed, but today was special.

It was because of the rumor that had secretly spread last night.

-Count Ashton’s young master Raul is heading to the **Gate himself to investigate the missing case.

Of course, it was a rumor that Raul had slyly spread through mercenaries and agents.

Thanks to this, the street was bustling with people who had gathered to see Raul and the First Knights’ Order.

“Wow. Isn’t this way more than what I heard in the rumors? Did half of the capital’s citizens come out?”

The one driving the horse next to Raul, his face half-covered with a mask, was Dalton.

He seemed pleasantly surprised by the massive welcoming crowd, despite seeing it for the first time.

And why wouldn’t he be? Not only was he finally entering the fabled Gate he had only heard of in stories, but he also received unexpected cheers (even though they weren’t exactly for him…).

“Hm. Certainly, if I could hear such cheers every day, I wouldn’t care how much money it cost. What could be more honorable for a knight than this?”

Dalton seemed utterly intoxicated by the atmosphere.

However, if he knew the amount of money Raul was actually pouring into troop movements, he probably wouldn’t speak so lightly.

“Don’t get too carried away. And don’t forget that you need to follow my orders once we’re inside the Gate.”

“Ease up on the worry, I’m not that thoughtless.”

Though he said that, his body seemed to itch with eagerness, like a rookie mercenary ready to cause trouble.

There was no need to worry about his expertise as an expert-level swordsman, but if those creatures appeared, guaranteeing his safety could be difficult.


‘Speaking of which, the Sword Duke really is incredible. To actually issue a permit. Does he have no intention of raising him gently?’

It was a relief that things seemed to be going better than expected.

Raul smiled outwardly and waved to the townspeople, his eyes sparkling.

There were definitely spies among them.

‘I wonder how they will act. With the bait this beautifully set, they surely won’t just watch, will they?’

With a modest party of fifty, Raul set out to tackle the Gate.

While other expeditions were increasing their numbers, his group indeed appeared much smaller in comparison.

However, the actual combat power was not as it seemed.

Judging by their attire, there appeared to be only three knights, but ten guild members were disguised as mercenaries among them.

And considering those three knights were Philip, Jake, and Pierce, it could be considered the best possible force.

Thus, Raul’s party disappeared into the F-Grade Gate amid the townspeople’s farewells.

As Raul expected, a few shadows that had been observing them till the end quickly left their spots among the crowd.

* * *

Swoosh! Thud.

A large frog-like creature was split in half by the man’s sword, scattering green fluid.

Dalton, the man, wrinkled his nose, shook off his sword in the air, and muttered,

“What is this? Apart from being boring, it’s disgustingly sticky!”

He trudged through the marsh covered in green blood, shaking his head.

The Gate was nothing like what he had imagined. In the midst of a fierce battle with monsters, reflecting on his swordsmanship was the least of his concerns. 

Not once did anyone dodge his swinging blade. The sense of accomplishment from dealing with monsters? Instead, avoiding the unbearable stench attacking his nose took priority. 


Moreover, the ground was so sticky it made walking difficult, and clothes adhered with monster fluids were utterly disgusting. 

He glared at Raul, filled with annoyance, but Raul merely shrugged with a smirking laugh.

“Hey, Raul. This isn’t what we signed up for.”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t say anything.”

“That’s exactly the problem. Wouldn’t it be nice if you’d told us what to expect with this gate?”

Raul could only chuckle in disbelief.

Truthfully, Dalton was just unlucky. There were many types of F-Grade gates, and of all those, they had to end up in a terrain loathed even by the players for its repulsiveness.

In reality, Raul was a bit disappointed too. If the terrain had been plains, with the appearance of beast-type or bipedal monsters, it would have been an attractive hunting ground for Dalton. Naturally, his displeasure was to be expected.

However, Raul had no intention of appeasing Dalton’s mood.

What was gained or lost here was Dalton’s business, not Raul’s.

Right now, Dalton wasn’t the priority.

Philip approached at Raul’s signal and whispered quietly.

“As expected. It seems the number and frequency of monsters appearing have significantly decreased.”

“The scouts?”

“We’ve reduced the scouting radius, but so far, nothing unusual has been found.”

“That’s to be expected. They wouldn’t have prepared carelessly.”

Raul had a hunch even before entering the gate.

[F-Grade Dimension Gate]

Maximum participants: 300

Concurrent entry limit: None

Current entry count: 132/300

Current stack: 0/2

Gate type: Subjugation

Despite the guards monitoring and controlling entry and exit, over a hundred people had already entered.

‘Got them!’

Raul barely contained his bursting laughter, issuing a certain command to Bernard via guild communication before they could enter the gate.

And so, to give Dalton some real combat experience, they moved the troops in a leisurely manner to reach this point.

They had already cleared more than half of the gate area.

Soon, they would encounter the moles hiding snugly.

‘Let’s see who’s better prepared!’

He intended to test through the empire folks whether his preparations had been in vain.

And they would come to know who the real hunter was…

(To be continued)
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Crunch, crunch.

A man bearing a ferocious iron mask was devouring a piece of dark-red jerky. Though his expression was obscured by the mask, he seemed to be in a state of considerable excitement, not so much chewing as pulverizing the jerky at an incredible pace.

“Vice-Captain Jack, the target is smoothly approaching our location. No changes in personnel, and they don’t seem to be on guard in any particular manner,” reported a figure shrouded in a black mask, kneeling on one knee before the man.

“Are we ready?”

A gravelly voice, akin to the scraping of iron, emanated from him.

“Everyone is lying in ambush as planned.”

“Hmm. I was hoping for someone with a bit more fight this time…”

“Given they are from a prestigious family, wouldn’t their knights be of some use?”

“Pah! Hard to say. The intelligence folk have been so off the mark lately, trust is a luxury.”

Jack, the man in the iron mask, spat out the piece of jerky he had been munching on, stood up, and grasped a large broadsword.

“Shall we begin the hunt soon? Given the orders from the captain, let’s poke at them slowly.”

Though he said this, Jack was honestly not the least bit worried. Out of the five units prepared for this Gate assault, a whole three had been deployed for this hunt.

“And remember to capture the useful ones alive. We’ve been running short on test subjects lately.”

“It’s been communicated. Especially to capture that Raul alive, so no worries there.”

“Good, that insolent brat. I plan to take special care of him myself, so tell them not to rough him up unnecessarily.”

“Understood!”

As his subordinate bowed and left, Jack casually slung his broadsword over his shoulder and started to amble forward. Raul de Ashton. A name that’s been frequently mentioned within the organization lately. 

Even to someone like him, who had little interest outside of fighting, the fact that it reached his ears meant the person was definitely someone to watch out for. Even the captain had specifically mentioned to take caution before the operation…


‘But in the end, he’s just a 15-year-old brat.’

He may have earned some renown borrowing the might of his family, but that would all end today. Imagining the spectacle of the lad begging for his life soon had Jack trembling with excitement.

* * *

“Halt!”

At Raul’s command, the unit stopped in its tracks.

“This seems like a good spot, don’t you think, Philip?”

“I agree, this looks suitable.”

The place they were pointing at was a rare hillock within the marshland. Unlike the flatlands that were obscured by various large and small trees and reed thickets, this spot was piled with gravel and rocks, offering a good vantage point for observation.

“Alright, shall we get started then? Homer! Construct a stronghold on that hill with the members!”

“Yes, Young master! Did everyone hear that? Let’s work swiftly!”

Following Homer’s command, who was one of the knights of the First Knight Order, about a dozen guild members disguised as mercenaries dashed towards the hill.

“What’s going on? A stronghold all of a sudden?”

Dalton asked with a curious expression.

“Just wait, it’ll be quite the spectacle.”

Raul followed the guild members with a meaningful look on his face, hinting at exciting developments ahead.

After assessing the hill’s size and orientation, Homer positioned himself in the center and signaled with his hands.

Then, with him as the focal point, the members spread out in a circle and gestured towards the sky.

Boom!! Bang bang!!

“Whoa!”

“What’s all this??”


Dalton, along with the mercenaries, couldn’t hide their astonishment as large rocks started materializing out of thin air in response to the members’ gestures.

The ground shook and loud noises persisted for a while. When the noise finally ceased, large stones had filled the hill.

“What the…? What just happened??”

Still unable to hide his amazement, Dalton watched as the guild members got to work on the stones.

“Hurry up! We’ll complete it in 10 minutes!! Just follow the practice, it’s enough!”

“Should we go with the basic shape?”

“Yes. We’re going with Type A!”

The stones that filled the hill were not ordinary.

Though their colors slightly varied, they were all standardized blocks with dimensions of 1 cubic meter each.

About 500 of these cube-shaped stones were being methodically stacked by the hands of the members, gradually forming a structure.

Knights, including Philip, joined in, and with Raul’s invisible assistance (psychokinesis), a small fortress was completed atop the hill in less than 10 minutes.

“Good heavens! What did I just witness?”

“Can knights really do things like this?”

“This is… something no one would believe if I told them!”

The mercenaries were impressed, etching the miraculous moment into their memories.

“Everyone inside!”

Being a makeshift fortress, it had no official gate.

Dalton climbed a ladder that was leaning against the wall, making his way up to the fortress.

“……!”

The fortress, a square of 20 meters on each side and 3 meters high, was so solidly and neatly completed that it was hard to believe it was hastily made.


Though not spacious, it seemed it could accommodate between 50 to 100 people.

Inserting steel shields into the slots on the fortress walls transformed it into an even more perfect stronghold.

There was nothing left to surprise Dalton as he climbed down the ladder into the interior, where makeshift barracks had already been set up. The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player 57 

Entering the tent that served as the command post, Dalton asked in a slightly deflated voice, “You’re probably not going to explain even if I ask, right? Damn, my curiosity is killing me…”

As he watched Dalton scratch his head in frustration, Raul couldn’t help but let out a chuckle before speaking up. “There’s nothing that can’t be explained.”

“Really!?” Dalton exclaimed, his interest piqued.

“It’s all about the power of money,” Raul said with a dead-serious expression.

Dalton nearly threw a punch unconsciously at Raul’s face but managed to restrain himself with superhuman patience, heaving a deep sigh before turning his head away swiftly. Raul decided to elaborate further, noticing Dalton’s reaction.

“I’m not joking. We need a vast amount of top-grade spatial expansion artifacts that reduce weight and volume. They’re expensive, but not impossible to find.”

Dalton’s ears perked up at this, and Raul continued with a sly smile, “Then, you order standardized stone blocks from a quarry. For a fortress of this size, you’d need about 500 blocks.”

Dalton was seriously listening now, though he couldn’t begin to fathom the cost involved.

“Lastly, what you need are subordinates capable of stacking over 2 tons worth of stone blocks.”

Raul gestured towards the fortress visible between the tents, “You’ve seen the result with your own eyes. If you have the means, why not try it yourself? You’ll see I’m not joking.”

Dalton found himself speechless after hearing Raul’s explanation. 

Indeed, everything Raul mentioned seemed feasible with money. The problem was the astronomical cost, even to Dalton’s admittedly poor grasp on finances, let alone his lack of willingness to attempt it. 

Could expert knights really be persuaded to simply stack stone blocks? It went against everything Dalton knew. ‘Experts would be highly respected elsewhere and have their pride…’

It seemed bizarre that these individuals would willingly construct such an absurd fortress without complaint. Raul, observing Dalton lost in thought, couldn’t help but smile bitterly. 

As Raul himself admitted, it wasn’t a method just anyone could attempt. 

This crude way of building an emergency fortress was a strategy occasionally used by the ‘Player’ guild in dungeon raids. 

High-grade gates or dungeons that appeared later required a long time to conquer and covered vast fields, hence the need for intermediate bases or supply depots. 

This led to the creation of a method for constructing makeshift fortresses using inventories. 

Though players’ inventories had limitations in number, size, and type, they could drastically reduce weight. 

Raul, being a veteran player, had his guild members use their inventories to consistently gather standardized stone blocks from stone dealers, including Mira in the free cities. 

‘Never thought we’d put it to use this quickly though.’

Suddenly, Dalton spoke up, “But Raul, why did we build the fortress? Honestly, it doesn’t seem like there’s any reason to set up something so grand here.”

Raul’s lips curved into a slight smile, “Good question. Actually, there’s something I was hoping you could help me with.”

Jack, the deputy commander of the Imperial Hounds, was barely holding back his growing irritation. 

By now, there should have been some news, but no matter how long he waited, there was none. They were well past the originally planned time for the operation. 

Although it was frustrating, they had too much prepared to rashly charge in, so he had been reluctantly biding his time. 

Damn it, I can’t take it anymore.”

Even children on a field trip would be faster than these guys. 

In fact, all the targets they had taken down before had never made them wait this long. 

 “Who the hell spouted the bullshit that they could conquer an F-Grade gate in two hours?” Far from two hours, half a day had already passed.

Thump thump thump! 

That’s when the sound of someone running approached. 

“Are you finally coming, you slowpokes?” 

Just as he was feeling relieved and stood up, gripping his greatsword. 

“Vice Commander, we’re in big trouble!” 

A subordinate was gasping for breath as he yelled. 

“What happened!?” 

“It seems they’ve caught on to us. We sent out a reconnaissance squad because there was no reaction, and…” 

“And?”

“They’re holed up in a fortress!” 

“What? A fortress??” 

What kind of nonsense was this? Though he was a deputy commander more inclined towards combat than information, he had never heard of a fortress-like structure appearing in an F-Grade gate. 

Hadn’t they already scouted the terrain before the enemies entered the gate? 

“What are you talking about? A fortress!?” 

“It’s true! I’ve seen it myself after receiving the scout’s report.” 

“You fools. Make some sense! And you should’ve reported something like that immediately!”

“We were delayed because we were avoiding the enemy’s eyes.” 

“Enough, where is it? I need to see it myself!” 

If these guys were holed up in a fortress or whatever, ambushes and traps would be useless. 

‘What on earth is going on?’ 

Annoyed, Jack stomped after his subordinate. 

‘If these bastards are spouting nonsense, they’re in for it. A fortress, you say, ridiculous.’

And a short while later. Jack’s mouth dropped open as he saw the fortress situated on a gentle hill. “Told you it was real….” 

Despite his subordinate’s grumbling, Jack remained speechless for a long time.

(To be continued)
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“Summon the troops immediately! We need to capture those madmen and interrogate them directly.”

How and with what rationale they thought to build a fortress here was beyond comprehension.

“All of them, do you summon?”

“Can’t you see? Everything’s been blown wide open! Now that things have come to this, is there any other way than to pulverize that fortress? Huh?? Speak up if there is, you bastard!”

“Ah, understood.”

Feeling the threat to his life from Jack’s extreme irritation, a subordinate hurriedly ran to convey the orders.

“Damn it all.”

Bang!

In a fit of irritation, Jack swung his greatsword, shattering an innocent rock.

“But it won’t make any difference, rookie. You must be thinking of holding out until reinforcements arrive, but there won’t be any reinforcements, heh heh.”

There’s a limit to the number of people that can enter a gate.

If it’s full? Naturally, no one else can enter.

After Raul’s group entered the gate, the organization immediately dispatched additional troops to fill the gate’s capacity.

In other words, until someone died, no one else could enter the gate.

Reminded of this fact, Jack’s boiling anger subsided, and he looked up at the fortress with cold eyes.

“Let’s see in a bit. I’ll make you piss and shit yourselves, heh heh.”

He still seemed to be confident in his victory.

* * * 


Whoosh.

“Urk…”

A faint death rattle emanated from the ground where the greatsword was planted.

As he withdrew the sword, droplets of red blood fell to the ground.

Shlick!

Raul shook off the blood from the sword and quietly moved forward, with Jake and Pierce following behind him.

“Next target is… stop!!”

At Raul’s gesture, the group agilely lowered their stances and hid behind the bushes.

Tweet-tweet.

Holding their breath, a sound resembling bird chirping, but thinner, reached their ears.

And then, the noise of someone moving through the bushes came from afar.

“Have we been spotted?”

Raul shook his head at Jake’s question.

“No. Judging by their movements, it seems they are heading to a rallying point.”

“It seems Young master is right. They seem to be hurrying rather than searching.”

As Pierce spoke, Jake casually lifted his sword and asked again,

“Shall we deal with them?”

The number of foes that had come into view was about ten, including one who seemed to be a knight, but the three of them could handle them in an instant.

However, Raul was cautious.

“Wait. It may not be just them moving. There’s no need to start a commotion in the middle of enemy territory.”


“Shame, it was quite fun.”

Raul felt the same disappointment.

If only they had more time, they could have significantly reduced their numbers.

Right then, a guild communication came in from Philip who was still at the fortress.

“Young master. It seems the enemies have noticed the fortress. A scout has reported that enemies are gathering near the fortress.”

“So they have. I’ll be returning now, so prepare for battle.”

Raul sheathed his greatsword into his inventory, shaking off his regret as he addressed the two knights.

“We’re heading back.”

At Raul’s words, Pierce leaped into the trees to scout their retreat path, while Jake simply licked his lips.

‘Did I take care of about a hundred…?’

Hours earlier, after completing the fortress, Raul had infiltrated the enemy lines accompanied only by Jake and Pierce.

Although the scout had not spotted any enemies, they couldn’t fool Raul’s eyes.

He saw two masked figures camouflaged within the bushes.

‘As I thought, it’s the Empire’s doing.’

Of course, it wasn’t just the sight of these masked individuals that confirmed their identity as the enemy.

The real threat wasn’t visible on the surface.

As Raul directed his gaze to the ground, his golden eyes shining, he detected the malevolent beings hidden below.

Imperial demon beasts.

The worst bioweapons created by the Empire were lurking underground.

Raul couldn’t help but smile subtly.


It was exactly as he had anticipated.

Hiding demon beasts underground for a surprise attack was a tactic often used in his past life.

True to their nature as bioweapons, demon beasts could enter a state of hibernation and stop breathing, rendering them indistinguishable from corpses.

Without breath or biological reactions, they were naturally hard to detect.

And should they burst forth from the ground when enemies passed overhead!

Despite the simplicity of this tactic, it had inflicted casualties on countless players and kingdom soldiers.

‘But it’s not without its flaws.’

Raul signaled to Jake and Pierce, then drew a bow from his inventory.

He notched an arrow, drew back the string, and held his breath before mentally shouting.

“Now!”

Whiz—Thud, thunk!!

The arrows released by Pierce and Raul pierced through the heads of the two masked individuals.

Thump.

After they fell, Raul waited briefly to ensure no other enemies were nearby before approaching the downed figures.

Searching their bodies, he found a ring that appeared to be an artifact and a small flute.

Upon inspection, the ring was imbued with a 2nd circle concealment spell, designed to hide one’s presence.

And the flute…

‘Was a tool to control the demon beasts.’

Regrettably, it required a unique magical essence to operate, so Raul couldn’t use it.

Nonetheless, it was still an artifact and thus valuable.

‘Now, then…’

After collecting the spoils of battle, Raul unsheathed his greatsword.

Whoosh—Thunk!

He mercilessly plunged his greatsword into the ground, accurately impaling the head of a demon beast hidden below.

Raul repeated this precise action 9 more times before sheathing his sword and catching his breath.

‘The flaw of the demon beasts is exactly this.’

They don’t move without orders.

While they can autonomously engage in combat, in a standby or storage state, they’re no different from corpses.

Holding their breath, they heard a thin, birdlike whistle.

And then, the sound of movement rustling the bushes from afar reached their ears.

“Have we been spotted?”

Jake asked, to which Raul shook his head.

“No. Judging by their movements, they seem to be heading to a gathering point.”

“Young master seems to be right. They appear to be rushing, rather than searching.”

As Pierce spoke, Jake lightly brandished his sword and asked again,

“Shall we deal with them?”

The number of foes now in sight was about a dozen.

A knight seemed to be among them, but the three of them could deal with them swiftly.

Yet, Raul was cautious.

“Let’s wait. There might be more of them moving. No need to stir up trouble in the middle of enemy territory needlessly.”

“Tch, just when it was getting interesting, too.”

Raul felt the same disappointment.

If they had just a bit more time, they could have significantly reduced their numbers.

Right on cue, Philip, who was still in the fortress, sent a guild communication. Thus, the key point in dealing with demon beasts was to first take care of the enemy controlling them. Those enemies were aware of this as well, carrying objects powerful enough to be considered artifacts, but such measures were ineffective against Raul, who already knew how to counter them.

“Shall we continue then?”

With that, Raul set off to hunt down the unsuspecting enemies alongside two knights.

***

“What the hell!? Why is this all there is?”

Jack’s voice boomed in anger.

The lieutenant standing before him bowed his head and said, “It seems we’ve been duped.”

“How is that possible? You’re telling me those carrying artifacts couldn’t even hide properly?”

After fuming for a while, Jack asked again, “What about the demon beasts? Even if those idiots got caught, the ones buried in the ground should still be there, right?”

“Well, about that…”

“What?”

“The demon beasts have been destroyed as well.”

“Damn it all!!!”

Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

An innocent tree was shattered by Jack’s greatsword.

In a fit of rage, Jack threw his greatsword, grabbed the lieutenant by the collar, and demanded, “So? How many are left, huh!?”

“Sir. Th-there are still about 150 men left.”

“Oh, is that so? Luckily there’s still a lot left, right? You! Stupid! Idiot!”

Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!

Jack beat the lieutenant.

“100 men! Died! And you! Didn’t even notice! You imbecile!”

“Ugh!”

The lieutenant didn’t even attempt an excuse, just crouched and took the beating.

After a moment, Jack, perhaps having vented his anger, stopped the beatings and wiped the sweat from his forehead beneath his mask.

“Ah, what a mess this has turned into. What am I going to tell the boss?”

He casually scratched the back of his head, picked up his thrown greatsword, and tapped the lieutenant.

“You’re not dead, get up quickly!”

“Yes, yes!”

As the lieutenant hurriedly got up, Jack pointed to the fortress.

“We need to deal with that first. How much time do you need?”

“About, thirty minutes should be enough!”

“What! Thirty minutes?”

“P-please give me just twenty minutes.”

“Fine. I’ll give you exactly twenty minutes. Get that sorry sight out of my sight and bring the men.”

“Leave it to me.”

Jack crossed his arms and sat down in a chair, while the lieutenant, Emil, quickly left the area.

‘Phew, how annoying.’

Jack felt a numbing pain where he had been hit, but as an expert with the ability to wrap his body in mana for protection, the actual damage was minimal.

Honestly, he wondered why the discovery of their ambush was somehow his fault. But any dissatisfaction had to be buried deep within his heart. Once the engraving was imprinted onto his body, control over his life and death lay with Jack, his superior. 

“Well, not like I’d win even if I tried to fight back.” 

As distasteful as Jack’s personality was, his skills were undeniable. Being a high-level expert swordsman with engravings, there was no match for him unless one was a master. 

Regardless, the first order of business was to deal with that peculiar fortress. It was no joke; if he couldn’t resolve it in 20 minutes, Jack was certainly the type to literally take his head off. 

However, his expression showed no sign of worry. With 130 imprinted demon beasts and roughly 20 knight-level agents at his command, a single fortress seemed trivial. Emil issued the order without a second thought. 

“Begin the attack!” 

* * * 

“Yaaawn.” Dalton left his barracks, stretching and yawning. 

The soldiers’ movements seemed unusually busy. 

‘Hmm. Did someone actually decide to attack?’ 

A few hours earlier. 

Before leaving, Raul had asked Dalton to protect the fortress along with Philip, a request Dalton had agreed to somewhat mechanically, doubting any real battle would occur. 

In fact, he felt slightly betrayed, sensing that Raul had just wanted to leave him behind. 

Indeed, there had been no sign of trouble for several hours after Raul’s departure. 

‘I didn’t enter the gate for this…’ 

Unable to fully relax due to his frustration, Dalton had been lying on his makeshift bed in his personal tent, sorting out his gear. But suddenly, it seemed as though trouble had indeed found them. 

Soldiers were checking their weapons and soon lined up along the fortress walls. Eyes sparkling, Dalton headed to the tower where Philip stood. 

“Sir Philip, what’s happening?” 

“Ah, Young master Dalton. It seems we have enemies approaching. Do you intend to join the battle?” 

“Ha, what are you asking? I’m eager for a fight. I have no intention of avoiding combat, no matter who the enemy is.”

“Excellent! Then let’s prepare together.” 

Philip turned toward his soldiers with a satisfied expression. 

“Attention everyone!! Our fortress is under threat! Reconnaissance indicates that these aren’t ordinary monsters. They are…” 

Philip went on to explain the nature and weaknesses of the imperial demon beasts, as well as strategies for combating them. The mercenaries, though perplexed, understood well that compliance was vital for survival. 

“Mercenaries will focus on preventing the demon beasts from reaching the walls! Dismissed!!” 

Whether by foresight or coincidence, the mercenaries had been provided with steel lances and crossbows. “Seems we’re ready.” 

“You’ve arrived. It’s a relief to see you safe.” Raul appeared beside Philip just as the speech concluded. 

“We’ve reduced their numbers, but we cannot afford to let our guard down. They’ll surely have some tricks up their sleeves.” 

“Worry not. We’ll show them who they dared to bare their fangs against.” 

And just then, shadowy figures began to emerge from the distant forests and underbrush. ‘It begins.’ 

“All units, prepare to fire!” 

At Philip’s command, the mercenaries all took out their crossbows, loaded with special bolts, readying themselves for the start of a serious defensive battle. (To be continued)
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Dalton swallowed hard. The weight of the crossbow mounted on his shoulder felt heavier than it did initially. “Yes, this is it!” 

A tense situation on the brink of erupting. The thrilling energy of the battlefield enveloped him, stirring a palpable tension. These were exactly the moments he longed for.

He never imagined waging a defensive battle inside a gate, let alone against the imperial demon beasts. Weren’t these creatures something out of historical texts, akin to monsters? 

Feeling as though he was standing in a historical moment himself, he couldn’t contain his excitement. Then, at that moment, a bizarre creature came into his crosshairs. 

“Fire!” 

Ping! 

The bolt released with a whirl. 

“Scream!” 

Dalton’s shot pierced the forehead of the creature accurately. 

Following this, dozens of bolts flew from the ramparts, assaulting the demon beasts. 

“Roar!” 

Several demon beasts, struck in the head, fell, but the others continued to charge towards the fortress, bolts embedded in their bodies, screaming wildly.

“Reload!” 

While Dalton and the mercenaries were reloading, about ten knights including Raul kept firing arrows relentlessly. The crossbow was indeed more powerful, but it couldn’t match the rapid-fire of bows. 

‘If only I had practiced archery more regularly….’ 

Aside from swordsmanship, he was only vaguely familiar with the usage of other weapons, far from proficient for real combat situations.

But what could he do? The battle was already underway.

Dalton reloaded his crossbow with blurring speed and pulled the trigger again, targeting a demon beast. 


Whirr! Thump!

“Yes!” 

Internally, Dalton cheered as he took down another one, and before he knew it, the demon beasts had significantly closed the distance to the fortress. 

“Pikes!” 

At Philip’s command, the mercenaries put down their crossbows and lifted 2-meter long steel pikes. They were seemingly easy to handle, considering the preparation of stands amongst steel shields for weight consideration. 

Shrrrng. 

However, Dalton opted for his two longswords instead. 

‘I’ll slash them all!’ 

As a demon beast approached, its repulsive appearance came into clear view. 

Despite wearing leather armor, the glaring blue veins and reptilian, scaly skin peeking through the armor was unmistakably non-human. 

Moreover, the distorted facial features and saw-like teeth made the swamp frogs they had faced earlier seem adorable by comparison. 

Kwoong. Kugung. 

“Roar!” 

The demon beasts rammed into the fortress walls with the full force of their charge. The fortress, made of solid stone blocks, vibrated from the impact of their massive bodies, at least twice the size of a human, headbutting it.

“If it had been a wooden stockade, it would have been smashed to pieces instantly, right?”

Fortunately, the fortress seemed impervious to such blunt impacts as ramming.

Realizing this, the demon beasts all looked up at the walls in unison.

The walls were 3 meters high, and with an additional 1 meter of iron shields mounted on top, the total height was nearly 4 meters.

“Ready!!”

At Philip’s command, the mercenaries gripped their long spears, pointing them downwards with force.

And the next moment.


Boom!

The demon beasts leaped from the ground like frogs.

“……!!”

The mercenaries’ eyes widened in astonishment as those hefty bodies almost cleared the 3 meters to grasp the shield wall.

“Stab!!”

But the surprise was fleeting. At Philip’s command, the mercenaries thrust their long spears with all their might.

“Screech~!”

Boom.

A demon beast screamed as it was speared and fell away from the wall.

However, the fallen demon beast shook its head as if dazed for a moment, then ran towards the wall again unharmed.

It seemed that typical attacks were unable to penetrate the demon beast’s thick hide, as expected.

Moreover, not all the demon beasts had fallen from the wall. After all, they were outnumbered.

Thud! Clang!!

A demon beast attached to the shield wall drew its long claws and swung them, forcing the mercenaries to hurriedly block with the shafts of their spears.

“Hyah!”

And then, Dalton, who had been waiting among the mercenaries, let out a slash and charged at the demon beast.

Whish~Thunk!

Swish!!

With the sword in his left hand, he struck down the demon beast’s long arm, and his right-hand sword traced a clean arc through the demon beast’s neck.

The demon beast, as if drained of strength, let go of the shield and dropped beneath the wall.


‘Hmm!?’

But Dalton frowned. Something felt different with his blow.

‘Did it react in that short time?’

And it seemed the hide was thicker than he had anticipated.

The demon beast that had fallen to the ground wriggled for a bit then stood up again.

‘Damn…!’

He had heard explanations but hadn’t expected them to be this tough.

‘Should I use the Mana Blade?’

It seemed difficult to end them with a single strike using a mana-infused sword, a mana sword.

The knights under Raul, already aware of this, were drawing out sword qi and beheading the demon beasts.

“Tch.”

Another demon beast attached itself to the iron shield, and this time, Dalton made no mistake.

A 10 cm length of red sword qi erupted from his two longswords, cleanly severing the head of another demon beast in an X formation.

“Hah! Come at me, all of you!!”

Dalton took a moment to steady his breath, regaining his confidence before letting out a yell. The mercenaries, who thought he was merely a friend of Raul, realized that Dalton was an expert-level swordsman and faced the demon beast with a new sense of reassurance, their expressions visibly heartened.

* * *

“Ugh.”

Emil licked his lips as he watched the battle unfold before the fortress. He checked the crossbow bolt in his hand once more, furrowing his brow slightly. Although he wasn’t a master craftsman, he could easily tell that this bolt was no ordinary item. It was made entirely of metal rather than wood, and the material was not normal iron.

“Silver…,” he mused to himself.

He harbored dark magic within him, making it easy to sense the anti-demonic power of silver emanating from the bolt. If it weren’t for that, even the most powerful of crossbows would not have been able to pierce a demon beast’s skull in one shot.

“Could it be?”

Silver was not only effective against dark magic but also antithetical to the undead. It was likely prepared with the undead in mind. Moreover, the fortress that appeared out of nowhere and the spears pushing back the demonic forces were not particularly rare sights.

However, the fact that these elements had come together in this battlefield to fend off the demonic forces felt oddly fortuitous.

“The enemy’s strength is no trivial matter.”

Emil realized that each enemy was more capable than he had anticipated. He had considered the known power of the Count Ashton’s household and the newly formed First Knights in mustering his forces, but it seemed there was much he had underestimated.

“Well, even so…”

If they could’ve been cleanly dealt with by the demon beast alone, that would’ve been ideal, but he had expected it to be difficult from the moment the fortress appeared. A demonic beast, no matter how fierce, wouldn’t stand a chance in a head-on fight against an expert-level swordsman.

“It’s the limit of the first formula of demonic forces. I had hoped to drain their strength significantly… It seems they’ve brought along mercenaries of B-Ranked or higher.”

B-Grade referred to those who might not be at a knight’s level but could manipulate mana. They were more than capable of handling demonic forces.

Having assessed the enemy’s power, Emil shouted, “Prepare to fight!”

With his command, the true force of the Imperial Hounds began to move.

“Let’s see them struggle till the end.”

* * *

Woosh.

“Eh?”

Suddenly, something sparkling appeared from below the hillside. Dalton pushed back the demon beast he was facing and identified the object.

“Be careful! It’s magic!!”

A massive fireball, the size of a human torso, was raging toward the wall from the base of the hill. It seemed to be a Fireball spell, cast by a mage of at least the 5th circle.

“Good heavens, we don’t have any mages on our side, do we?”

Mages were hard to come by in the Ruben Kingdom. 

The country, being a kingdom of knights, had excellent infrastructure for knights but lacked facilities for mages. 

As a result, most high-level mages were concentrated in the magic towers of the Leslie Kingdom.

Most mages affiliated with noble families were at best 3rd circle, and even they were often specialized not in combat but in magical communication or the maintenance of power armor.

In any case, the fact remained that there was no mage present to counter the enemy’s magic.

* * *

Moreover, magic was not only being hurled towards where Dalton stood but also simultaneously attacking from all four directions of the fortress walls. 

This indicated the presence of no fewer than four mages. 

In that brief moment as a fireball approached, Dalton bit his lip and reached for his waist. 

‘Is there no other way? Given the situation…’ 

Just as Dalton was about to act decisively, 

“Hold your positions!!” 

Raul’s voice resonated across the battlefield. And then. 

Boom! Bang! Boom! Boom!!

The incoming fireballs exploded a few meters before the walls. 

Whooosh! 

“Squeal!” 

The scattered fragments of fire struck the demon beast, engulfing them in flames and throwing them into chaos as they rolled on the ground. 

“Wow!!” 

Though unsure what had transpired, everyone cheered at having blocked the magic. 

It seemed the assault of the demon beast weakened slightly due to the fire. 

“Stay alert! The second wave is coming!” 

But Raul did not let his guard down and shouted a warning. 

As he said, another wave of fireballs revealed itself, and this time, a group hurried towards the fortress at great speed from behind the fireballs. 

Philip, realizing the situation, cried out, 

“It’s the enemy knights! Mercenaries, switch to defense mode!” 

At Philip’s command, about a dozen mercenaries dropped their spears and descended the walls. 

Carrying crossbows, they rushed toward the heart of the fortress, where a makeshift watchtower had been erected at some point. 

Positioned slightly higher than the walls, the mercenaries stationed in the two-tier wooden tower began their supporting fire, mounting their crossbows on the tower. 

Those remaining on the walls also backed off slightly, abandoning their spears. 

Armed with personal shields and bludgeoning weapons (hammers, maces, axes, etc.), they prepared to confront the enemies. 

True to their selection from a thousand mercenaries, the change in formation was swiftly executed, and any gaps were filled by members of the First Knights Squadron. 

Philip, six knights, seven trainee knights, and including Raul and Dalton, a total of 15 individuals faced the enemies at the forefront. 

Bang! Clash! Thud!!

“Die!” 

“You die!” 

The second wave from the Imperial Hound side was fierce. 

Seven knights, clearly experts, launched themselves onto the walls in a single bound, exuding sword qi. 

Though not to the same extent, suddenly, about ten agents, their tattoos stained red, also awaited their moment below the walls, brandishing swords imbued with a sinister black sword qi. 

However, the defense on Raul’s side did not easily falter. 

The knights were more than sufficient, and the magic continuously directed at them was being persistently blocked by Raul with daggers imbued with psychokinesis. 

Then, from a distance from the fortress, a loud yelling was heard, 

“Ten minutes left~~!!” 

Upon hearing this, Lieutenant Emil, who was narrowly exchanging swords with Philip atop the walls, frowned. 

“Damn it all! Remove the seals!” 

The situation on the walls began to change dramatically. 

(To be continued)
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As Emil shouted, the tattoos on the bodies of the Imperial Hound knights became activated. 

Their muscles twitching as if they were about to burst, the knights began to rampage on top of the fortress, making it difficult to maintain formation. 

This was because, although the fortress itself was strong, the space was far too cramped. 

The width was barely 2 meters – honestly, not enough room to freely swing a sword. 

With part of the wall given up, the battle was now no different than a test of strength, turning very much in favor of the Empire.

Philip, calmly surveying the battle situation, yelled, “Mercenaries, retreat inside the fortress! Knights, block the enemies’ entry!” 

Already barely holding on behind their shields, the mercenaries quickly fell back, allowing the knights to take their place. And the battle intensified. 

Now that the knights were fully deploying their swordsmanship, the outcome was…

“Damn it! How can we still be pushed back even after breaking the seal?” 

Against Emil’s expectations, a stalemate continued. 

This was due to the combination of Philip, Jake, and Pierce – the trio of knights and Dalton and Raul’s duo. Philip, having reached the pinnacle of expertise, was facing two of the Empire’s knights including Emil, cutting down demon beasts with ease in between.

Jake and Pierce also calmly faced off against the powered-up Imperial knights, and astonishingly, Dalton was holding his own against a knight. The expanded space also meant that the capable ones could cover more ground.

Consequently, while several mercenaries on Raul’s side were injured, they were quickly evacuated with no life-threatening injuries. 

On the contrary, the Empire’s demonic cavalry numbers steadily decreased, now appearing to be less than fifty.

“Damn! Even if we win, it’s troublesome… Jack is going to be a pain again. But, it has to be dealt with after winning.” 

Emil realized he had to play a trump card, which often came with high risks. In a battlefield where dozens of knights wage war, what was the most important thing? 

Previously, many would have counted the number of knights or the presence of powerful individuals. But now, there was undoubtedly one thing to be highlighted: Power Armor.

A revolutionary development that transformed the essence of a knight from a mere chess piece to a strategic weapon. 

Ever since the introduction of the Power Armor, the tide of battle depended on which side had the stronger Power Armor forces. This led to a keen contest of wits among commanders.


Most Power Armor units did not have unlimited energy. And once they were activated, a cooldown period was necessary for recharging.

In other words, the outcome of the battlefield could be determined by the timing and extent of power armor deployment. 

Emil, therefore, concluded that he could no longer delay making a decision. 

He meticulously calculated the timing, thinking to himself, “After all, it’s a nascent knight order. Even if it belongs to a count’s household, there are sure to be limits.”

The organization estimated that the First Knight Order possessed between three to five power armors. 

These were typically operated by three knights from the Golden Bear Knight Order and one or two newly appointed knights. 

This limitation was because operating power armor required reaching at least the expertise level, and practical use required considerable practice and adaptation time.

‘Compared to them, our side!’ Emil thought, realizing there was no need for further calculations. 

Slightly increasing the distance from Philip, he shouted, “Activate all armors!”

Mana was then infused into the bracelet on his wrist. With a bright shimmer, black liquid metal stretched out from the bracelet, swiftly enveloping Emil’s body. 

Moments later, Emil was encased in an angular, pitch-black armor engraved with the face of Cerberus, the hellhound. 

Reveling in the bursting fierce energy, he bellowed, “Kill them all!”

* * *

Throughout the battle, Raul stayed by Dalton’s side, since Philip, Jake, and Pierce were guarding the other three walls. 

It only made sense for Raul to take charge here. Yet, Raul found no need to be overly active.

The defense held by Raul’s side was more sturdy than expected, unshaken even by the assault of demonic cavalry. 

Moreover, Dalton’s movements exceeded Raul’s expectations. 

“He truly has the makings of a master. And that dual swordsmanship—though it appears to be a mere dance at a glance, hidden within are lethal claws. Indeed, it’s the swordsmanship of a Sword Master! That such a talent will only shine in the game’s later stages…”

According to the records, in his past life, Dalton was embroiled in a power struggle within a duke’s family and was unable to wield his sword for a time. 

The Sword Master himself wasn’t involved in the family’s conflicts or disputes over rights and children, which may explain the fierce internal strife within the ducal family.


“Such pointless internal conflicts have gnawed away at the kingdom. The ducal family had its share of remarkable individuals.” 

Indeed, the ducal family’s forces revealed in the war against the empire fell short of expectations. 

While the Sword Master remained strong, the caliber of knights that backed him was not significantly different from other warrior families.

Had Dalton grown without interference, the kingdom might have had another master before the war with the empire began. 

Of course, that might not have changed the war’s outcome…

Nonetheless, Raul kept a close eye on Dalton’s movements, coordinating the overall battle unfolding on all fronts. 

As a psychokinetic, multitasking was fundamentally possible for him.

If one were to explain, it meant that depending on the method of ability manifestation, positions like attackers who maximize offense, defenders responsible for protection, and assistants who support combat were all viable.

Currently, Raul was firmly taking on the role of an assistant.

His psychokinetic range of manifestation was 15 meters, but his sensing range was at least twice as wide.

Given that the fortress walls were a mere 20 meters on one side, covering the entire fortress wasn’t impossible.

While engaging demonic cavalry with his greatsword, he was also sensing the entire battlefield situation in his head.

If someone were to fall into danger,

Whoosh.

The dagger thrown silently from his arms rescued an ally from crisis.

Additionally, he did not spare any invisible aid, such as lightly pressing down on a leaping demonic cavalry with unseen psychokinesis to prevent them from grasping their shield or enhancing the push of an ally’s spear to force the demon further back at the moment of contact.

And where balance was lost, he would run along the edge of the walls like an acrobat (actually creating invisible psychokinetic steps) to fill the gaps.

Thanks to Raul’s unseen assistance, the balance of power was maintained with the enemy’s casualties increasing.

The tide of the battlefield began to change with the arrival of a mage.

Regrettably, Raul’s First Knight Order didn’t have a proper combat mage. Nakia was available, but joining was difficult due to her sibling’s treatment.

In the short preparation period, Raul did his best to reinforce magical forces, but finding someone who met his criteria was difficult.


The reason was ‘Power Armor’.

Power Armor essentially had defensive magic inscribed that neutralized magic below the 3rd circle.

In other words, one needed to be at least a 4th circle mage to stand a chance against an Armor user (a knight wearing Power Armor).

Consequently, the usefulness of mages on the battlefield decreased, with lower-circle mages working in sectors related to Power Armor instead of combat.

Proper combat mages of the 5th circle and above were mostly active in the magical state of the Leslie Kingdom or the mercenary state of the Marcus Kingdom, leaving Raul with few options.

However, having guessed that the Imperial Hounds possessed considerable magical forces, Raul wouldn’t have been without a plan.

Sensing magic, Raul drew a specially made dagger from his bosom.

It was a weapon made exclusively for Raul, crafted from a single piece of mithril with excellent magical conductivity.

‘Four spells. Their target is the middle of each wall, and the form of magic is a transformation of fire attribute mana. Where’s the core!’

Raul’s eyes shone gold as he meticulously analyzed the incoming fireballs.

With a yell, Raul threw four mithril daggers after analysing the flow of mana composing the fireball and its core in an instant.

Whoosh!

Raul’s gold-imbued mana daggers became beams of light that pierced through the center of the fireballs.

Boom!!

The result was an explosion of magic. To be more precise, it was an interception by colliding with foreign magical forces.

‘Phew. It’s still not easy.’

Though his psychokinesis was at an intermediate 3rd level, infusing thrown weapons with intent and mana still posed a challenge. Had the distance been only slightly greater just now, the mana contained in the rain might have dispersed into the air.

In any case, the important thing was that the method he had thought of had worked.

Though a wizard’s magic was powerful, given enough time to prepare, intercepting it was not difficult for Raul.

“It’s a pity. If only I had been a little closer….”

He might have been able to snipe the wizard with an arrow as before.

They must have recognized such a danger, hence why they were casting magic from afar.

As the knights of the empire climbed the ramparts, Raul found himself increasingly busier.

Compared to the simple movements of the war mages, the knights’ attacks were much more complex and lethal.

Raul struggled to support the mercenaries, but his limits were apparent.

To keep the enemy knights in check, a greater concentration of power was necessary, invariably creating vulnerabilities.

Moreover, once they activated their tattoos for a power-up, minor harassments ceased to work altogether.

Be it psychokinesis or mana, it was a form of power at the end of the day.

For Raul’s psychokinesis to produce meaningful results, he had to invest power that surpassed the target’s resistance.

While it might be easier against instinct-driven war mages, projecting psychokinesis directly onto knights adept in mana manipulation was no simple task.

Casualties mounted everywhere, and Raul focused on evacuating them.

Finally, as the ramparts quieted down on Philip’s command, Raul felt a sense of relief.

There were fewer places to be concerned about.

Now, wielding a greatsword instead of relying on psychokinesis, he crossed swords directly with the knights, and the aura of the battlefield shifted.

“Power Armor!!”

The empire’s knights had activated their Power Armor.

Raul scanned the enemy lines with a cold eye.

For a brief moment, the enemies, donning their Power Armor, surged in momentum, pushing our forces back.

Their number.

“One, two, three, …nine!”

There were as many as nine of them.

And as the enemy’s amplified sword qi pushed our knights back, Raul didn’t show the slightest hint of panic.

Instead, he slightly raised the corner of his mouth and turned his head toward Philip, who nodded back as their

eyes met.

“First Knight Order! Activate Power Armor!”

With Raul’s resounding call, waves of mana began to burst out from various points on the ramparts.

The real battle was about to begin.

(To be continued)
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Boom! Bang!!

Swoosh~Crash!

“Push them back!”

“He’s down~!”

The scene had completely changed from moments ago. Above the ramparts, consecutive loud blasts were followed by flashes of light and shockwaves.

“Damn it!”

Dalton, who until now had been holding his ground well, cursed as he was flung back into the fortress. The battle had shifted from a human contest to a clash of weapons.

No matter how skilled a knight Dalton was, it was clear he wouldn’t last long in that brutal combat.

Crack! Snap!!

Even the magical cavalry, known for their tenacity, were torn to pieces, caught in the sword qi collisions between armor users. The top of the walls was devastated, except for the armor users.

“Tch!”

Dalton, unable to find a gap to jump into the fray, bit his lip in frustration. Then, Philip shouted.

“Push forward! Spare no one!!”

Following his lead, the members of the First Knight Order unleashed their power in unison.

“Ha!”

“Disappear!!!”

Whoosh!

A massive collision ensued, and the empire’s armor users were pushed out beyond the walls.

“Euracha!”


Jake, wearing black armor embossed with a golden bear emblem, bellowed loudly as he leaped down the wall, following the enemies.

Members of the First Knight Order quickly followed suit, jumping out of the fortress.

Boom! Bang!

While continuous collisions sounded outside, the fortress’s interior was relatively quiet. The mercenaries, finally catching their breath, spread out to recover their strength, and some climbed the watchtowers to survey the battle situation.

Dalton, now at ease, was struck with a thought.

‘Just how many armor users are there?’

Looking around, he noticed ‘they’ were nowhere to be seen.

‘No, where is everyone…? Could it be!?’

Before entering the gate, Raul had introduced the members of the knight order. Excluding the officer knights, there were three knights and seven apprentices.

He was surprised at the apprentices’ skill level, but could it be there was more to it? With a growing suspicion, Dalton leaped atop the wall to check the battlefield, and his mouth dropped open in astonishment.

“My goodness!! Were they all armor users?”

On the hill in front of the fortress, nine armor users from the Empire and thirteen armor users from the First Knight Order were engaged in a fierce battle.

“I was sure I heard it was a new knight order with just nine knights, what in the world…!”

Dalton’s mind became entangled in confusion.

‘Is Raul really the hidden successor of the Count’s family? Or is it just because he’s incredibly wealthy? No, even then, there wouldn’t just be expert knights lying around….’

However, such thoughts soon vanished from his mind.

Boom! Crash!

“Ugh!”

“What’s with that clumsy swordsmanship!? What a waste of a power armor!”

Philip was displaying overwhelmingly superior skills against two opponents, one of whom appeared to be the enemy commander, and another knight.


His movements were restrained as he made precise thrusts, exploiting the weaknesses in the enemy’s power armors, forcing them to stagger back. Even the occasional destructive beams of sword qi couldn’t even graze him.

Thud! Thud!

“Ha-ha! This is so satisfying!!”

Jake was literally beating down on an opposing armor user with his ridiculously large sword qi. On another front, another officer, Pierce, was sniping at the enemy armor users from atop the walls with a gigantic bow.

Whiz-thud!

The arrow, imbued with mana, might not have pierced the power armor but it did leave a fist-sized dent on the armor, causing the enemy knights to stumble.

“Amazing! They’re as good as the heads of our family, aren’t they?”

Watching the splendid battle scene, Dalton felt an inexplicable thirst.

“I want to fight too….”

Unconsciously, his hand had moved to his waist.

“Getting itchy hands?”

Raul had approached him unnoticed and asked casually. Dalton looked at him with a complicated expression and nodded.

“Isn’t that true for every knight?”

“Why not join in, then?”

As Raul looked at his waist, Dalton sighed.

“This is just for insurance. You know I can’t use it recklessly.”

What was on Dalton’s waist belt was, in fact, power armor. No matter how bold a swordsman was, they wouldn’t send their grandchild into battle without any form of protection.

[Durensa D-type Standard Power Armor]

Grade: D

Output: 0.85 CP (Core Power)


Operational Time: 2.5h/max

Operational Mode: Mana Stone Consumption

Defense Spell: 4th Circle

It was a D-Grade power armor manufactured by Durensa of the Brennan Republic. Durensa’s products, although slightly less powerful compared to other products of the same grade, had longer operational time and offered great value for money, making them favored by many families.

“Hmm. I thought you’d just rush into battle without a second thought… Aren’t you disappointed?”

Dalton trembled as he recalled something in response to Raul’s seemingly surprised question.

“You must not know my old man. If I used it just because he gave it to me, my life would be hell from here on! That’s absolutely not happening.”

He was sure to be worked to the bone, worth every mana stone’s value. Probably, he would be stuck training in the barracks, not even getting a glimpse of the outside world, grappling with hellish training.

“… Tsk.”

Raul, observing Dalton’s pale complexion, clicked his tongue and pulled something out of his pocket.

“Stop worrying about useless things and go do what you want.”

“What are you talking about? I can’t just—huh! Are you serious? That’s?”

Dalton’s eyes sparkled as he saw what Raul was holding.

‘A mana stone? And it’s refined for use in power armor!’

Whoosh.

“What, what?”

As Raul casually tossed the shiny, thumb-sized orb, Dalton scrambled to catch it.

“Are you really giving this to me? I can use it? For real!?”

Raul nodded slightly, prompting Dalton to hug him tightly, laughing.

“You good fellow, you were a nice guy!!”

The price of this one mana stone, the size of a fingernail, was a hundred gold. In Korean currency, that was a whopping ten million won. Given that using a power armor to its limit would consume an entire mana stone, it was clear how much of a money sink these machines could be. 

Moreover, not only were they costly, but as strategic materials, they were also not readily available. Even for a friend, giving away such a precious item was by no means an easy decision.

“But honestly, why are you being so nice? Really just because we’re friends?”

When Dalton asked, Raul gave a slight smile.

“Of course not… What I could do as a friend was only up to experiencing the gate. This is a separate matter.”

“Then what’s the reason? It makes no sense to just give away something this expensive.”

Raul then placed a hand on Dalton’s shoulder and said,

“The world may seem complicated, but in some ways, it’s simple. It can be divided into things that can be done with money and those that cannot. Look.”

Raul pointed to his knights.

“Hiring them with money is not difficult. But, if they die, no amount of money can bring them back to life. That’s why, when I established the knight order, I vowed: it’s unavoidable to lose to a strong enemy, but I should never lose because I was stingy. Money can be earned, but the life of a valuable subordinate cannot be resurrected.”

“……”

It wasn’t exactly a noble sentiment for a knight to proudly proclaim. However, a firm determination was palpable in Raul’s words.

Dalton remained silent, then Raul spoke again,

“The point is, I have no intention of teasing you with mere mana stones. If you join the battle, saving the lives of my men and leading us to victory, then not a hundred, not a thousand mana stones would be too precious! So please, go and smash those enemies! I’m counting on you.”

Looking into Raul’s fiery eyes, Dalton found himself nodding before he knew it.

He couldn’t pinpoint the reason, but Raul’s words stirred a rush of emotions within him.

‘Such a lord who cares for his subordinates…’

Frankly, throughout our efforts to conquer the gate, I often thought that Raul was just wasting money needlessly. Employing mercenaries that were excessively expensive for the level of monsters we were facing. 

It was practically splurging to build an improvised fortress. Not to mention the costly crossbows, specially made arrows, and steel spears among other defensive weapons. If an enemy hadn’t shown up, wouldn’t all these have been pointless?

But my perspective shifted irrevocably once I saw the power armor distributed not only to knights but also to the squires. It wasn’t a waste of money, but a gesture of cherishing his subordinates. 

It wasn’t a frivolous investment, but thorough preparation to win the battle.

“Compared to this…”

I had no idea how much it embarrassed one to borrow arms from the household. Despite the Duke’s orders, it took three days to secure the power armor, during which I had to endure veiled threats from numerous relatives. 

I could use my grandfather as an excuse to Raul, but if the power armor was even slightly damaged, the adults and cousins who filled the ducal mansion wouldn’t let me off easily.

“Sigh…”

Calming the turmoil within, Dalton mustered his spirits and said, “Understood, Raul. I’ll take down the enemies for both of us. Don’t worry and just wait!”

Having someone who cared so deeply about his subordinates being reduced to a mere spectator was frustrating, not just for Raul but for me, a third party, itching to join the fray.

“I need to step up and alleviate Raul’s frustration on his behalf. Wait for me, you bastards!”

The thrill of donning the power armor and joining real combat electrified him from head to toe.

“Alright, but don’t overdo it.”

“Ha. Leave it to me.”

Dalton pounded his chest, displaying confidence, which prompted Raul to nod in satisfaction before turning around and leaping off the fortress.

“Wha-!? Hey! Not that way!!”

Dalton bellowed in shock because Raul didn’t jump inside the fortress but outwards.

‘What in the world is he thinking?!’

As Dalton feverishly pumped mana into his belt to activate his power armor and was about to jump after Raul, he halted.

‘… Huh?’

Something caught his eye. Raul’s body flickered momentarily before being engulfed by a set of black armor engraved with an ancient golden pattern.

“… This is kind of unfair, don’t you think? An expert at 15!”

A mix of astonishment and a hint of resignation left Dalton momentarily stiff, but then he coolly slapped his thigh and leaped off the wall. He wasn’t the type to sulk in jealousy over a friend’s achievement.

On the contrary, he felt uplifted, thinking it was only right for his friend to achieve such feats. 

“Alright, it seems like a fair start. Time to race to the intermediate level and surprise Raul.”

Dalton, who hadn’t yet realized Raul had already reached the intermediate stage, drew his twin swords ablaze with red energy and charged at the enemy like a whirlwind.

“Prepare yourselves, hounds of the Empire!!”

And so, Raul and Dalton joined the battlefield of Aura users, turning the tide of battle.

(To be continued)
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Jack, the Vice Commander of the 8th Duke’s Unit in the Imperial Hound Division of the Ruben Kingdom.

He was a renowned swordsman within the organization, famous for his skill with the great sword, and his brutal nature made even his comrades wary of approaching him.

Clad in a cold iron mask, his berserk slaughtering of enemies on the battlefield reminded one of a blood-mad warrior, yet in reality, he was incredibly cunning and meticulous in self-preservation.

Despite his exceptional abilities, he only entered the fray when victory was certain. Even long after the battle had commenced, he was merely sitting on a sawed-off tree stump, spectating without any intention to participate.

However, an event soon marred his calm observation.

“What did you say? Repeat that!”

“It appears our retreat has been cut off.”

Standing before Jack was a typical mage, robed and holding a staff, except a sinister red tattoo shone on the back of his hand like the other agents.

“Why the hell is everyone freaking out! Just do your damn jobs. Isn’t securing our retreat part of your responsibility? Tell me, what’s the issue?”

The mage, unphased by Jack’s harsh words, seemed accustomed to his manner.

“There’s no issue on our end. It seems something has happened outside.”

“Huh… So, what’s the plan? Any solutions?”

Jack slightly tempered his anger to ask, but the mage shook his head.

“For now, we can only hope that the issue outside resolves itself. Otherwise, we have no choice but to exit through conventional means.”

They hadn’t entered the gate in a normal manner. The organization possessed a ‘Gate Borer,’ a remarkable device that could forcibly enter a gate.

Though it had a limited number of uses and required someone outside to recreate an exit, its ability to infiltrate a gate undetected was a significant advantage.

Paired with this borer was a transmitter, which, held in the mage’s hands, had lost its light and become unresponsive, indicating their connection to the outside world had been severed.

“Damn. This is a problem.”

Without the borer, their only exit was through the gate itself. The issue was the kingdom’s soldiers stationed at the gate. For them, whose identities must remain hidden, clashing with the soldiers was fatal. But, the real issue wasn’t even that.


Clash! Boom!!

The battle unfolding before the fortress saw the empire’s side clearly losing. Though a chance for reversal remained, Jack had no desire to get involved.

‘I was ready to bail if things went south, but my luck’s just trash.’

Still, he wasn’t without ideas. Annihilating them and disguising as mercenaries to pass through the gate was one option. Another was taking a noble’s child as a hostage to escape. Yet, either way, they needed to win the fight first.

“Ugh. I’ll just provide some support fire from the corner. Don’t get cocky and end up dead.”

Although they weren’t exactly to his liking, the mages proved to be useful. Merely being at the 4th circle, they weren’t much help in combat, but post-battle, they were far more valuable than those who knew nothing but the blade. 

Moreover, among the enemies, there happened to be an armor user capable of sniping. Relying on the buffed abilities of his tattoo and acting recklessly would surely lead to instant defeat. 

“Feeling filthy, I guess it’s time to taste some blood. Ptooey!” 

Jack spat out the half-chewed jerky and, holding his greatsword as tall as himself, began striding toward the fortress.

* * *

“Whoo, feels like I could fly.” 

Philip and the high-ranking officials sometimes practiced in power armor, but the euphoria of mana infiltrating every cell of his body never got old. It filled him with a confidence and vitality that seemed to scream he could do anything. 

“Of course, I shouldn’t get drunk on this feeling,” he mused. 

A common mistake among power armor novices was exactly that, failing to adapt to their enhanced strength, and forgetting that their opponent might also be an armor user. 

That’s where the distinction between a noble family and others lay. Knights from noble families could afford ample training to adapt to power armor, a luxury not available to common families. 

This difference often determined the survival rates of power armor users on the battlefield. Seasoned users kept a close watch on their armor’s condition and energy levels during combat. 

However, rookies, lost in their euphoria, failed to objectively assess their power armor’s condition. Wearing the same armor, they would run out of energy much sooner, becoming prey on the battlefield.

But Raul was in a different league compared to those rookies. His consistent training played a part, but importantly, a guide window on one corner of his view detailed the status of his power armor.

[Axel B-type Power Armor]

Grade: B


Base Output: 1.1 CP (Core Power)

Peak Output: 1.28 CP

Operation Time: 10h/max

Energy Remaining: 99% (9 hours 55 minutes remaining)

Operation Mode: Hybrid (Mana Stone + Self-Charging)

Defensive Spell: 6th Circle

Notes: Custom unit for Raul, integrated with [Regnator] (Overall performance +5%)

“Good. No issues at all.” 

Raul had been worried that the empire’s armor users might cause [Regnator] to act up, but thankfully, it was stable. The initial activation had been incredibly unstable. The operation was erratic, and neither the maintenance time nor the output could be controlled as intended. 

Philip, having experienced it firsthand, shook his head and advised Raul against using such a dangerous weapon in real combat, labeling [Regnator] as too risky. 

But Raul had no intention of giving up on the power armor, and he repeated the activation of Regnator even if it meant vomiting blood every time. The solution appeared from an unexpected place. 

It was when his older brother, Dylan, came to the capital and brought a gift for Raul. The Count of Ashton, Count Melvin, had a tradition of gifting power armor to his children when they became adults. 

Even if they couldn’t use it right away, it was expected to inspire them to improve their swordsmanship skills. In Raul’s case, there was an intention to give a different gift, but after seeing Raul win the adult ceremony tournament, a late order was placed, and it finally arrived. 

The B-Grade power armor was among the highest-performing products currently on sale. Moreover, the products from Axel Corporation were expensive due to their custom manufacturing system. 

To compensate for Raul’s lack of physical strength, the Count made a significant expenditure to specially order a model with enhanced output. 

“That’s the good thing about being a rich man’s son.” 

Even the cheapest, F-Grade power armor costs about 10 million gold, a luxury item. Given that an average knight’s monthly wage was about 100 gold, it would take over ten years for a regular knight to afford power armor on their own. 

Receiving a B-Grade power armor as an adult ceremony gift highlighted the privilege of being born with a silver spoon. Anyway, the B-Grade power armor that Raul received was the solution to [Regnator]. 

Regnator naturally integrated with Raul’s new power armor, allowing him to control it stably. Whizz. Raul stealthily avoided the scene where armor users were clashing and soared down the hill. 

His goal was not to rush into the battlefield and suppress the enemies. The battlefield was already tipped in favor of his knight order, and with Dalton joining, it would seal the victory. 


“Over there?” 

Raul’s target was the mages. Victory in battle would be meaningless if any enemy managed to escape. Although prepared for a clash with the Imperial Intelligence Agency, the Imperial Hounds, there was no need to reveal their strength to the enemy. 

Raul’s sharpened senses detected the displeasing presence of magic. It seemed that figures who were presumed to be mages were gathered in one place. 

“Good. Let’s clean them up all at once!” 

His power armor was engraved with defensive spells that could block up to the 6th circle. Even for mages who used 5th circle magic, it posed no problem. 

Raul, having spotted his prey, charged at the enemies even faster. And the moment he spotted the mages and drew his greatsword— 

Bang!! 

Skid. 

Someone ambushing from the side pushed Raul back significantly. 

“Damn! They weren’t just simple escorts.” 

A rare misjudgment from Raul had occurred. He aimed to deal with the mages first since he didn’t feel a strong presence from the attacker, who turned out to be a skilled expert capable of concealing their energy. 

“Ho. What a windfall! For the young master to come all this way alone! But this is a bit unexpected. An expert, and an armor user at that, was not something I heard of.”

With a bitter smile spreading across his face at the thought of dealing with those intelligence officers once he returned, Jack advanced towards Raul without hesitation. 

After all, whether an expert or not, his opponent stood no chance against him. Swinging his greatsword casually as he walked, Jack’s figure was enveloped in a pitch-black suit of armor. 

Both Raul and Jack wore black armor, but while Raul’s armor shone as if light would reflect directly off of it, Jack’s armor was a dull matte black, appearing to absorb all light. 

Among the two contrasting figures, Jack’s presence was overwhelmingly dominant. Up until he donned his power armor, it seemed like mere child’s play; now, a black aura flared and swirled around his armor. 

In contrast, Raul wasn’t emanating any aura. He simply stood quiet and calm, his sword pointed towards Jack. However, his eyes had turned a golden hue, piercing through Jack as if seeing everything.

[Name]: Jack (44)

[Level]: 81

[Occupation]: Knight (High-level Sword Expert)

[Affiliation]: 8th Duke Battalion Vice Commander of the Imperial Hounds of the Cranen Empire, Ruben Kingdom Branch

[Stats]: Potential (A-Grade)

[Strength 79] 

[Agility 77] 

[Stamina 73] 

[Intelligence 71] 

[Mind 61] 

[Magic Power 73] 

[Sense 68]

*Unique Traits

Blood-covered (A-), Shrewd (B), Narcissism (C+)

Considering his stats and level, he was a typical upper-level sword expert knight, seemingly at the level of Jake or Pierce. 

“But activating the tattoo would transform him into a monster surpassing upper levels.” 

Without a doubt, he was the strongest enemy they had faced so far. Moreover, his power armor wasn’t just some low-quality mass production model, but the real deal.

[Empire K-C Type Commander’s Power Armor]

Grade: C

Output: 1.0 CP (Core Power)

Operation Time: 6h/max

Operation Mode: Self-Recharging

Defensive Spells: 5th Circle

Notable Features: Equipped with Command Communication Equipment

Raul, even after checking the information, was not perturbed. He knew that stats in the status window were mere reference materials, and the outcome of a battle was never determined solely by who had superior stats. Raul steeled his resolve, recalling the battle experience he had accumulated in his past life and the relentless training he had undergone. 

“I’ll show you, imperial hound, just how overpowered a player with both regression and equipment advantages can become!”

Golden light sharpened to a fine edge began to blaze from Raul’s greatsword.

(To be continued)
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Clash!! 

Boom!!!

The shockwave from the collision of greatswords swept through the vicinity. Golden and pitch-black sword auras interweaved in the air, leaving trails as if trying to devour each other.

Boom!!

After another clash, Jack and Raul put some distance between them.

“Not bad! To be that skilled at such a young age. The head researcher would drool over you!”

“You’re less impressive than I thought. I had assumed you were some kind of secret weapon, given how you were hanging back.”

“Ha, the little guy sure talks big. Well, soon enough, your mouth will be the only thing left talking!”

Swoosh~ Bang!

Jack’s greatsword again aimed for Raul’s torso. Raul calmly raised his sword to deflect Jack’s blow, but it felt significantly heavier than before.

Clang! Clash! Boom!

The relentless assault, barely recognizable as swordsmanship, pushed Raul increasingly back. Riding the thrill, Jack shouted between heavy breaths.

“They say the Count Ashton’s greatsword technique is the finest, don’t they? Honestly, I’ve never been convinced.”

Whoosh!!

“Ugh!”

Raul staggered slightly under the sudden weight of Jack’s now doubly thick, black sword aura.

“Best swordsmanship from some backwater territory stuck in the kingdom’s outskirts!? What a joke. I can’t stand it. All the peace-addled nobility’s drivel!”

Crash!

Once more, a thick sword aura fell. But this time, Raul did not retreat.


“Ridiculous. Discussing swordsmanship while just pushing with brute force, without showing a proper technique. But then, what else can you expect from a rat that can’t even present its own swordplay convincingly?”

Provoked by Raul’s taunt, Jack, resting his greatsword on his shoulder, chuckled.

“Well, you’ve got a point. Thought I’d amuse myself, but you’re digging your own grave. No point in dragging this out; let’s finish it.”

With that, Jack positioned his massive two-handed sword behind him, preparing his distinctive stance. Raul, too, lifted his bastard sword to chest level, ready to face Jack’s attack.

Rumble.

A low rumble emanated from Jack’s sword as black smoke poured out like fog. The creeping black smoke soon enveloped his entire sword, hiding the pitch-black sword aura within the mist. Raul’s eyes sparkled.

‘There it is! Shadow Clipper!’

It was one of the greatsword techniques used by swordsmen from the Empire.

In his past life, he had encountered it a few times. The eerie technique involved a sinister sword aura hidden within the black smoke, attacking in unpredictable patterns.

“Heh. Let’s see you take this, you arrogant brat!”

Swoosh!!!

Jack’s sword tore through the ground, rushing towards Raul. The mass of black smoke made it seem less like a greatsword and more like a colossal pillar bearing down.

In the face of the seemingly engulfing black mass, Raul remained completely unfazed. Raul held his stance steadfastly, his eyes tinting a shimmering gold.  

“Ha!”  

Raul’s sword transformed into a streak of light as it penetrated the black smoke.  

Clang!  

“No! He figured it out?!”  

Raul’s golden sword qi pushed back the pitch-black sword qi, and Jack’s greatsword narrowly missed Raul’s waist, passing by just inches away. Caught off guard, Jack hesitated for a moment, during which Raul’s sword lunged towards Jack’s shoulder.  

“Not so fast!”  

Thump!  


Raul’s sword, nearly reaching Jack’s armor, was unfortunately blocked. The difference in basic stats and physicality was inevitable.  

“This bastard~!!!”  

Jack, having narrowly escaped an unexpected strike, expressed his fury as he swung his sword again. His sword, filled with a resolve not to be careless, emitted even more smoke, and his sword qi was more sinisterly concealed than before.  

However, Raul was no easy opponent. His eyes, as if piercing through everything, discerned the hidden sword qi, and Raul’s greatsword, embodying the essence of Bear Crush (the sword technique of the Count Ashton family), confronted Jack’s sword.  

Clang! Clash!  

In an instant, over a hundred exchanges had passed. Incredibly, the battle between them was at a stalemate. Jack’s sword might have been superior in strength and speed, but he couldn’t break through Raul’s fluid swordsmanship that preemptively read and countered his movements.  

‘Huh, unbelievable.’  

Jack inwardly scoffed. How could he, who had reached the upper echelons of expertise, fail to handle a rookie who had just entered the realm of experts?  

Frankly, it was a peculiar situation to chalk up to a difference in swordsmanship. The swordsmanship that the rookie was using did not seem particularly special or outstanding.  

‘It’s as if he’s reading my mind.’  

Raul blocked the sword paths at precisely the right moments, disrupting the flow of Jack’s swordsmanship. Yet, Jack wasn’t in a hurry. The real power of his Shadow Clipper swordsmanship was yet to be unleashed.  

‘Rookie. Your bravado ends here.’  

Jack looked at the black smoke enveloping him and Raul, a sly smile on his face.  

“This is the end!”  

Jack screamed as he swung his sword horizontally in a wide arc. A crescent-shaped sword qi flew towards Raul, and the surrounding black smoke rode the sword qi, crashing down on Raul like a tidal wave.  

Raul, as he had done previously, swung his sword to fend off the sword qi, but could not prevent himself from being engulfed by the black smoke.  

Tatatat! Thump! Thump!  

Sparks flew as Raul’s power armor collided with the black smoke.  

-Warning! Warning! Unknown energy is attempting to infiltrate the user’s body.  

-The defensive spells of the power armor are activated.  


-A sudden consumption of energy is detected. Please be aware of the power armor’s operating time. Energy levels at 81%, 80%, …. 

A warning window popped up before Raul’s eyes. He noticed a dramatic drop in energy reserves after being engulfed in black smoke. 

However, Raul dismissed the warning window as if it was nothing and silently focused on the battle. 

“The vile nature that craves mana is still the same. I never knew it could even burn through power armor’s energy.” 

Raul had already suffered at the hands of this terrible smoke in his past life. Yet, why would he willingly fall victim to it again? 

Below the dismissed warning window, a percentage bar was racing towards 100%. Jack looked at Raul, who showed no particular movement, and let out a sinister smile as if he was looking at a prey he had captured. 

“Heh, you’re no different after all.” 

This is why traditional knights were easy to deal with. Their swordsmanship might be excellent, but their ability to respond to unexpected variables was lacking. 

The knights he had encountered before were no different. There were some who showed considerable effort, but all of them were captured by Shadow Mist. 

“Cowardly magic? Who says there’s dishonor on the battlefield?” 

Those fools who amused him till the end are probably meeting with the angels in the laboratory by now. Though wearing rather expensive power armor offering tough resistance, the young one before him would soon fall to the ground. 

“Got the young one, now what? Did the mage think he’d use brainwashing magic?” 

While Jack thought the battle was already over and got lost in his thoughts, Raul’s sword began to show significant changes. Rumble. The sword vibrated once. 

“This is the feeling.” 

Simultaneously, a popup window appeared before Raul’s eyes. 

-Synchronization rate has reached 100%. 

-Copycat Quest [Observation, Experience Sync] has been completed. 

-Total 323Combo, Time 3 minutes 22 seconds. Rank S. 

-Rank S Bonus. [Swordsmanship: Shadow Clipper (A-)] proficiency adjusted to Intermediate Lv.1. 

-[Swordsmanship: Shadow Clipper (A-)] has been successfully engraved into the skill book. 

“Finally, a big catch!” 

Until now, the [Copycat] skill had only managed to steal C-rank and lower, mediocre skills without much opportunity to shine. However, today it made a significant achievement. 

But, as he was about to activate the stolen skill to surprise him with a thank you, an unexpected event occurred. 

Sparks flew from the sword as mana flowed into it according to the skill’s guidance, and the skill was canceled. 

“Damn it! What’s this!” 

Simultaneously, a burning sensation flowed out of Raul’s bracelet and into his heart. 

-ERROR! ERROR! 

-[Regnator] has detected a forbidden attribute skill. 

-Under the covenant, the user’s skill [Shadow Clipper (A-)] has been discarded. 

-Searching for replacement skill. 

-Replacement skill [Radiant Aura (A+)] acquired. Raul, who had slightly frowned in pain, widened his eyes in shock.

‘Why is this coming out here?!” 

The skill [Radiant Aura (A+)] was not a sword technique, but in fact, a top-tier active skill of the Holy Knights! 

“Hehehe. Finally thinking of giving up, are you? If you disarm and surrender, I’ll spare your life at least!” 

As Raul staggered back, Jack, mistaking him for mana-depleted, shouted loudly. 

“Sigh, unlucky.” 

As Raul sighed and lamented, Jack, slinging his greatsword over his shoulder, spoke arrogantly. 

“Yeah. To meet me of all people, you’re indeed out of luck! No need to be ashamed. After all, there are few in this kingdom who can beat me. Mwahahaha!” 

Raul chuckled softly as he watched Jack spout nonsense. 

“No, it means YOU are the unlucky one for meeting one of those few today. You dumb imperial mutt!” 

“Has this brat lost his mind?!” 

Raul didn’t bother to reply but instead activated his newly acquired skill. 

Swish~. 

A gentle breeze, centered around Raul, swept out once. 

“Uh…!?” 

At the strange sensation, Jack tilted his head in confusion. Bang!! A radiant golden light burst from Raul’s body, sweeping across the battlefield. 

“What?!” 

Temporarily blinded by the dazzling light, Jack hastily stepped back, covering his face with his arm. Meanwhile, some mercenaries observing the battle from atop the ramparts, shocked by the wave of light, hunched over then showed surprised expressions. 

“Oh! The wound on the back of my hand is halfway healed!!” “I suddenly feel like all my fatigue has been washed away?” 

One mercenary stood up, weapon in hand, and said, “Doesn’t feel like I would lose if I fought now!” 

He slightly leaned forward, and the mercenaries on either side grabbed his arm. 

“Hey, you’ll die if you do that!” 

“That’s probably true, right?” 

Although it was somewhat foolhardy, they indeed felt a surge of courage. “What the hell just happened?” 

“That was the direction our employer went in…” “Could it be! Were the rumors actually true?” “What rumors?” 

“Well, there had been some talk among the villagers that our employer might actually be an apostle of the gods.” 

“Nah, that’s a bit much. I mean, our employer does look unnaturally handsome and exudes a dignity that doesn’t match his age, but an apostle of the gods?” 

“Haha, right? Shouldn’t an apostle of the gods be bursting with halos from their body, and their sword overflowing with holy energy or something? Like, exactly like that… Wait…?!” 

With a boom, trees in the distant forest burst apart, revealing two figures. And among them, one person’s body shimmered with a golden radiance while his sword blazed with a brilliant golden aura.

“……” 

“……” 

Watching the terrifying clash of black and gold, the mercenaries were speechless for a while. 

(To be continued)
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“Damn it all! Of all things, he had to have something so bothersome hidden away….”

It was unclear if Jack was angry or annoyed, but his jaw under the mask was visibly trembling.

All the Shadow Mist he had meticulously laid down was blown away in an instant.

Moreover, the golden aura emanating from the novice’s sword was the opposite of his own swordsmanship.

With every clash, the Shadow Mist dissipated, erasing the advantage of concealing his sword aura.

“You bastard! How can you use divine power?!” Jack yelled irritably.

But Raul continued his assault with a calm expression that seemed to question what Jack was even talking about.

‘Divine power, he says?’

It might have looked splendid and sacred from the outside, but it was merely a pure concentration of mana, not mixed with any divine power.

After all, Raul didn’t even have divine power stats to begin with. Still, looking at Jack’s expression made him wonder if he might have been wrong.

‘Perhaps something got mixed in because of the Regnator?’

Regardless, it wasn’t a bad development. It seemed like it would be of great help in future confrontations with the empire’s forces. The real issue was something else.

‘How do I control this?’

Light emitting from his body as if he were a light bulb! And how on earth was he supposed to deal with the halo effect clinging to his sword qi?

Despite its flashy appearance, in practice, its effects were limited to slight anti-magic power and a minor blessing effect.

He was no exhibitionist; continuing to stand out on the battlefield like this was akin to sending an open invitation to enemies!

‘It’s like asking to be targeted. I can’t help it now, but I need to find a way to get rid of this unnecessary halo effect.’

The skill itself had incredible effects. When activated, it granted a wide area with the holy trinity of divine powers: Purification, Blessing, and Cure. Moreover, it continuously maintained blessing and anti-magic effects around the caster and his allies.

Currently, the skill’s mastery was only at intermediate level 1, so the effects were limited to Raul, but in the future, it promised to be a powerful area-wide buff skill that could influence the entire battlefield.


Boom! Bang!!

Despite his complaints, Raul’s radiant effects made the battle incredibly dynamic and spectacular. The fight between Jack, shrouded in dark magic, and Raul, scattering golden radiance, resembled a clash between demons and angels.

However, Raul wasn’t the only one displeased with the situation.

‘I need to capture this guy quickly!’

Jack was becoming increasingly impatient. The battle below the fortress had already tipped in one direction. The demonic cavalry had been annihilated, and tattooed agents and armor users were barely holding on.

He didn’t know when the knights from the other side would intervene.

‘Damn it. I didn’t want to use it if possible!’

The emperor’s emblem etched on his body granted tremendous power, but the aftermath once its duration ended was far from mild. He hadn’t used it once in the past few days of hunting, and now he had to use it against this novice!

Admittedly, it was a blow to his pride, but holding back any longer could lead to a situation where he’d be neither alive nor dead.

“Fine. I’ll erase you from this world, along with that repulsive light!” 

People often harbored misconceptions. 

– Fire is weak to water. 

– Light suppresses darkness. 

– Divine power is stronger than black magic. 

However, Jack believed these ideas couldn’t be further from the truth. Water evaporates in face of a fierce flame, darkness consumes light. The crux of the matter wasn’t about compatibility or opposition. 

“The strong prevail!” 

There was only one unchanging truth. And Jack was about to prove that fact. 

“Huff.” 

Taking a deep breath, Jack’s body began to transform drastically.

Worm-like red tattoos crawled up from below his neck, covering his entire face. With that, his muscles swelled explosively, and a black steam-like aura burst forth from his body. 


“Aaargh!” 

Cras~~h! Boom bang! 

With a ferocious bellow, Jack swung, and although Raul blocked the blow with his bastard sword, he couldn’t withstand the impact and was sent flying back pathetically. 

“Aaah! Die already!” 

Jack leaped over a distance of more than 10 meters in a single bound, and his greatsword unleashed a crescent-shaped black sword qi that rained down on Raul in an indiscriminate bombardment. 

Bang! Smash! Boom!! 

Facing the terrifying onslaught, Raul was swept away like a leaf caught in a storm, and the golden aura swirling around him vanished without a trace. 

The doping-enhanced strength and speed overwhelmed Raul, the black magic aura devoured the aura of brilliance, and once more enveloped Raul’s power armor. 

Raul could hardly counter and struggled just to defend himself against the one-sided assault. Pushed far from the fortress just as Jack intended, the battle seemed to conclude with Jack’s victory. 

‘But why does he remain so calm!’ 

Through the gaps in his helmet, Raul’s eyes were steadfast, and his movements remained unshaken, as if scoffing at Jack’s efforts. Anger surged within Jack. 

‘Fine, I’ll finish you off!’ 

Jack grasped his two-handed sword with both hands and stretched it towards the sky. 

Roa~~r! 

The energy around the sword began to rush in madly. Initially about a meter long, the black sword qi grew to 2 meters, then 3, and finally extended to 5 meters. 

Crack. Zap! 

Like a tower, the erected pillar of black energy violently contorted, as if it would tear the atmosphere apart, showcasing its presence. 

“This is it, rookie!!” 

A colossal pillar of dark sword qi plummeted towards Raul. Faced with the terrifying energy capable of devouring space itself, Raul made an unexpected decision. 

Rather than dodging the blade qi, he hurled himself towards Jack and the striking force. 


“What? Looking to die, have you lost your mind?” 

A smirk twitched at the corner of Jack’s mouth, yet he didn’t ease the force in his hands. Initially, his goal had been to capture the rookie, but now he was so irritated that he didn’t care about the outcome. 

Finally, the black demonic blade qi fell to the ground. 

‘…?’ 

However, the expected sound of collision did not follow. That’s because his blade qi never reached the ground. Ridiculously, Jack’s greatsword was firmly grasped in Raul’s right hand, unable to move a bit. 

“Good heavens!” 

Chills ran down Jack’s entire body. 

‘What on earth is that!?’ 

The golden armor covering Raul’s right shoulder down to his fingertips. It radiated a presence unlike any power armor before, remaining unscratched even as Jack’s greatsword, covered in demonic blade qi, made direct contact. 

A power armor above power armor? He had never heard of such a thing. 

“Ghah!” 

Jack, facing Raul’s cold and serene golden eyes, let out a subdued groan. The prey that had seemed so beneath him now looked like an untouchable monster. 

‘Shivering, me?’ 

“Argh!!” 

Gritting his teeth, Jack let out a scream, retracting his greatsword to create some distance. 

“No, that can’t be!!” 

Refusing to accept it, Jack swung his sword wildly. Every swing launched a sharp crescent of blade qi towards Raul. Yet, none of them fazed Raul. Without moving an inch, Raul effortlessly shattered the blade qi with his greatsword. Desperately unleashing dozens of blade qis, Jack suddenly turned and sprinted towards the fortress. 

“Damn it! Any mages listening? Take care of the monster I’ve captured. Clear the gate and retreat! The rest of you, buy time!!” 

Through the command communication function built into the power armor, Jack issued orders while hastening his steps and glancing back. Continuing the fight with this monster was pointless. 

Considering the remaining energy of the power armor and the duration of the spells, continuing the battle here was a waste of time. 

“I haven’t lost. It’s just that the situation is unfavorable, so it’s a strategic retreat. Next time, I’ll come prepared and crush him!” 

If he had known the monster’s capabilities from the start, he wouldn’t have fought this way. It was as if he was the only one who had unnecessarily drained his strength. Whether that monster was really 15 was also questionable. 

And what right did he have to so arrogantly conceal his power? It was as if he knew what they were planning to do all along. 

‘No, could it be? No, that’s impossible… For now, let’s head back and think it over.’ 

Even as he neared the fortress, the monstrous figure maintained a certain distance, merely following. No matter how much he tried to run, the figure following him nonchalantly, hands clasped behind his back as if on a leisurely walk, was infuriating.

“Tch. Let’s see how long you can keep up that arrogance.”

The thought of the enemy’s bewildered face after suddenly clearing the gate and disappearing brought a slight smile to his lips.

Bang! Splutter!!

Before he knew it, he had arrived at the fortress’s front lines.

“Darn it.”

It seemed the fools hadn’t managed to buy enough time. Except for five armor users, everyone else had fallen, and they were starting to be outnumbered. It seemed like total annihilation was only a matter of time.

“What a miscalculation. I won’t let the intelligence guys off when we get back!”

At that moment, when Emil, the lieutenant, spotted Jack, he greeted him with a bright expression.

“Vice Commander Jack! Please, we need your help!!”

The extent of the damage was evident; hardly any part of his power armor remained intact. His core energy also seemed nearly depleted, with the defensive field flickering weakly.

Considering his opponent was Philip, the strongest of the First Knight Order, it was impressive he had held out this long.

Had Emil not managed to hold his own somehow, the Imperial Hounds’ armor users would have been wiped out long ago.

“What a useless lot! How dare you show your face after sacrificing all those troops!!”

The irritable Jack couldn’t possibly admit such a fact. Yet, seemingly intending to help, he started closing the distance towards Emil.

“Phew, we’re saved now!”

Emil, believing Jack could take on the monstrous knight from the opposing side, was about to breath a sigh of relief when he noticed a peculiar scene.

Jack, running towards them, kept glancing back, and sure enough, the youngster named Raul was following him. But it looked more like Jack was the one being chased.

“Ah, no way… Eek!”

While they were momentarily distracted, the enemy launched another attack. Somehow managing to fend it off, Jack finally reached him and his men.

“Vice Commander Jack! That knight over there….”

“Shut up! You idiots.”

Jack didn’t stop his charge but spat out insults as he brushed past Emil and his men.

Squeak!

In his hand was a red whistle, which he didn’t hesitate to blow fiercely.

A look of horror and disbelief crossed Emil’s face.

“Jack~ You bastard, trying to save only yourself, ugh!”

Enraged and cursing, Emil’s face went pale.

Whoosh!

Suddenly, dark magic flames started to engulf Emil and two other armor users.

The activation of the empire knights’ final self-destruct technique, [Dark Sacrifice], had begun.

Whether it was their will or not, the outcome was the same.

“Kwaargh!!”

Finally, three mad beasts unleashed on the battlefield.

(To be continued)
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“Form a perimeter around them! Do not engage them head-on!!”

There was no chaos.

Having encountered them before, preparations to face them again were already in place.

Upon Philip’s immediate command, the twelve First Knights Armor users quickly surrounded the black beasts.

“Pierce. You’re in command.”

“Leave it to me!”

Philip, having passed command to the more cautious Pierce, followed after Raul. If the enemy’s leader were to activate [Black Sacrifice], they couldn’t leave the Master to face him alone.

‘It’d be nice if things went as smoothly as before….’

Yet, Philip still hadn’t quite put his faith in the Master’s peculiar power armor. In case of the worst, he resolved to resort to ‘that’, increasing his pace further.

* * *

‘Why hasn’t there been any word??’

Trying to shake off the young monster that stuck to him like a leech, even sacrificing his men didn’t do the trick. Moreover, what sort of grudge did that youngster have against him to stick so closely behind?

Jack gritted his teeth in frustration, not stopping his pace for a moment. Then, finally, news came in. But it wasn’t the report Jack had been hoping for.

“Vice Commander Jack! Something seems to have gone wrong. Even after we’ve disposed of all the monsters we had captured, there’s no change to the gate. It seems….”

A throbbing pain ran through Jack’s head.

‘Could it be…?’

On the other hand, Raul pursued Jack with a much lighter heart. Fortunately, the battle unfolded just as Raul had envisioned.

The prepared combat supplies had been sufficiently helpful, and the mercenaries and knights had performed beyond expectations.

Seeing the enemy commander sneakily trying to flee upfront, it seemed that the operation outside the gate had also concluded successfully.


All that was left was to deal with the three berserk black monsters and the enemy commander. Raul, ensuring he didn’t stray too far from the fortress, chased after Jack, mocking his foolishness.

‘It’s clear as day what you’re thinking. Too bad things won’t go your way.’

Just as in his past life, the Imperial Hounds always hid a certain number of monsters somewhere to prevent players from clearing the gate.

After all, it prevented their prey from escaping the gate.

Now, with the tables turned, they might think to deal with the hidden monsters and escape from the gate….

‘That trick isn’t exclusive to you guys.’

Inside the fortress that Raul had established were several monsters, not killed, but captured and kept securely. In other words, they were just rats trapped in a poison jar.

Furthermore, Raul still had plenty of operating time left for his power armor. Compared to the first activation of the Regnator, Raul himself had undergone tremendous growth.

With his level, realm, and proficiency supporting him, and having consistently practiced controlling the power armor, the Regnator’s operating time had increased from 5 minutes to 30 minutes.

“I still a long way to go.”

The extent to which one needed to reach to fully harness the capabilities of the Regnator was still beyond comprehension. At that moment, Jack, who had been leading the way, changed his course drastically.

Until now, he had been casually roaming around the fortress, keeping an eye on Raul’s movements. But now, he seemed determined and started sprinting towards the fortress.

“He’s caught on!”

Although he wasn’t entirely sure, it seemed he had guessed there was something at the fortress.

“Philip!”

Raul, followed by Philip, signaled something and surged forward with explosive speed, quickly catching up to Jack.

With the combined strength of two power armors and psychokinesis, they moved as fast as a rocket.

Jack, however, was not to be underestimated.

Unlike the “Emperor’s Brand” given to ordinary soldiers, the “Emperor’s Sigil” amplified abilities more explosively.

Covered almost entirely in red sigils, Jack managed to stay just ahead of Raul. Soon, the fortress loomed before them.


“Regrettable, but it’s time to wrap this up.”

The length of today’s battle was solely due to Raul’s will. He had the upper hand from the start and could have won in a head-to-head confrontation.

But Raul’s goal wasn’t just victory. The knights of the First Knight Order had become too powerful too quickly. Compared to their new strength, they lacked practical experience.

Moreover, real combat experience between power armor users! It was an opportunity too good to pass up. But that was enough. He wasn’t some comic book hero to prolong the enemy’s hope by sparing them.

Raul conjured a spear he had set aside.

-[The Regnator has detected a fragment of forbidden power.]

-Do you wish to temporarily release the seal according to the pact? (Remaining time: 8 minutes and 22 seconds)

Unlike previous instances of going berserk upon detecting dark magic, this time Raul was given a choice.

Releasing the seal would grant immense power for a short period, but afterward, the power armor would forcibly deactivate, leaving him defenseless. Naturally, Raul had no choice but to use the [Regnator Awakening], his final move, cautiously.

‘And now is exactly the right time.’

Without hesitation, Raul activated his ultimate technique.

‘Release the seal!’

Whoooosh!

A massive golden wave swept across the battlefield, and Raul, now in complete golden armor, looked at Jack with a serene gaze. As Jack felt the enormous energy from behind and reflexively turned around,

Swoosh!

Raul extended his hand, and the radiant light enveloping him transformed into the shape of a hand and grasped Jack tightly.

“Arghhh!”

As if doused in acid, Jack’s power armor corroded with steam rising, and he screamed in agony as if his skin was melting off.

‘No, this can’t be happening! I must resort to my last option….’

But Jack didn’t have that chance. Philip had stealthily approached and was swinging his sword while Raul immobilized Jack’s movements.


“Could it, possibly…!?”

Swish!

Jack’s voice, startled, dissipated futilely into the air.

Thud.

A body, now without its head, fell powerless to the ground.

“Woah!!!”

“We won!!!”

At the same time, the mercenaries gathered atop the fortress walls burst into cheers of joy. It wasn’t merely the joy of victory in battle.

“Did you see!? The brilliant light enveloping young master Raul! And the light’s fist punishing evil!”

“It’s clear now. Our employer is an emissary of the divine!”

“I knew it from the start, think about it. If not for divine blessing, how could it be that none of us have perished till now?”

“Damn. I’m definitely following young master Raul from here on! An army of the divine! My childhood dream coming true like this….”

The mercenaries were convinced that Raul was a divine apostle. After witnessing such a scene, who could deny that fact? 

While the excited mercenaries cheered, the handling of the frenzied black beasts on the neighboring battlefield appeared to be finished. Knights, as if they had been waiting, surrounded Raul.

“Cough.”

Raul, whose power armor was now deactivated, spat out a bit of blood. Thankfully, it seemed the knights shielded him so the mercenaries didn’t witness this scene.

“Phew, well done everyone.”

Raul, barely calming his insides, smiled and commended his subordinates. However, it wasn’t over quite yet.

“Sir Jake, take swift subordinates and deal with the remnants of the enemy. Sir Pierce, gather the enemy’s remnants and clean any unnecessary traces. Homer and the rest of the knights prepare the fortress for our retreat.”

“Leave it to us!”

Following the orders, the knights began their cleanup, leaving only Philip beside Raul.

“Sir Philip, congratulations. Not much left now.”

At Raul’s words, Philip bowed graciously, a warm smile on his face.

“Thank you. This is all thanks to the master. I will continue to refine myself to be of further assistance to you!”

The sword that Philip wielded, ending Jack in a fleeting moment, undoubtedly held an ‘Aura Blade’.

Of course, this didn’t mean that Philip had reached the realm of a Sword Master. Being able to condense power to momentarily create an Aura Blade signified that he had reached the very brink of a Sword Expert.

And it also meant he had earned the qualification to become a true Master.

‘Hmm. If Sir Philip reaches the realm of a Master before father does, that wouldn’t bode well for his reputation?’

Though a stray thought crossed his mind, Raul’s plan to nurture those around him to prepare for the future was smoothly progressing.

And not long after, the short yet intense Gate expedition concluded.

* * *

“What have you found?”

“It looks quite difficult. Not just one but all of them have become imbeciles… Truly despicable ones.”

In the manor’s conference room, Raul and the guild’s executives were all gathered. Two days had already passed since the clash with the Imperial Hounds.

Currently, the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium, was engulfed in immense chaos and anxiety due to the emergence of the empire’s mage-troopers and the intelligence department.

Raul revealed the corpses of mage-troopers and empire armor users that he had obtained from the gate, making no effort to hide them. It was only natural that it caused a commotion.

The investigation team from the palace, based on the testimonies and evidence from Raul and the mercenaries, hastily embarked on tracking down the empire’s intelligence department, though there wasn’t much optimism about it.

More proactive were the families to which the missing punitive forces belonged. Setting aside the tangible losses, the family’s honor was at stake, so remaining silent even after learning the identity of the culprits was out of the question.

They even mobilized their private soldiers to turn the capital’s back alleys upside down. Meanwhile, the Mage Towers and mages set their sights on the corpses of the mage-troopers and the empire’s power armor.

It hadn’t even been a few days yet various Mage Towers had expressed their intent to purchase, and even an executive from the Mages’ Association visited the manor. The temple was also not idle.

Not only were these no ordinary imperial soldiers, but the emergence of black magic gave the temple ample reason to act.

They were curious about the rumors claiming Raul to be a messenger of the gods, but Raul avoided the priests, using his physical condition as an excuse.

At least in matters related to divine power or religion, caution was Raul’s mantra.

Nonetheless, Raul managed to distribute the spoils appropriately to keep the various factions from being dissatisfied, naturally reaping significant profits in the process.

Only after such arrangements were made could everyone gather in the conference room like this.

“Sigh. So what we’ve learned is that some of them were disguised as soldiers of the capital’s defense forces? If only we had a bit more of a clue…”

“My apologies.”

As Raul sighed, Bernard bowed his head. However, this was not a problem that could be blamed on anyone. The mages they had almost captured alive within the gate died from explosive tattoos.

Those who made a passage with a chaos engine outside the gate were hiding in the basement of a nearby house.

Bernard and the remaining guild members found them, relying on hints from previous life memories, but the moment they were caught, all of them turned into imbeciles.

Though expected, it was still disappointing.

‘If only we had a proper intelligence organization…’

But what could be done about something that didn’t exist?

“Let’s conclude the investigation on these scoundrels for now. They’ll show up again before long, and we’ll target them then. Deliver the prisoners quietly to Master Gray at the academy. Master Gray might find something.”

“We will do so.”

“And the preparations for tomorrow’s event?”

“We are ensuring everything is prepared as smoothly as possible.”

Tomorrow was the day of the Knights’ Association’s knighting ceremony.

Due to various events overlapping, it wouldn’t be as grand as in previous years, but it was a significant appointment.

‘Tomorrow. Our First Knight Order will show what it’s truly made of!’

Raul’s eyes sparkled fiercely with a firm resolution.

(To be continued)
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There was no shining knights’ parade nor a splendid procession. The atmosphere of the capital, Thurium, was not stable enough to host a festival.

The Knight’s Association’s annual inauguration ceremony was not cancelled but was conducted in a simplified manner due to the circumstances.

All extravagant displays were omitted, focusing instead on the qualifications review, which condensed what would have been a three-day event into just one.

“This isn’t necessarily bad.”

Raul thought it was for the best. With each day as precious as gold, there was no need to waste time on pompous events.

And there would be plenty of opportunities to elevate the prestige of the knight order in the future. Today, it was sufficient for Raul’s First Knight Order to be officially recognized as a formal entity.

Click-clack. Click-clack.

Leading the way were Raul, Philip, Jake, Pierce as senior knights, followed by six officially appointed knights from the count’s household.

And the remaining 35 squires mounted on horses, marching in an orderly fashion, gathered crowds despite there being no scheduled parade.

Forty-five knights, adorned in white armor embroidered with golden eagles and draped in dark blue cloaks, mounted on white horses, enchanted the hearts of the onlookers.

“It’s the First Knight Order!”

“My goodness! Such magnificent armor!”

“Is the person in the front the very young master Raul?”

“Could this truly be the army of the divine? Behold the sacred presence of this knight order!”

“Hurray for the First Knight Order, the saviors of Thurium!”

Raul and his knight order, having become stars, were the center of many people’s attention.

It seemed that not only those who had been saved by them but also many who wanted to witness the famed knight order had been waiting in front of the mansion from early on.

‘It was unintentional…’

They had inadvertently staged their own parade and become the focus of attention.


Raul was inwardly pleased, seeing that the new knightly armor and white horses he had prepared for today were indeed serving their purpose well.

As it wasn’t an official event, one hundred mercenaries were tasked with maintaining order, escorting the knight order through the march. Naturally, the widening grins of the welcomed mercenaries seemed to stretch towards the heavens.

Once they took to the main road, aside from Raul’s First Knight Order, several groups of knights heading to the event site came into view. Due to the gate incident, those moving in knightly orders were scarce.

‘Indeed. In times like these, when trouble in their domains is unpredictable, few would dare to send their knightly orders to the capital.’

However, the actual number of attendees remained unseen. If Raul’s prediction was right, this inauguration might hold a different significance and become unprecedented in its way.

The crowd buzzed and murmured in excitement. The Knight’s Colosseum, where the investiture ceremony was to take place, was swarming with so many knights that there was hardly any room to set foot.

“I expected as much, but it seems there are more participants than I thought?”

“It looks like a lot of the mercenaries who aren’t affiliated with any house or order have joined.”

Philip scanned the Colosseum and responded. Knights belonging to a house or an order usually had a standard-bearer with them, whereas those without affiliation often only brought along unaffiliated squires, without any banners.

In fact, the majority of knights present at the event were those without standards.

Perhaps that was why when an knight order adorned in splendid armor made their entrance, all eyes were immediately drawn to them.

“Hm? Which order is that? I don’t recognize the armor.”

“Was there an order that used a golden bird as their emblem?”

“Look at the crest of their house. That’s the golden bear of the Ashton County!”

“Then could they possibly be the rumored ones…?”

The First Knight Order’s standard-bearer held two flags.

One was the flag of the Ashton County, emblazoned with its heraldic symbol, a roaring golden bear.

The other was a flag adorned with the newly created ‘Golden Hawk’ emblem of Raul’s First Knight Order.

“Has the whole order participated?”

“It seems there aren’t many official knights, but it looks like they have come to attend.”


“Even the squires are given such armor? The rumors about the county being wealthy weren’t exaggerated.”

“Tch. Youngsters all decked out in fancy gear. What’s the use if you don’t have the skill?”

“You’re out of the loop, my friend. They’re currently the most respected knight order.”

Talk about Raul and the First Knight Order circulated amongst those gathered. While some looked on with eyes full of envy, most were curious to see how much of the rumor was true.

After the First Knight Order’s entrance, several other orders and knights arrived, including those from other prestigious martial families.

However, whether in terms of the number of people or the quality and appearance of their gear, Raul’s First Knight Order was undoubtedly the most conspicuous.

As the saying goes, “A good-looking rice cake tastes good,” Raul believed that while skill was important, appearance was equally crucial in raising the order’s prestige.

Though it may seem inefficient or illogical, in the society of Connect’s nobility, dignity and honor were considered more important than money. Being their first public appearance, it was necessary to make a visually overwhelming impression.

With the entrance completed, the ceremony began with a congratulatory speech from Carson, a baronet who was both the former captain of the royal knight and the current chairman of the Knight’s Association.

The Knight’s Association’s investiture ceremony. Although it was officially called a knight order ceremony, in reality, it was more akin to an ‘accredited knight qualification examination.’ In Connect, knights were broadly categorized into three types.

The first type were self-proclaimed knights, often the children of noble families or wealthy merchants who had both a horse and equipment. Hence, the skill level among these so-called knights varied greatly.

The second type was formally knighted knights, those who had been knighted by a noble of at least the rank of count.

These were knights, typically affiliated with noble families or orders, who were somewhat verified. Generally, when one referred to knights, it meant these individuals.

Lastly, there were accredited knights, officially recognized by the Knights’ Association.

Becoming an accredited knight not only granted one the title of a baronet but also included registration with the Knights’ Association, bringing various benefits.

In the First Knights’ Order, there was only one accredited knight, Philip, while Jake and Pierce had been knighted by Count Melvin.

“But Master, do we really need the association’s accreditation? Honestly, it seems like an unnecessary credential…”

Jake’s curiosity was understandable.

For mercenaries, becoming an accredited knight meant an increase in value and assistance from the association in receiving commissions or finding a new lord.

However, for those who already served a lord and had joined a prestigious knight order, there weren’t many benefits, which was the reality of the situation.


Moreover, participating in the examination for knight order involved a fee, and some were reluctant at the thought of having their skills evaluated by someone else.

Therefore, unless in special circumstances, members of prestigious knight orders rarely sought accreditation from the association.

“If it’s not a necessity, then having it can’t hurt, right? Besides, we’re not prestigious; we’re a new knight order. To raise our order’s reputation, we should seize such opportunities.”

“If Master says so. But how well do you think I need to perform?”

Jake, now seemingly motivated, shrugged his shoulders and asked as Raul flashed a sly smile.

“With Sir Jake’s skill, taking it easy should be more than enough, shouldn’t it? After all, the main characters today are them.”

Raul glanced toward the squires, leading Jake to relax his shoulders and chuckle.

“Ha-ha, we can’t steal the fun from these fledglings. Hey, you all heard? Anyone who doesn’t perform well today is getting extra training with me after this!”

“Yes! We’ll do our best!”

The squires responded loudly.

“All right, let’s show them what we’re made of!”

“Woah!”

As Jake raised his fist, all the members shouted in unison. Despite what could have been a tense situation, they all seemed overflowing with confidence.

And so, the formal qualification examination began.

* * *

The Knights’ Association’s standards for an accredited knight were rigorous.

After all, a knight was a combat specialist. Naturally, horseback riding was a basic skill, and at least eight types of weapons including lance fighting, archery, and shield techniques had to be mastered to a certain level.

As a result, the examination sections were inevitably diverse.

“This year, there’s an unusually high number of mercenaries participating.”

“The total number of applicants is also the highest it’s been in nearly a decade.”

“It must be largely due to the gate that appeared this time, right?”

“Indeed. As the era of peace is coming to an end, the demand for knights is naturally increasing, isn’t it?”

The judges conversed among themselves as they looked out over the spectator seats. In years past, about half of the VIP section, not to mention the regular spectator seats, would have been empty, but this time they were packed full of nobility.

Even the general audience seats were at full capacity, a situation not even the association had anticipated.

“We decided to proceed with a brief procedure because almost no prestigious noble families or knight orders registered, but this is clearly a miscalculation.”

“Given the situation, the upper echelons of the association had no choice. Considering we were worried it might be canceled, how fortunate is this? The chairman of the association is grinning from ear to ear.”

The reason behind the association’s miscalculated forecast was the nature of this knighting ceremony. In reality, less than 50 people were knighted as official knights each year.

However, the number of applicants was close to a thousand every year because it was an official occasion where knights could publicly demonstrate their skills.

After the basic examination, an instructional sparring session that also served as a second examination was conducted inside the coliseum.

The examiners leading this sparring session were at least intermediate sword experts. If one showed promise during the sparring with these examiners, even without being knighted, noble families often made scouting offers.

In a way, it acted as a ‘showcase’ opportunity for knights. The particularly high attendance of mercenaries this year was attributed to rumors that small and mid-sized noble families felt uneasy with the emergence of the gate and were looking to mass recruit knights.

Indeed, most of the nobles filling the spectator and audience seats today were there for this reason.

“It would be nice if there were some decent knights available.”

“Mercenaries just can’t be trusted, can they? A knight of some caliber is always the best, isn’t it?”

“Anyway, this is our chance. Since prestigious knight orders have nearly all abstained from participating, the opportunity may well come to us.”

The knights deemed worthy were often recruited by the participating knight orders, so this ceremony, held during a tumultuous time, presented a good opportunity for small and mid-sized noble families. However, they were unaware.

Unbeknownst to them, someone else was desperately searching for talent.

Raul, confidently taking his place in the center of the First Knight Order, had his eyes sparkling ceaselessly with a golden gleam. Not only that, but Raul’s arrangements were already in motion inside the examination hall.

‘Sorry, but the one who marks their territory first gets the prey.’

A mischievous smile had already formed on Raul’s lips.

(To be continued)
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“Oh no, Knight! Your helmet strap has come undone!!”

“Sir, could your equipment possibly need repairs?”

“Have you had something to eat yet?”

Throughout the examination hall, certain individuals were busily moving about.

They were the mercenaries who had come with Raul and the employees working at the mansion.

The people they usually talked to were mostly knights who were alone, or those who only had a single squire in tow.

Among those who attended the investiture ceremony, most of the mercenaries had come from places other than the capital.

Some had arrived in a hurry due to time constraints, and even those who arrived early often attended without proper preparation.

The term “mercenary” might sound quite romantic, but in reality, it was almost the same as being an unemployed wanderer without a proper income.

To maintain a mercenary’s life, the costs were high, from feeding and caring for a horse to maintaining armor and weapons.

For a mercenary, covering these expenses was by no means an easy task, and as a result, the conditions of the knights in attendance did not seem too favorable.

It was precisely to these individuals that Raul’s employees extended a helping hand.

“Come this way, and we’ll check your equipment for free!”

“If you need a meal, come and have something to eat before you go.”

“Your armor is quite dirty! Come over here, and we’ll clean it up for you.”

However, as mercenaries who had faced the world’s challenges, it was natural for them to be skeptical.

“There is no such thing as a free lunch in this world! Which trading company’s hawkers are you?”

“Hawkers? I am a servant of young master Raul of the Count Ashton Family. The services we offer to the mercenaries are all prepared by our lord himself, for the mercenaries who have come from afar. We will certainly not ask for money, so feel free to stop by!”

“The Count Ashton Family? Could it be that young master Raul is…?”


“Indeed. He is the Guardian of Thurium and the master of the First Knight Order.”

“Ahem… In that case, I will accept young master Raul’s kindness.”

Conversations like this were taking place all over the examination hall.

Outside the hall, on a spacious courtyard, there were rows of temporary booths and tents bearing the coat of arms of the Count Ashton Family and the First Knight Order.

There, specially invited blacksmiths were offering simple repairs and maintenance in temporary workshops, while chefs were preparing and serving food in a makeshift dining area.

The employees from the mansion were dusting off the armor and polishing the weapons until they shone, and in the temporary stable, horses were cared for, complete with ample hay.

Of course, there were basic services provided by the association for the participants, but they were nowhere near the level of those offered by the Count Ashton Family, and naturally, utilizing the services provided by the trading companies required payment.

“My goodness. Is all of this really for free?”

A knight mumbled almost in disbelief.

He had arrived at Thurium only at dawn today, leaving him no time to rest before he had to attend the investiture ceremony.

Naturally, galloping through the realm had left his armor dusty and his horse exhausted, not to mention he hadn’t had a chance to eat.

But then, deciding to give it a go and following the guide, he found in a blink that his armor was now gleaming and even the neglected secondary weapons had been sharpened, all for free.

Moreover, the meal provided was of a quality he hadn’t tasted in ages, reminiscent of noble households, leaving him astounded. But that wasn’t the end of it.

“We wish you great success, sir knight!”

Waiting at the exit, the staff cheered as they handed him a few items.

“Towels for when you sweat, some tea for refreshment in between, and snacks for when you feel peckish.”

“Oh my, how generous….”

At a glance, he noticed that the towels were embroidered with the golden thread of the Count Ashton’s emblem, and the water bottle and lunchbox bore the crest of the First Knight Order.

The items themselves seemed of high quality, durable enough for long-term use.

“And finally, this…”


“What’s this?”

The envelope, which looked quite luxurious at first glance, had the First Knight Order’s crest elegantly embossed on it.

“This is an invitation from Young master Raul, for you. It’s for a recruitment event next week, aiming to enlist new members for the First Knight Order and Knight Order. Should you need a place to stay, accommodations and meals are provided at the mansion, so please feel free to attend.”

With slightly trembling hands, the knight securely tucked the invitation into his breast pocket. He had never received such an invitation before, despite always seeking out open recruitment of the knight orders.

Moreover, with lodging and meals provided? In a world where one typically had to pay even to take entrance exams, he never imagined receiving such hospitality.

‘The First Knight Order, hm? I’ve heard they are quite renowned for a relatively new order. Perhaps I should apply?’

Before he realized, his heart had begun to lean toward the idea. Thinking it wouldn’t be a bad idea to visit them after the ceremony, he made his way to the examination hall.

* * *

The basic skills examination, which had started early in the morning, finished just past noon. Out of the nearly 1,500 participants, only about 300 had passed.

The large number of participants or perhaps a stricter standard of evaluation compared to previous years had led to some grumbling, but the fault lay in their own abilities.

As expected, Raul and the members of the First Knight Order all passed their evaluation. With the second examination, the map duel, looming ahead, various conversations were exchanged among the spectators.

Apart from involving knights in the appointment ceremony, a considerable number of nobles from the five major martial families residing in the capital attended the ceremony.

“Clearly, the level has dropped significantly compared to previous years.”

“Isn’t it obvious? The knights from our esteemed families hardly participated. It’s no surprise that the skills of these baseborn are lacking.”

The aristocrats gathered in the spectator seats were busy appraising the participants, particularly those from the Randal household.

“By the way, Lord Roy also passed the examination safely. Truly amazing for his young age!”

“Hahaha, wasn’t that to be expected? When Lord Roy gets knighted today, another star will be born in our Randal household. A certified knight at 23! Isn’t the thought just thrilling?”

“Indeed. The next newspapers will surely be plastered with stories of Lord Roy and our Randal household. The press seems to have shown up in droves today, it might finally be our turn to steal the spotlight.”

For a time, compliments about Roy, the tenth son of the Randal household participating in this ceremony, flew back and forth. Naturally, the conversation led to….

“But really, this tournament’s standards for judging seems to be a mess. How could they let such greenhorns pass?”


“That’s what I’m saying. No matter how slightly popular they’ve become recently, they’re still a new knight order, right? How could they all have passed?”

“Seems like those Ashton folks have really set their minds to it. Dressing up all sorts of characters in flashy armor to participate… tsk, tsk.”

“It’s their last act of desperation, isn’t it? Gouging out whatever money they can to put on a show. Throwing money around to hype up their son, and now it looks like they’ve even bribed the association.”

“Ugh, filthy wretches!”

“But their tomfoolery ends today. Today is the day their true colors will be thoroughly exposed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ha, just wait and see. Our family has already made moves. That novice called Raul won’t be leaving in one piece today.”

“Heh, what a terrible shame. It’s bound to happen when one doesn’t know their place.”

“Enough about him, let’s focus on the spectacle. Who knows? Maybe we’ll find a useful hound or two.”

While the Randal household group was joyously chatting away, there were others who observed the scene in a heavy and tense atmosphere.

“So you’re telling me. The ringleader of that clown troupe is my youngest nephew?”

“That’s… yes.”

Despite the spectator seat being quite generously sized, it appeared far too small for the man.

The man, sprawling with his arms crossed and leaning back in the seat, was none other than Jayden, Raul’s great uncle.

Even past the age of fifty, his body, consistently trained, looked incredibly robust. His half-bald head and the long scar stretching from his left eye across his cheek to his jaw made him appear quite formidable.

Bang!

“How can one be so incompetent as to squander the capital mansion and all that wealth over a mere nobody like him!”

“I am, I am deeply ashamed.”

As Viscount Jayden slammed his armrest in fury, those around him quivered and begged forgiveness. Among the familiar faces were kin of the Ashton family, who had initiated conflict with Raul.

The main perpetrators, including Baron Zender and his family, had their assets confiscated and were imprisoned back in their ancestral home, while those who narrowly escaped purging managed to secure their release only after paying off the gambled estate’s value.

Without Viscount Jayden’s aid, they would have certainly faced bankruptcy.

‘Such useless lot!’ However, perplexing as it was, even these worthless men were necessary for achieving his ends.

“Titus. You were there, weren’t you? How could you let things escalate to this mess without doing anything? Have you forgotten you’re in charge when I’m away!”

“My apologies. Things progressed too rapidly, making it impossible to intervene. Besides, had I stepped in, the situation might have become even more complicated.” The young man responding firmly to Viscount Jayden was his eldest son, Titus. Despite being only twenty-seven, his prowess as an expert had earned him his father’s deep trust. Unlike his father, Titus was a tall, handsome man with a lean figure.

“Sigh. It’s in the past now, but mark my words, if you err again, you will be held accountable.”

“Understood. It wasn’t a mistake, more of an accident. It won’t happen again.” Titus seemed to overflow with confidence, perhaps due to his youthful vigor.

“So, what are those ridiculous-looking armored fools up to in the capital? What on earth happened while I was away?”

“It looks like ‘that man’ is planning to dip his toes into the kingdom’s political scene. He’s pouring money into pushing his youngest son forward, and the gullible citizens are falling for their tricks.” The ‘that man’ Titus referred to was none other than the head of the Ashton family, Count Melvin.

Viscount Jayden almost considered Melvin a sworn enemy and despised even hearing his name.

“Ha, that’s laughable. A country bumpkin should’ve just stayed put in the countryside.”

Having snorted, Viscount Jayden crossed his arms and fell into thought. The brother he knew had little interest in politics, nor did he seem the type to use his child as a shield for scheming…

‘Has the passage of time changed him, or was he simply acting all along while I was around?’

Regardless of the answer, it hardly mattered. Preparations for rectifying the wrong were almost complete, and whatever that man did, he couldn’t escape.

‘A decent prey has shown itself. He will make for a fine diversion.’

Viscount Jayden gazed at Raul with the predatory intensity of a beast eyeing its prey. Yet, he remained unaware of who the true hunter was, and who the prey.

(To be continued)
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The map competition unfolded within the confines of the Colosseum.

Simultaneously occurring across ten practice arenas, a gigantic magical screen installed for observers and spectators magnified each arena, displaying them for all to see.

The method to pass this map competition was simple. Withstand 3 minutes against a examiner!

The examiners were knights from the association, all of whom were experts of intermediate level or above.

Although participants would face only one main examiner, two assistant examiners were appointed to address any unforeseen situations and to prevent unfair examination.

Clang! Thud.

“Ugh!”

A participant, unable to receive the examiner’s sword, fell bottom-first. The examiner, placing his sword near the participant’s neck, spoke dispassionately.

“Regrettably, you’re eliminated. Your ability to maintain your center of balance is inadequate. I hope to see you strengthen your lower body and challenge again. What do the other examiners think?”

“I agree.”

“I also agree.”

With that, the eliminated participant, his head hung low in disappointment, exited the arena. While there were those who faced the bitterness of elimination,

Clang. Clang!

“That will do!”

“Exemplary. Your mastery of the basic swordsmanship is solid. You’ve passed! Examiners?”

“I agree.”

“Congratulations. You’ve passed.”

When all three examiners announced the pass, the participant clenched his fist, leaving the arena with pride.

The second assessment proceeded smoothly in this manner, and before long, more than half of the participants had completed their evaluation.


The pass rate did not even reach one-third. The association’s principle was clear: no appointment would be given to the unworthy.

As such, the assessment was strictly conducted, and passing by luck was out of the question. Then, a buzz began among the audience members.

“Wow! It’s the First Knight Order!”

“Finally! I even took a day off just to see the members of the First Knight Order!”

“Go, First Knight Order!”

Indeed, the popularity of the Knight Order in the capital was no myth, as cheers and applause erupted from the citizens.

“Hmm. Do they really live up to the rumors?”

“It’s obvious what the capabilities of a newly founded Knight Order would be.”

“All members participating, including the trainee knights? Would’ve been better to stick to knights…”

“You must be young and still lacking in political acumen. Choosing the wrong master, it seems the members are in for a tough time.”

The nobles seated in the spectator section had many skeptics regarding the knight order’s capabilities.

No matter how much the count’s household supported the knight order, the young average age of its members and their mostly commoner origin were seen as detracting factors.

In reality, aside from Philip, all members of the First Knight Order were of commoner origin. Initially, when Raul was recruiting members, knights from noble families rejected his offer due to family or political issues.

There was simply no reason to follow the youngest prince who was far removed from succession.

However, thanks to this, the First Knight Order could truly become Raul’s own. Even Dalton was surprised at the knights’ absolute loyalty to Raul, which stemmed from this very aspect.

The person who was to make the First Knight Order’s first appearance was none other than Jake, the vice-commander of the order.

The arrangement was made to ease the tension of the squires and to leave a strong impression of the First Knight Order.

‘Hmm, nice.’

Jake, having entered the arena, leisurely basked in the cheers of the crowd with a smile on his face.

Honestly, when he had set out with his master half a year ago, he never imagined encountering such a situation.


Swinging his sword amidst the cheers and support of countless spectators was beyond his expectations. If he had stayed with the Golden Bear Knightly Order, he would never have had such an experience.

‘I would have aged as an ordinary knight among mediocre peers.’

But now, he had become a completely different person. He had reached the expert senior level, became the vice-commander of the knight order, and turned into a celebrity receiving the cheers of the citizens.

Therefore, he intended to show them exactly who Jake, the vice-commander of the First Knight Order, was.

Thud.

ake unfastened the huge sword strapped to his back and lowered it to the ground, causing the arena floor to vibrate with a heavy sound.

It was the ‘Two-Handed Broad Sword,’ a giant sword given to Jake by Raul when the knight order was established. The blade was 1.7 meters long and 30 centimeters wide – a monstrous large sword.

Made of mithril alloy, it was lighter than a steel sword but still weighed over 15 kg, making it impossible for ordinary people to wield.

The examiner on the opposite side, aware of this fact, asked with a slightly hardened voice, “Are you sure you want to use that sword?”

Jake nodded and replied, “Of course. And it’s better to give it your all from the start. I intend to use my full strength.”

Despite telling Raul he would go easy, it didn’t suit Jake’s temperament. Raul knew this well enough not to insist. Sensing the formidable aura emanating from Jake, the examiner also felt tense and swallowed hard, preparing for the duel.

* * *

“Jake, huh? Do you know who he is?”

When the name appeared on the magic screen, Viscount Jayden asked, and a family member who was well-versed in the house’s information hurriedly spoke up.

“Born into a peasant family, he roamed under a knight as a squire for 15 years since he was a child. Five years ago, he happened to connect with a count, joining the Golden Bear Knights, and is said to rank about midway within the order. Currently, he serves as the vice-commander of the First Knight Order and is known to be a close confidant of Raul.”

“And, how is his skill rated?”

“He is considered to be around the lower to intermediate-level expert.”

“An average fellow, then. No need to worry about him.”

“Indeed. Within the First Knight Order, there’s no one else you need be concerned about besides Philip.”

“Titus. What’s your take?”


As Lord Jayden asked, Titus, who had been observing Jake, confidently responded.

“A typical country knight filled with bravado. Choosing such a weapon in an attempt to leave a strong impression, but it’s a foolish and arrogant mistake. Personally, I could cut off his windpipe before he even swings that sword.”

“Right, that’s what I thought too. Judging by him, the standards of the First Knight Order are predictably low. He was never cut out to be a lord, tsk tsk.”

“We can start to make things right from now on, can’t we? Once father passes, proper knights will flood in!”

“Cough. You! I’ve repeatedly told you to watch your mouth!”

“I apologize. I’ll be more careful.”

Despite their words, neither seemed particularly concerned. It felt as though, by now, nothing they said could pose a problem.

In the midst of their conversation, Jake’s demonstration finally began.

Boom!! Swoosh~Boom!!!

And just like that, it was over.

“…”

“That guy is Jake? Not Philip??”

“…”

Silence enveloped Lord Jayden and his party for a while.

* * *

All demonstration matches were temporarily suspended.

Such was the impact of the shockwave unleashed in the arena, it had even affected the adjacent training grounds.

Even the spectators had stopped their cheers, and silence filled the arena as Jake stood alone, asking,

“Shall we continue?”

From his greatsword, extended nearly 3 meters of sword qi, shimmering right in front of the slumped examiner’s throat.

With the seated examiner in the middle, two deep and sharp gorges formed a V shape, extending far into the distance, their depth unknowable.

“N-no need, you pass!!”

The other examiners, having regained their senses, quickly shouted and rushed forward.

Only after the slumped examiner managed to nod his head, drenched in cold sweat, did Jake’s immense mana blade disappear.

Whoosh, click!

Effortlessly lifting his greatsword to sheathe it behind his back, the moment Jake turned around.

Woaaaaah!!!

As if they had been barely holding back, a roar like thunder burst forth, filling the coliseum.

“Sir Jake, you’re the best!!!”

“Wow~! What did I just watch??”

“As expected of the First Knights! The best!!”

“Kyaa~! Sir Jake is so cool!!!”

The citizens in the stands leapt to their feet, one and all, throwing their voices into cheers and reveling in their joy.

The battle had been decided in a flash, leaving barely anyone who could grasp the entirety of the scene. However, the massive shockwave and the large, beautiful yellow sword qi were more than enough to showcase Jake’s strength.

While the spectators were caught in excitement, the observers’ seats maintained a comparatively calm atmosphere, with soft applause trickling through.

But, contrary to appearances, a fierce exchange of information was taking place.

“Did I see that right? That surely wasn’t a Sword qi emission, was it?”

“The information was completely wrong. If it was Sword qi emission, it’s a technique that only the highly skilled among the expert ranks can use….”

The knights in the observers’ seats, unlike the citizens, could properly observe the battle scene.

From the moment the duel began, the examiner had first drawn his sword qi to thrust at Jake.

Yet, Jake, moving belatedly, had swung his greatsword with explosive power and speed, sending both the examiner and his sword flying to the edge of the training ground.

Right after, Jake swung his greatsword twice in mid-air, sending out two sword qi. The moment the examiner fell to his knees, these energies grazed by him, shattering the ground of the training area.

And before the dazed examiner could regain his senses, Jake’s sword qi reached right under his chin.

This was the whole story of the duel that didn’t last even 5 seconds.

“To think the skill gap is this overwhelming! Was he really just an intermediate-level expert swordsman until half a year ago?”

“With that kind of skill, isn’t he qualified to lead a knights’ order anywhere? And he’s only thirty-one! A fearsome knight has emerged from the Ashton county.”

“Could it be that he was a hidden gem in the Ashton county? Such skill, and yet he was unknown and unmarked.”

“Maybe so. After all, if they’re promoting a 15-year-old son to the forefront, they’d need to attach such a knight for sure.”

Everyone was surprised by Jake’s unexpected skill. But that was entirely possible. Still, many harbored doubts about the First Knights’ overall level.

“They put a lot of effort into a newborn knights’ order. If the commander and deputy commander are skilled, even mediocre knights could save face somewhat.”

“It seems they’re using their heads. With such an overwhelming skilled figure appearing, the remaining knights could be tested leniently, and the naive citizens would clap their hands in approval, after all.”

However, something happened that silenced those critics…

The second to appear from the First Knights was Pierce. Pierce didn’t conclude the fight instantly as Jake had.

Holding the Flamberge, a two-handed sword with a wavy blade given as a gift from Raul, he calmly demonstrated the Ashton county’s swordsmanship, ‘Bear Crush’.

It was as if he was leisurely explaining, “This is our sword skill,” while facing the examiner and, with less than a minute remaining, sent out consecutive fiery sword qi, receiving the examiner’s surrender.

The emergence of two knights transcending plunged the coliseum’s spectators into a cauldron of excitement and left the observers in shock and silence.

“What on earth is the identity of this knights’ order??”

But that was not the end. Leaving everyone’s curiosity behind, the examination of other First Knights members was yet to come.

(To be continued)
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Clang! Clatter!

A fierce battle with sparks flying ensued one after another. The knights, already appointed by Count Melvin, were demonstrating their skills as seasoned expert swordsmen.

“Phew. That was a truly impressive display of swordsmanship. I would like to cross swords with you again if the opportunity arises. You’ve passed.”

The six knights showcased almost equal prowess to the examiners and breezed through the examination.

Applause and cheers were nonstop from the audience, and even the nobles in the spectator seats could no longer doubt the knights’ abilities.

Those who had sarcastically mocked the knight order for merely filling their ranks were now hastily trying to hide their flushed faces. And just then, they found a new target.

“Cough. Now the trainee knights are making their entrance. But honestly, to provide them with official armor and weapons… Isn’t that a bit childish and lowbrow?”

“Indeed. Trying to deceive us into believing they’ve filled their ranks with such tactics. The foolish citizens will mistake them all for knights, won’t they?”

“Considering the stature and standing of true knights, such despicable acts should be prohibited. What is the Knights’ Association doing?”

“That’s right! Who doesn’t provide armor for trainee knights because they’re out of funds? It’s all in consideration of the order’s hierarchy….”

Again, these individuals began to nitpick baselessly. And the atmosphere of the examination hall shifted slightly.

Although it was supposed to be a fair assessment, it was natural for the examiners to know a bit about the participants.

Now that it was the turn of the trainee knights, the examiners were seemingly more relaxed, exchanging meaningful glances as they awaited the trainee knights’ entrance.

* * *

The 2nd phase of the examination, the guided duel, was designed to evaluate the participants’ level of swordsmanship and combat skills.

As implied by its name, the principle was for the examiner to conduct the duel according to the participant’s level.

Hence, most duels involved little to no use of mana, or at most, mana swords. It was rare for duels to outright involve mana blades (materialized sword qi) like in the cases of Jake or Pierce.

Clang! Clang!

A two-handed sword, known for its long handle, moved swiftly and elegantly.


‘Tricky,’ the examiner clicked his tongue internally. The two-handed greatsword was known for its clear strengths and weaknesses.

Its long blade and weight allowed for powerful slashes and thrusts, but it was less agile, and its wielder could be at a disadvantage if an opponent closed the distance.

Naturally, the examiner tried to close the gap to exploit weaknesses, but gaps were hard to come by.

‘Wasn’t he just a trainee knight? Impressive.’

The participant, Alex, meticulously maintained his distance, smoothly continuing the offense and defense. It was evident that he thoroughly understood how to utilize his weapon.

‘So this is why the Ashton count’s household is considered prestigious. Not only is the swordsmanship excellent, but the level of a trainee knight is this high!’

The person across from him could barely be considered to be in his mid-twenties at most. However, based on his proficiency and tactics in swordsmanship, he exuded the vibe of a seasoned swordsman with ample real combat experience.

Judging solely on his swordsmanship, there seemed to be nothing more to assess.

The moment the examiner realized that three minutes had passed, he nodded and exclaimed, “That’s enough. Impressive sword skills. I see no reason not to pass you. What do the other examiners think?”

“Pass.”

“I cannot agree. I request a re-examination!”

The main examiner, who had assumed a pass was a given, hesitated for a moment when one of the assistant examiners raised an objection.

“… Is there a problem with my judgement?” he asked, puzzled.

The objecting examiner shrugged and said, “To be honest, can we really call that a proper duel? From what I saw, it seemed like he was merely biding his time, staying just out of greatsword range and barely engaging.”

“What…!? Are you serious? Did you even see properly?”

“It’s odd. From my perspective, his skills were certainly sufficient for passing.”

Another assistant examiner also cocked his head, puzzled by the situation.

“Regardless, my opinion stands. We need a re-examination.”

The objector appeared resolute in his stance. At that moment, something sparkling caught the main examiner’s eye.

‘Could it be…?’


The brooch pinned to the objecting examiner’s uniform. It bore the symbol of the Gronan Household, a branch of the Randal County. This seemed to be entangled in political issues.

“Do as you wish!”

The main examiner clenched his teeth and stomped towards the assistant examiners’ seats. The re-exam was within the assistant examiner’s rights, so he was powerless to intervene further.

‘Dirty scoundrels, dragging politics into the sacred halls of knight order! I won’t let this slide.’

He resolved to officially protest to the association after today’s examination was over.

The re-examination lasted one minute. The objecting assistant examiner would personally duel the candidate. If the candidate lasted the minute, he would automatically pass.

If not, the outcome would depend on the decision of the last assistant examiner who hadn’t participated in the duel.

The re-examination was set, and the squire, Alex, had to face the trial once again. Examiner Bern eyed Alex with a gleam in his eye, drawing his rapier.

‘You have to fail here.’

Aside from instructions from his family, he had no intention of allowing a squire from the Ashton family to pass the examination anyway.

His rapier began to glow with a crimson mana. Shhhh!! As soon as the duel began, the rapier, like a red meteor, charged towards Alex.

“Do you dare think you can take this sword?!”

The rapier seemed poised to pierce through Alex’s thigh at any moment. Yet, soon enough, Bern’s face contorted in disbelief.

“He dodged it…?”

That a mere trainee knight should evade the Randal household’s swordsmanship, ‘Shooting Star,’ was unthinkable.

Convinced it was merely a fluke, Bern unleashed a series of attacks one after another. However, as if he had foreseen the rapier’s movements, Alex deflected the onslaught flawlessly.

Although he was unable to counterattack due to the fundamental skill gap, his defense was more than enough.

“That’s enough!” Suddenly, a minute had passed, and the assistant examiners halted the duel.

“Participant Alex, you pass. Your performance was truly impressive; I’m at a loss for words!”

“Phew, it’s over.”


Alex, sheathing his greatsword and bowing in gratitude to the examiners, took a moment to catch his breath before turning around.

The crowd erupted in cheers, over which Alex struggled to contain his surging emotions.

“Thank you, Master!”

If not for Raul, passing this examination would not have been easy for Alex. Raul had investigated everything from what the knights’ trials entailed, who the examiners were and what swordsmanship they practiced, to which families were involved.

Discovering that many of the examiners were associated with the Randal household, Raul had personally taken up the rapier, demonstrating ‘Shooting Star’ to help train the trainee knights, leading to this moment’s achievement.

Alex couldn’t help but admire his master’s foresight.

“Yes, everything went just as Master said!”

Only one step remained. Once he cleared the final hurdle, he would stand as a true knight beside his master. He determined to dedicate his life to serving by his master’s side.

With this resolute oath, Alex left the training field, leaving a stunned Examiner Bern in his wake.

“Heh, isn’t this ironic? Now I truly understand why the knights of the Ruben Kingdom are exceptional.”

“Ahem!”

“This year is indeed unlike the others. What’s the reason for the particularly stringent examination?”

At the colosseum’s central VIP section, uncomfortable murmurs kept reaching Carson, the chairman of the Ruben Kingdom’s Knights’ Association.

It was clear why – even to an outsider, the ongoing irregularities in the examination hall were blatantly obvious.

Following Alex’s passage, a series of contentious re-evaluations were ordered for the First Knights Order’s trainee knights.

If there were genuine issues warranting reconsideration, it would be one thing, but these seemed unreasonably harsh compared to previous participants’ assessments, to the point of being blatantly suspicious.

“These detestable scoundrels!!”

The chairman’s fists trembled imperceptibly as he feigned calm, watching the proceedings unfold.

Despite hastily sending staff to manage the situation, the association’s prestige had already been severely damaged. Moreover,

“Association Chairman. This is quite unexpected. Could it possibly be the incident I’m thinking of?”

While the head of a media outlet openly asked,

“Ha-ha. Surely, you jest? The Knight’s Association of the Ruben Kingdom is practically the focal point for knights across the continent. It must just be the examiners being overly enthusiastic. Isn’t that right?”

The enigmatic sage, Gray, was speaking with an inscrutable expression beside him. Moreover, today’s VIP section was filled with powerful figures whom he could not afford to treat lightly.

The chairman of the association felt cold sweat trickle down his back as his face flushed red.

“Ahem…”

“Ha-ha…”

“This is beyond imagination.”

The attempt to check the First Knight Order by the examiners had completely backfired, even having the opposite of the intended effect.

“The skill level of the squires is one thing, but…”

“It’s probably safe to say that in terms of swordsmanship, the Ashtons are ahead of the Randal.”

“Indeed, a prestigious family proves its worth yet again. Perhaps this marks the limitation of an emerging family.”

“It seems so. There’s no doubting Count Hudson’s prowess as a master, but the level of the knights clearly favors the Ashtons…”

The atmosphere and currents were shifting among the observers. The original influence in the capital saw the Randal overpowering the Ashtons.

Due to this, many held the belief that the Randal were superior in terms of swordsmanship and knight quality, but such notions were being upset.

Moreover, looking at the spectator stands, it wasn’t just a backfire; it had outright elevated the First Knight Order.

“Truly the First Knight Order!!”

“All the squires passing? I knew this would happen!”

“Dad! When I grow up, I want to be a knight in the First Knight Order!!”

“Why was the Count Ashton’s household not well-known? If the new Order is this strong, how powerful must the main Order be?”

To be honest, until now, there had been plenty of rumors about the First Knight Order, but not many had actually seen them in combat.

At best, those saved by them from gates or some mercenaries shared tales, but now, the situation had changed.

In addition to rumors, countless citizens had witnessed their sparring firsthand.

Moreover, being younger than other knights and equipped with brilliantly new shining armor and weapons, it was natural for them to stand out in the arena.

“Ah, already the last participant? I was so engrossed I lost track of time.”

“Look! That’s him, the last participant!!”

“Ah, to see him fight in person. I could die without regrets now.”

“Kyah! Young master Raul~! Please look here!!”

Despite the prolonged trials potentially leading to exhaustion, the audience was evidently more exhilarated.

Because the last participant in the second round of trials was none other than Raul.

(To be continued)
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A colossal coliseum that seemed capable of accommodating tens of thousands of attendees. Within the stadium, ten practice arenas were set up, but all of them were empty, and all magical screens were focused on just one.

“Phew.”

Raul checked his equipment and regulated his breathing before making his entrance.

“Are you sure you’re alright? If you wish, I can arrange for a replacement even now.”

The one offering these words to Raul with a slightly tense expression was an official from the Knight’s Association. Given his high position, his attire was considerably refined.

“I’m fine. The evaluation must be fair to everyone, after all. If the members were assessed fairly, it wouldn’t be right for me to receive special treatment, would it?”

At Raul’s calm response, the association official broke out in a cold sweat.

“The Chairman asked me to convey that the occurrences during this evaluation process were not his intention. Moreover, he has stated that all necessary measures for a fair assessment will be taken, so you shouldn’t think of it as a special favor…”

“Mr. Official.”

“Yes?”

Looking him straight in the eye, Raul spoke again.

“I have no complaints about this evaluation process. How could I doubt the honorable and fair evaluation of the Knight’s Association? Please, relay to the Chairman as well. The First Knight Order and the Count Ashton Household trust in the Knight’s Association and the Chairman, and will continue to do so.”

Overwhelmed by Raul’s upright gaze and confident demeanor, the official felt a sense of being overpowered.

‘Ah, the rumors do him no justice. Is this truly the presence that a fifteen-year-old boy can command?’

The official lamented the reality that he couldn’t meet Raul’s gaze squarely.

“Phew, I have nothing to say to you, Young master Raul. I will convey your words to the Chairman. And… should you need any assistance, please do not hesitate to ask. Although it may be meager, I wish to offer my help.”

Expressing his apology and shame as a member of the association, he spoke to Raul.

“I appreciate the thought, but I must prepare for the evaluation now…”

With a slight nod, Raul turned away, and the official looked after him with a worried expression.


‘Will he be alright? The assigned examiner is that person, after all… I sincerely hope he safely completes the evaluation.’

Contrary to the official’s concern, Raul was wearing a particularly relieved expression.

‘It seems there’s no problem. Everything is going according to plan.’

Frankly, he hadn’t expected a fair evaluation since the preparation of the ceremony.

No matter how much the Knight’s Association prided itself on honor and neutrality, it was impossible not to have entangled interests.

The Chairman was practically a figurehead to begin with.

Even as a former royal knight captain, he hadn’t overcome the barrier to become a Master. Therefore, it was inevitable that he couldn’t be free from the influence of the prestigious martial families that did have Masters.

The Chairman might mediate among various houses, but completely controlling the association was impossible.

Given the circumstances, how could Raul naively trust the association and participate in the ceremony?

Everything from setting up a support camp on the outskirts of the coliseum in the name of the Count Ashton Household and the First Knight Order, to arranging the evaluation order as desired for members like Jake and Pierce, and finally securing the last evaluation slot for Raul himself.

All of it had been the result of Raul’s intentions.

It was only natural that considerable influence, connections, and even significant costs were leveraged by the Count Ashton Household in the process. It was fortunate that the participation from other prestigious families was low.

“The Randal household is rather naive,” he mused.

They had only gone as far as to mobilize examiners associated with their family. Had he been in the Randal household’s position, he would have bribed even the neutral examiners and messed up the order of participation.

“Uniforming all the contestants’ armor and equipment as standard issue, changing the judging criteria… Oh, what am I thinking?”

If it had been Raul, he would have completely erased the competing families from the initiation ceremony.

The lack of strong opposition from the Randal household was probably due to their underestimation of Raul and the First Knight Order, but this half-hearted attempt ended up being beneficial, painting a better picture than expected. Incurring debts to the clerk and the guild president was also a significant achievement.

“All I have to do now is to wrap things up well.”

The examiner waiting for him at the duel arena was under the Randal household’s payroll. Not directly related by blood, but a corrupt individual who manipulated results for under-the-table payments annually at the ceremony.

Raul, having already acquired information about this contact, had his reasons for feigning ignorance.


“I can deal with that guy without any hesitation.”

A slight smirk appeared on Raul’s lips.

* * *

The colosseum filled with an enormous roar, a remarkable response just for Raul making an appearance.

“Wow, that’s incredible.”

“Is his popularity really this huge?”

The spectators, finally realizing Raul’s popularity, wore flabbergasted expressions. Some scowled and clicked their tongues in disdain.

“Tch, foolish people. To be played by the antics of a mere 15-year-old.”

“Don’t worry too much. Public interest is but a whim. It will cool down soon enough once they see him humiliated.”

Meanwhile, Sage Gray, watching the proceedings from the VIP seats, couldn’t help but smile affectionately.

“Ha. That cunning kid, Raul.”

It seemed he was using the association’s initiation ceremony as a promotional event for his own Knight Order.

Whether they were jeers or cheers, the First Knight Order remained the talk of the town. Moreover, watching the ever-changing expressions of the nobles as the ceremony progressed was an amusement in its own right.

It felt as though everyone visiting the colosseum today was playing into Raul’s hands. Especially pleasing was how Raul, unlike the other talents Gray kept an eye on, took initiative.

“Most would follow my advice, but this kid is definitely different.”

He admired Raul’s boldness in taking his advice but still following his own path, which even Gray found hard to predict.

Today, many would be surprised by the seemingly insignificant pebble that turns into a giant dam, altering the course of the river.

“And that’s exactly what I’m hoping for. Go on, run wild. I’ll support you from behind.”

Gray watched Raul, dominating the huge screen, with an expectant smile, wondering what plans laid hidden behind that dazzling appearance. And finally, the last guided duel of the second evaluation started.

* * *


“Argh!”

Examiner Langley couldn’t regain his composure.

He was certain that both the speed and power of his sword were superior, so why was he being pushed back?

Thunk! Crash!!

Although he managed to block the two-handed sword with his shield, his wrists and grip tingled with pain.

‘No, perhaps the power lies more with him…’

Honestly, the current situation didn’t feel real at all. The thought that he, aiming to become high-level expert , was being bested by a mere 15-year-old was inconceivable.

“You brat!”

Gritting his teeth, Langley thrust his longsword towards Raul’s chest.

Clang!

His sword was deflected effortlessly, but that was a feint. Langley immediately advanced with his shield in a shield charge.

Tatat! Thud!!

“Ugh.”

However, as if expecting this, Raul sidestepped the charge and slashed at his side as he passed by with his sword.

Wearing heavy armor meant the impact wasn’t severe, but the fact he allowed the hit remained unchanged.

Now, halfway through their sparring match, the duel was becoming increasingly one-sided.

Raul wielding a large two-handed sword and Langley, armed with a longsword and a buckler.

It was generally expected that Langley, with the relatively lighter sword and shield, would close the distance and take the offensive.

Yet, Langley hadn’t managed to close the distance with Raul at all.

The power behind the two-handed sword was one thing, but Raul’s sword was too aggressively exploiting his openings.

It was as if Raul had anticipated his movements, timing his thrusts impeccably.

Dominating the range combat, Raul began to take the offensive, leaving Langley astonished once more.

The series of attacks with the two-handed sword was so fast and erratic, it was hard to believe such swordplay was possible.

Despite his attempts to counter with the shield and longsword, Langley found himself vulnerable to attacks one in four times, testament to Raul’s unpredictable swordsmanship.

In essence, Raul’s skill in swordplay overwhelmingly surpassed Langley’s.

‘How, after 30 years of practicing the sword, can he…!’

Langley felt both misery and a surge of anger rising.

And as he remembered the task he had been given, a murderous intent began to glint in Langley’s eyes.

* * *

‘Hmm…?’

The examiner’s demeanor changed abruptly. It seemed he was finally showing his true colors after biding his time. Raul slightly adjusted his grip on the two-handed sword.

If the opponent was stepping up his game, then he just had to match it. He wasn’t particularly nervous, having anticipated this.

‘After all, he’s hardly an opponent worth my concern.’

The previous duel had solidified his confidence. Raul himself had already reached a considerable level as a swordsman.

Until now, whenever facing an enemy, I’ve always given it my all. Not just with swordsmanship but by utilizing psychokinesis, power armor, and other skills to eliminate variables.

However, today was different. I engaged in the duel relying solely on swordsmanship. The result, as you can see, was overwhelming.

Of course, this was a spar without the use of a mana blade, but even if I had used it, it wouldn’t have made a difference.

Both the examiner and Raul were at the intermediate-level expert; there was no reason for Raul to be at a disadvantage.

Furthermore, with 15 years of practical experience from his previous life, the excellent swordsmanship of the Ashton noble family, and the cheater-like trait of being a developer’s analyst, Raul had become a swordsman who could not be ignored.

Today’s venue was precisely to prove that fact. Raul pulled his two-handed sword back and lowered his stance.

‘Come at me!’

Raul’s eyes turned golden, signaling he intended to end it with the next strike.

* * *

Watching the two suddenly create distance and take their stances, the assistant examiner gulped. His hand had, without realizing, gripped the hilt of his sword.

‘Hopefully, there won’t be another incident this time.’

Examiner Langley had already been the talk of the town for his problematic history; those he tested ended up with an unusually high number of injuries.

It was a poorly kept secret that he was under someone’s influence. Yet, without concrete evidence, not only had he avoided punishment, but he continued to serve as a examiner, hinting at a powerful backing.

However, the opponent this time was not someone to be taken lightly. Not only was he a direct descendant of the prestigious Ashton noble family, but he was also currently the most popular figure in Thurium.

‘He must be aware of that much.’

Yet, a strange anxiety prevented the assistant examiner from easing his tension. After all, it was his duty to halt the duel if necessary.

When examiner Langley’s sword emitted a faint light, the assistant examiner’s tension intensified.

No matter how much he was outmatched in swordsmanship, it was unusually provocative for a examiner to draw his mana sword first. It seemed he was quite enraged.

‘This calls for a reprimand. But then, he never was one to concern himself with that.’

If a mana blade had been activated, he would have halted the match immediately, but for now, the situation was still manageable.

Raul’s sword also shimmered with a faint yellow light. It was clear he was contemplating a head-on confrontation.

‘Truly remarkable.’

Regardless of age, the proficiency in swordsmanship and sense in combat were far from ordinary. How many of his peers could withstand his sword if he reached the expertise of an expert as he aged further?

The assistant examiner couldn’t even begin to imagine that Raul had already reached the intermediate-level expert. Finally, the two began to move.

Examiner Langley concealed his longsword’s movement with a shield as he charged, and Raul, in kind, charged forward, firmly gripping his two-handed sword raised behind him.

Shwoosh.

‘This madman!’

The assistant examiner spotted a crimson mana blade spurting from examiner Langley’s longsword right before the collision, cursed, and leapt into the arena.

Boom! Thud!!

A figure tumbled across the training ground floor, scattering blood droplets. The assistant examiner, pale as death, yelled, “Medic! Get a medic, quick!!”

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 71

				
Chapter 71

The third evaluation was relatively simple but clear in its outcome. The task was to activate the provided power armor and maintain a mana blade for one minute.

This was essentially an assessment to determine if one was qualified to become an ‘Armor User’.

Some might wonder why the first and second evaluations were necessary if only Armor Users could be officially knighted in the end.

The reasons are varied, but the association’s goals were clear. They wanted to offer knights a chance for publicity, nobles an opportunity to recruit promising individuals, and the audience something exciting to watch.

By making the knighting ceremony more of a festival than a mere event, the association could increase its influence and more thoroughly vet the skills of official knights.

After all, only about 20 knights receive their investiture each year. The rest participate to check their skills or build their reputation.

Passing the second evaluation was somewhat of an achievement since it meant being introduced to the public individually, a rare opportunity otherwise.

This year, unusually, the number of participants who passed the second evaluation had increased to over 70, mainly because the First Knight Order participated, keeping the audience in their seats due to their presence.

“How many do you think will pass the third evaluation?”

“Could it be all of them?”

“Come on, even jesting has its limits. It usually takes noble youths until their mid-twenties to reach expert level. Look, most of them are in their early to mid-twenties.”

“True. Even for the First Knight Order, that would be unrealistic. So, it will likely be the already knighted knights, right?”

Most of the audience and observers were making similar predictions. Another subject of interest was Raul.

“So, what will happen to Raul? Everyone who has beaten an examiner so far has been knighted.”

“Exactly. It would be strange if he didn’t get knighted just because of the third evaluation after winning so impressively.”

“I still can’t get the last scene out of my head. It was my first time seeing such a beautiful spin kick in my life.”

“It was incredible. I never knew a kick could be that powerful.”

“It was so satisfying. That nasty examiner won’t be eating anything soon after getting thrashed like that. He got completely swept away by that kick, haha.”

“What goes around comes around. He deserved it for trying such a cowardly move on Raul.”


Conversations about Raul’s evaluation were happening all over the spectator stands. In the last moment, Raul had deflected the examiner Langley’s longsword with his two-handed sword and simultaneously performed a spinning kick. It was a chosen method since killing the examiner wasn’t an option, but the dynamic and beautiful kick naturally thrilled the audience.

Meanwhile, a majestic podium made of white marble had been set up in the center of the coliseum, and the participants were lined up for the third evaluation. Uniquely, not only examiners but also Holy Knights in white armor were standing around the podium. The Commander of the Holy Knights, Medairos, was conversing with Carson, the head of the Knight Association, and the Sage Gray in the VIP section. Sir Medairos. There won’t be any problems, right?”

“Of course. Those with malignant auras cannot escape. Isn’t that right, Mr. Gray?”

“Don’t worry. At least the innocent will not be harmed.”

It wasn’t until after Gray’s firm assurance that the Association President nodded heavily.

“Then, I’ll leave the matter in your hands, trusting you both. As you said, the perimeter around the Colosseum has been securely surrounded, so the rest will be up to Sir Medairos.”

“We’ll make sure there are minimal damages.”

Medairos bowed his head and left the VIP section, while Gray, unlike usual, looked down at the arena with a cold gaze.

The power armor used in this third examination had been specially made.

Installed in it was a kind of ‘hybrid core’ that combined the usual mana-operating core with a holy power core, exclusive to Holy Knights.

Normally, only the standard core would be activated. However, if black magic was detected, the holy power core would also activate, burrowing into the wearer.

Black magic and holy power are antithetical. An individual exposed to holy power, who uses black magic, cannot escape unscathed.

If any of the participants were spies from the empire or users of black magic, they would inevitably reveal their true identities during this examination.

“There will be no escape.”

The reason Gray witnessed the ceremony was partly due to Raul’s invitation but also to catch spies from the empire.

With Gray watching, the third examination began.

Participants had to step up onto the platform alone, put on the prepared power armor, and prove their qualifications.

Meanwhile, on a magical screen, the participants’ personal details and highlights from the first and second examinations were briefly introduced.

When the first participant activated their power armor and maintained a mana blade for a minute, applause poured from the audience.

Subsequently, the examination proceeded with participants’ respective successes and failures.


Then, it was the thirteenth participant’s turn, and something happened.

Zap.

“Aaagh!”

The moment the participant activated the armor, sparks flew, and a black tattoo etched itself onto his arm.

Black smoke started to furl out from it.

“Catch him!”

Examiners and several Holy Knights rushed onto the platform to surround the participant.

“Urgh. What is this treachery?”

The participant, veins bulging grotesquely on his face, cringed back, wrapping his arm.

One Holy Knight stepped forward, made a sign of the cross, and said,

“Evil aura emanates from your body. If you cease resistance and follow the guidance of God, we can help you diverge from this wrongful path.”

“What nonsense is this? Ugh, I don’t know what this is, but please release me from it.”

Even in pain, the participant tried to deny it. However, the black tattoos and aura spreading all over his body could not be hidden.

‘Sigh. It’s a shame you have no intention of repenting.”

The Holy Knight slightly shook his head side to side, raising one arm towards the participant while murmuring softly,

“The blessing of the Holy Spirit.”

From his palm, a sphere of bright light materialized and flew towards the participant.

Whoosh.

“Aaargh!”

The sphere that enveloped the participant exploded into radiant light, burning him with divine power.


‘The blessing of the Holy Spirit’, though a blessing-type holy magic, was nothing short of an attack to those possessed by demonic energy.

After flailing within the flames of light for a few seconds, the participant eventually collapsed to the ground, limp as a puppet with its strings cut.

Click.

And then, the power armor, having finished its task, unlocked from his arm.

“Have this man transported to the temple.”

Following the Holy Knight’s command, soldiers restrained the participant and carried him out of the coliseum on a stretcher.

The sudden incident unsettled the audience, until the head of the Knight’s Association calmed them down with a loudspeaker spell.

However, the real panic was among the spies hidden amongst the participants.

“What in the world is going on? No explanation and such a trial? I refuse to undergo such a review!”

“That’s right. How can we trust this weird device actually identifies spies? This must be a plot to frame someone! I won’t participate in this sham of a review either.”

A few participants expressed their dissatisfaction and stepped out of the line, and an examiner blocked their way.

“Are you truly refusing to undergo the review?”

“That’s right. Move aside!”

“Understood. Are there any others who wish to withdraw from the review?”

No further dissenters stepped forward.

“Then, follow me.”

The moment the examiner turned,

Phoosh.

A powerful aura erupted from a participant standing behind the examiner and a few hidden in the ranks. One of them swiftly tried to snatch the examiner’s weapon.

“Hmph! Such foolish actions.”

The prepared examiner drew his sword and quickly stepped back, rendering the participant’s attempt futile.

But the real threat was elsewhere.

Transformed into something no longer human, four black knights wreathed in ominous, dark fiery flames targeted Raul and the First Knight’s Order. They seemed ready for death, having invoked ‘The Black Sacrifice’.

“Protect the master!”

“These bastards, who do they think they’re targeting!”

However, as if they had already anticipated an attack, the knights arrayed in formation calmly faced their opponents. Despite being nearly unarmed, having set aside their weapons and armor ahead of the third examination, not a single one of them showed fear.

Woosh.

As the members of the First Knight Order simultaneously bolstered their morale, golden mana enveloped them, contending against the dark flames.

Thud! Thwack!

And swiftly, the situation was resolved.

No matter the use of suicide attacks, there was a fundamental difference in levels.

Surrounded by Jake, Pierce, and the knights, the dark knights collapsed under a barrage of punches, aglow with golden light.

“Holy Bless!”

“Purification!”

The Holy Knights, arriving a tad late, poured divine spells onto the dark knights. Thanks to this, the raging dark energy subsided, though it seemed a few had already lost their lives.

Thus, the empire’s spies’ disturbance was anticlimactically quelled. Yet, the gravity of the event was not to be taken lightly.

The citizens, having only heard rumors of the empire’s dark knights, could not hide their shock upon witnessing them firsthand.

Although their quick subjugation lessened anxiety, the word “empire” would linger in their minds for some time.

The visiting dignitaries and nobles also took the incident seriously.

They were made acutely aware of how close the forgotten threat of the empire had come.

Once the situation was under control, a Holy Knight approached Raul and made the sign of the cross, saying,

“Brother, we are thankful for your cooperation.”

“I merely did what was necessary.”

Raul modestly responded with another sign of the cross, prompting a warm smile from the Holy Knight.

“Apologies for the delayed introduction. I serve Lord Xenon, a humble servant named Medairos, currently the commander of the Xenon Church’s Knight Order.”

“I am Raul de Ashton of the Count Ashton family. I am well aware of the Knight Commander’s reputation and am honored to meet you.”

Raul was surprised by the appearance of such an influential figure.

The Xenon Church, serving the Radiance God, was the most powerful church at the moment, having produced the current pope.

Meeting the Knight Commander of the Xenon Church was not an easy feat.

“I often hear of your exploits, brother. On behalf of the church, I extend my gratitude once more. Though today’s circumstances don’t allow for a lengthy conversation, I hope we will have the opportunity to talk more soon. May the divine protection be with you….”

Medairos made the sign of the cross and bowed before departing.

‘An unexpected advantage?’

Better to be acquainted with high-ranking individuals than awkwardly befriend various priests. The power of the sect would undeniably be necessary later on, even if not immediately.

Realizing again the importance of reputation, Raul returned to the ranks. The interlude had occurred, but the third examination was not yet over. As things settled down in the Colosseum, the examination resumed.

(To be continued)
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The third examination proceeded swiftly, and soon, it was the turn of the First Knight Order. Naturally, knights like Jake and Pierce passed the examination with ease, leaving only the squires and Raul yet to be evaluated.

Among the squires, Alex was the first to step onto the platform for the guidance duel. Without hesitation, he put on his bracelet and activated his power armor.

Whooosh.

The moment a mana blade, amplified to about 50 centimeters by the power armor, revealed itself, an uproar of cheers burst from the audience, and a strange tension enveloped the spectator seats.

“Yes, I thought there would be a few more armor users.”

“Is this the tenth one? At least seven are newly appeared armor users…”

The nobles were even more keenly focused on the examination.

Understanding the knightly strength of other families was crucial. When discussing the power of a family, considerations like the size of their territory, connections, and influence mattered, but the most important was the magnitude of power they possessed.

And the most direct demonstration of this was through their knightly force, especially the number of armor users they had.

However, the emergence of a new knight order usually didn’t attract much attention since they were mostly formed by drawing members from existing orders. But what if a completely new order appeared with several new armor users?

It was natural for the watching nobles’ heads to start spinning. And their headache only grew as the examination progressed.

“This is no joke. We’re already at twenty. This cannot be taken lightly.”

“There are still more to go…. Surely not?”

“We’ve been too complacent. Just because they’re from a provincial area doesn’t mean they should have been ignored. The Count Ashton’s household… a prestigious family indeed.”

The continued success of the squires started to make the spectators’ area restless. While the citizens in the audience enjoyed themselves without understanding the implications, the nobles could not feel at ease.

Finally, when the last of the squires completed their examination, the spectator section was turned on its head.

“Hurry, send a message to the lord! Send a congratulatory envoy to the Count Ashton’s household for starters…”

“Who from the Ashton family is currently in the capital? Get someone, anyone, to set up a meeting!”

“It’s an emergency meeting! Call the vassals together at once.”


Thus, the nobles scurried about as if their feet were on fire. However, the examination was not yet over. There was still one last participant remaining, Raul.

“The First Knights, I knew it from the start.”

“My goodness. Were they all armor users?”

“A knight order filled with geniuses. Look at their ages! Most are in their 20s.”

“I love you~ First Knights!!”

“Kyaaak! It’s your turn, young master Raul~ young master Raul, please take a look over here!”

Even the citizens, who were generally clueless about such matters, knew that the situation was far from ordinary.

It was a rare occasion for even twenty armor users to emerge in a year, yet here was a single Order boasting over forty.

Moreover, if these knights were young individuals of prime age and came from common backgrounds?

It was as if all the elements guaranteed to excite the crowd were in place.

“Wow, this is quite the spectacle.”

Raul, who was up for the last examination, couldn’t help but let out a amused chuckle.

Even though he had orchestrated it, he hadn’t anticipated such a favorable response.

“Let’s just finish the examination first.”

Pleased with the successful inauguration ceremony, Raul approached the platform with a light heart.

On the white marble table, there lay a bracelet shining with a pristine gloss and an ordinary sword.

Raul picked up the bracelet and strapped it onto his left wrist.

Activating the power armor was no longer anything to him; after all, he had wrestled with the Regnator to the point of tedium.

Upon comfortably infusing mana into the bracelet on his left, the armor wrapped around his body with a satisfying ‘chyaruruk’ sound.

Cheers erupted from the stands, but it wasn’t over yet. As Raul grasped the sword and extended it towards the sky to unfold his mana blade, a golden blade gleamed brightly.


He just needed to endure another minute for this grand show to conclude. With that thought, he relaxed, but that’s when trouble brewed.

Regnator, which should have remained passive, reacted to something.

‘Why now of all times!’

Raul inwardly sighed trying to control the Regnator, but it was too late.

Phoof!

A sacred wave of light erupted from Raul’s body as ‘Radiant Aura’ was activated.

For some reason, giant white wings appeared and vanished from behind Raul’s back in an instant.

Most were blinded by the bright light and failed to see the wings, but a few definitely witnessed the scene.

Whooosh~.

The wave of light, more intense than when he first acquired it, spread out to envelop the entire colosseum before it vanished like an illusion.

Those who were stunned into silence soon came to their senses and blinked.

“Wh-What just?”

“What did I just see?”

Confusion lasted but a moment. Feeling the warm yet refreshing energy still enveloping them, everyone, without exception, clasped their hands together and silently recalled the name of the deity they worshipped.

“It’s, it’s a messenger of the gods!”

“The rumors were true. young master Raul must truly be blessed by the divine!”

“Oh, Almighty!”

The reaction of the citizens was explosive. As if everything until now had been nothing, the stands were a cauldron of enthusiasm, mixed with admiration for Raul and praises to the divine.

Some knights who remained in the coliseum began making the sign of the cross and knelt down to pray….

Meanwhile, Raul, who needed to manage the situation, was distracted elsewhere. This was due to the system message that had appeared as the Regnator was activated.


[Regnator] has come into contact with the power of the pact.

The seal on [Regnator] has been partially lifted as it absorbs some of the pact’s power.

[Regnator]’s rank has been adjusted from B to B+.

A new special function ‘Phantasmal Wings’ has been unlocked.

Following this, the updated information window for Regnator appeared.

[Regnator: Power Armor]

Rank: B->B+

Status: Bound (to Raul), Partially Open, Sealed.

Output: 1.5->1.6 CP (Core Power)

Operational Time: 50 min/max

Operation Mode: Self-Charging.

Defensive Spells: 6th Circle. Mid-tier Mana Blade Defense Field. Elemental effect reduction 50%.

Special Abilities: Conviction (200% effect amplification against targets of the pact), Secretive Predation (can absorb lower power armors to mimic their functions), Phantasmal Wings (generates wings based on the infused energy type)

‘Was one of the conditions for unsealing divine power?’

It seemed that the divine power harnessed by Raul’s power armor had stimulated the Regnator.

Even though it was a stroke of luck, the upgrade of Regnator’s rank was indeed good news. The problem lay in the greatly misunderstood appearance revealed before the crowd.

A slight misstep could lead to issues with the order, and Raul certainly did not wish to be hailed as a saint or an apostle of the divine.

‘It seems it’s too late for that now.’

He hurriedly retracted the radiant aura, but a faint divine power could still be sensed from the golden mana blade formed on the sword.

Since it was during the contest, he couldn’t sheathe his sword. Embarrassed and bewildered, Raul had no choice but to stand still, raising his sword statue-like for a while.

“Raul!”

“Raul!”

The moment he passed the examination, the coliseum erupted with the voices of the audience chanting for Raul.

Thinking that he needed to retreat to the waiting room, he was about to lay down his sword and bracelet and step down from the stage when someone blocked his path.

“Brother, I did not expect to see you again so soon. It seems this was an unintentional incident, am I right?”

Knight Commander Medairos asked with a smile.

“Whew, you are correct, Commander. I never intended to display His power in such a manner.”

Raul slightly bowed and replied, to which Medairos nodded, as if he understood everything.

“I completely understand your astonishment, brother. Such occurrences are not uncommon among our order during training sessions.”

According to him, it was possible for someone, like Raul, to unintentionally trigger a holy spell when they are wearing a Holy Knight’s power armor for the first time or are not yet accustomed to it.

“I presume you, too, are discreetly following His will, brother? If you wish, I would like to offer some assistance.”

In the world of Connect, there were many seekers who practiced their faith in secrecy. These were often the characters who would later offer quests to players or join as temporary members of a party in the game’s scenarios.

While some orders persecuted these clandestine faithful, the Xenon Church, to which Medairos belonged, was supportive of them.

“I appreciate your offer to help, but do you think it will be enough?”

“Doing something is surely better than doing nothing, right? And don’t worry, there are many others besides me who are willing to help.”

Shortly after, an announcement was broadcasted in the Colosseum. It stated that the recent large-scale blessing phenomenon was due to the malfunction of overheated power armor and was harmless to humans.

This was guaranteed in the names of Knight Commander Carson, Holy Knight Commander Medairos, and Sage Gray, which seemed to alleviate some of the confusion.

Of course, it was uncertain how many people truly believed this official statement. Raul, for one, sighed in relief. He was lucky that Medairos had misunderstood the situation in his favor.

‘Or was it really a misunderstanding?’

After all, once players appeared, they were hailed as messengers of the gods. And since Raul was both a player and a resident, it wasn’t entirely incorrect.

Regardless, it was clear that thanks to Medairos, things had turned out well.

‘I should make a generous donation to the Xenon Church soon.’

Raul briefly contemplated learning some Holy Knight skills from Medairos, but decided to postpone it as there were still many issues to resolve.

* * *

With the third test concluded, the examination process came to an end. Out of the 1,500 participants in this ceremony, only 60 would be knighted.

Excluding the 45 members of the First Knight Order, the competition ratio was nearly 100:1, indicating the extreme rigor of this examination.

The last event was, of course, the knighting ceremony. It took place on a platform in the Colosseum, with dignitaries seated in the audience and a royal member officiating the ceremony.

‘I wonder who it’s going to be this time?’

The king hadn’t made public appearances for a while. In past ceremonies, it was usually the crown prince or princes who performed the knight order.

This time, too, Raul expected a prince, but then a familiar name was announced.

“For this knighting ceremony, we are graced by the presence of Prince Gerard, the 6th prince.”

‘That name sounds familiar.’

Indeed, Raul realized, that must be the prince who was once his classmate at the academy.

(To be continued)
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The knighting ceremony was conducted swiftly.

Due to the large number of knights, totaling sixty, being knighted, some formal procedures were omitted.

Being the youngest yet of the highest status, Raul recited the knight’s oath on behalf of everyone and knelt.

Afterward, Prince Gerard, the sixth prince, passed among the knights, tapping their shoulders with the king’s sword, followed by the head of the Knights’ Association attaching a small badge to each, signifying their official knight order.

The ceremony concluded with all knights drawing swords bestowed upon them by the king. Murmurs filled the air. Once the official event ended, a banquet took place inside the Colosseum.

Naturally, the stars of the day were the newly knighted. However, Raul and the members of the First Knight Order were nowhere to be found.

“Really, should we admire them or what?”

“One would think they could rest on such a day….”

As the ceremony wrapped up, dusk approached. Raul and his knights had skipped the banquet to subdue a gate they hadn’t been able to deal with earlier.

Since they all had already been assigned to their orders, they weren’t targets for noble families’ solicitations, but banquet attendees felt a tinge of disappointment at not meeting the day’s heroes.

“A 15-year-old expert, now a certified knight. That must be breaking a record by a long shot, isn’t it?”

“Officially, yes. I’ve heard that masters of the kingdom surpassed the expert level even younger, though no one knows for certain.”

“To think we assumed their house was past its prime. Count Ashton’s Household has truly taken flight.”

“Indeed. And consider the ages of the knights knighted today besides Raul. What feats might they achieve in a decade?”

The banquet hall buzzed with chatter about Raul and the First Knight Order, along with the Count Ashton’s House.

Of course, the other fifteen knights knighted that day weren’t overlooked.

Lesser noble families were eagerly vying to attract them.

But what differed this year was the knights’ rather lukewarm attitudes.

“Sir, congratulations. If you find the time, please grace our Lendraine family’s party with your presence. Our head of the family wishes to converse with you.”


“Is that so? When is the party?”

“Next Tuesday. Should you need accommodation, our family’s estate is at your disposal…”

“Next week, hm… I’ll see if I can make it.”

The knight passed the invitation he received to his squire indifferently.

The squire’s bag was already bursting with invitations from noble families.

Yet, hidden in the knight’s pocket was another invitation.

This special one bore the crest of the Count Ashton’s House.

* * *

After the knighting ceremony, Raul’s life seemed to return to its usual routine. He continued to subdue gates daily and visited the academy on class days. But Raul’s stature had significantly risen, incomparable to his past.

– The youngest Sword Expert recognized by the kingdom.

– The owner of the First Knight Order, comprised entirely of armor users.

– A divine messenger blessed by the gods.

– A true knight dedicated to the welfare of the citizens.

The titles describing Raul were so numerous that they were almost impossible to organize.

Not just Raul, but also the First Knight Order , and even the mercenaries temporarily under his command, received the adoring gazes and respect of the citizens.

Naturally, the knights’ pride soared, and the mercenaries were motivated to clear gates in hopes of securing a permanent place in the First Knight Order .

Dozens of visitors flocked daily to the Count Ashton’s mansion seeking an audience with Raul or to deliver invitations. However, only a few ever got the chance to meet him, making Raul one of the hardest individuals to meet in the capital Thurium.

Several days later, in front of the Count Ashton’s mansion, even before dawn broke, the place teemed with crowds. Both the capital’s guards and Raul’s mercenaries were mobilized to manage the throngs, while inside the mansion, many were busy preparing for something.

The reason so many had gathered from early on was because today marked the open recruitment for members of the First Knight Order and the Knight Order.

Finally, the mansion’s large gate opened and people began to enter.


“Soldier applicants, head to the first training ground at the back! This way please!”

“Squires, to the second training ground! To the right…”

“Technicians and administrative applicants, building 3. Don’t get lost; follow the guide!”

“Knights are…”

“Mages are…”

Dozens of servants wearing sashes and holding signposts sorted the applicants and directed them to their respective testing locations.

Despite this, the line outside the mansion didn’t seem to get any shorter; if anything, it appeared to grow.

“Wow, there’s so many. Can we really finish this today?”

“Yet, you, as the deputy leader, are only overseeing the knights, right? I can barely breathe. We expected many, but this is just too much.”

Homer, a knight in charge of the soldier examination, responded with a sigh to Jake, who shook his head as if he was fed up.

The other knights nearby nodded quietly in agreement, clearly overwhelmed by the turnout.

It was evident they had already surpassed their expected numbers.

Moreover, the examination wasn’t just for today but was scheduled to continue for a total of three days, selecting the truly eligible candidates from today’s crowd.

“Oh, why does the Master always have to undertake such massive projects…”

“I wonder if the Master is regretting this sight as well.”

Their gazes turned towards the main building. On the terrace of the third floor, Raul was seen with his arms crossed, his blonde hair fluttering as he looked towards the main gate.

“Alright, enough complaints. This is an important event, selecting those who will become our comrades and subordinates. Let’s proceed with the evaluations without any issues. Positions, everyone!”

“To your positions!”

At Philip’s command, everyone scattered to their designated areas.

Though spoken, there truly wasn’t anyone who harbored real complaints. The influx of so many applicants signified the enhancement of their status.


Standing on the terrace and watching the applicants enter, Raul broke the silence.

“Will there be any issue with the examination process?”

“No. Though the number of people is greater than expected, the tests we’ve prepared should sufficiently screen through the candidates,” Bernard responded as if it was a given, given the thorough preparation for such a significant event.

“I’ve mentioned this before, but we need to recruit as many as possible this time. Pass those who seem to have potential for now. I’ll make the final decisions. And in my absence, Philip will be in charge, so if any problems arise, consult with him,” Raul instructed.

“We’ll handle it as you’ve ordered. But, if I may ask, why the rush? The master’s and our knight order’s reputation is already spreading throughout the kingdom. Wouldn’t we draw better talents if we took our time?”

Bernard inquired after a moment of hesitation. Raul remained silent for a while, gazing contemplatively at the mansion below.

“In five days.”

“Pardon?”

“In five days, a significant event that will end this peaceful era is going to happen.”

Bernard seemed to ponder Raul’s words for a moment before his expression hardened, and he replied calmly, “We need to hasten our schedule then. I will make sure we narrow down to the most useful individuals.”

With no trace of doubt on his face, Bernard bowed and left. After Bernard’s departure, Raul’s expression turned blank as his hands tightly gripped the terrace’s railing.

“In five days…”

A peaceful era was coming to an end, and an age of turmoil was beginning. Despite all the preparations, why did it feel lacking? Knowing parts of the future, Raul felt nothing but suffocation.

‘The future I know will continue to change. There will come a time when the knowledge I possess becomes utterly useless. Will I be able to find the right path then?’

If this were truly a game, one would simply sprint down the path toward the prepared ending.

But having become a part of that game’s world, would the ending the players sought coincide with the ending he desired?

If not…

Raul’s eyes began to glow with a golden light.

* * *

Two days passed.

The preliminary trials, akin to a war, were over, and now only the final evaluation remained.

Raul, pressing down on his throbbing head, made his way to the examination hall. Over the past two days, while many have struggled, Raul undoubtedly faced the toughest challenges. He spent these days visiting no less than four free cities to conduct evaluations. This time, the recruitment wasn’t only conducted at the mansion in the capital but also at the branches located in the free cities. Fortunately, the final candidates were sorted before Raul’s arrival, but scrutinizing over a thousand individuals through analysis wasn’t an easy task.

“Phew. Am I really going to go bald over this?”

Nevertheless, it was a task that couldn’t be neglected. As the guild’s reputation grew, attracting scrutiny was only natural. If new members were being recruited during this time, it was inevitable that spies would be sent.

There’s a saying that there’s no enemy as terrifying as an untrustworthy ally. Raul certainly didn’t want to welcome any unwelcomed guests into the guild during this critical period of establishment.

Of course, analysis wasn’t flawless, but it could at least serve the purpose of a sieve.

“Today’s candidates to review are….”

A sigh escaped Raul’s lips as he flipped through the documents.

After a lengthy evaluation, the final candidates were selected. This recruitment aimed not for mercenaries under fixed-term contracts but for full-fledged membership in the First Knight Order. Thus, applications were also accepted from among the thousand mercenaries previously employed, leading to a rigorous selection process.

And as a result, including the four free cities, the guild was able to expand its roster by a total of 3,500 members.

[First Knight Order]

Level: Lv.6

Renown: Prominent guild in the kingdom

Total Members: Regular guild members 50/350, Irregular guild members 3,430.

Composition: Knights 70. Squires 130. NCO candidates 100. Regular soldiers 3,000. Administrative staff 150. Technical staff (including low-level mages and alchemists) 30.

There was no change in the number of regular guild members who received support from the system. The plan was to selectively and gradually recruit truly reliable and promising individuals. About 50 promising, young individuals like Josh, who toiled for a month, were employed as squires.

Older mercenaries or those not suited to be knights due to B-Grade status were selected as NCO candidates. Being a knight wasn’t solely about combat prowess which necessitated these decisions.

With the organization’s expansion, there was also a need to recruit more individuals for administrative tasks and those skilled in equipment management and supply as technical staff.

3,500 members.

Though it might seem like a large number, Raul still found it insufficient.

“I wanted to reach 5,000… But it can’t be helped. We can’t just accept those who aren’t skilled enough.”

What Raul desired was a guild comprised solely of soldiers of Sword User level, capable of manipulating mana. Facing other players’ guilds that could grow into Sword Users within six months made this a necessary choice.

Disappointment aside, the evaluation process was not yet complete. There were still those who required special consideration.

“What to do?”

It almost seemed as if the corners of Raul’s mouth were curving up in anticipation.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 74

				
Chapter 74

Knock, knock.

“Come in.”

Upon Raul’s invitation, a group of individuals stepped into the office.

“Congratulations, Raul. I always knew you’d pass, but becoming a certified knight at 15?”

“Con-congratulations!”

“Top of the class as expected! You’ve really lifted our spirits, you know?”

The ones offering their bright greetings were none other than Raul’s academy classmates. Naturally, Dalton was the first to open his mouth, followed by the others who also extended their congratulations.

Raul, expressing his gratitude, seated them around the conference table and began to speak.

“I suppose your presence here means you’re interested in our Knight Order? Have you all given some thought to the offer I mentioned?”

The group silently nodded in response to Raul’s words. Raul had gone out of his way to look after his academy peers while recruiting new guild members.

This year’s academy entrants were of notably high caliber, with those qualifying for Class S being exceptionally promising talents. Among these classmates, Raul had extended invitations to join the Knight Order to those who met his criteria.

“Shall we discuss this one by one then?”

Raul presented them with two options.

The first was a temporary employment contract (Contract A), where for a fixed period, they would join the First Knight Order as mercenaries, receiving pay while undertaking assignments together.

The second option was a full membership contract (Contract B), fully integrating into the Knight Order, receiving wages and equipment just like other knights, and swearing allegiance to the First Knight Order, and by extension, to Raul as their lord.

Though Raul had laid out both options, he assumed most would opt for the first, given their youthful prospects.

“I would like to join the First Knight Order, if I may.”

Contrary to Raul’s expectation, all ten classmates expressed their desire for Contract B. Among them were individuals like Dalton, originating from high noble families, making their choice quite surprising.

Naturally, Raul had no complaints, welcoming them with open arms.


“But why choose to join our Knight Order? Feel free to speak candidly.”

A classmate from a baron’s family cautiously responded.

“To be honest, I’m not slated to inherit my family’s title, and the reality is, it’s not easy to join such a renowned Knight Order later. Besides, the benefits here far exceed those of other orders, so I see no reason to refuse.”

Indeed, the individuals Raul had approached were distant from being their families’ heirs.

For them, joining a famous Knight Order and becoming a renowned knight seemed a better path than returning to serve their family estates upon graduation.

‘Ten recruits, not bad at all.’

Raul had reached out to about twenty individuals. The ones who didn’t show were either from influential noble families or entangled with the Randal household, making their recruitment impractical from the start.

Moreover, the fact that ‘he’ Raul had initially aimed for from the academy had shown up, couldn’t but bring a smile to Raul’s face.

As conversations with everyone concluded, it was finally Dalton’s turn.

“Dalton, are you sure about this? Wouldn’t Contract A be a better fit for you”

Frankly, I coveted his talent, but the notion of him formally joining the First Knights Order instead of staying with the Templeton Duchy seemed absurd.

Dalton shrugged and said calmly, “Why? If a talent like me is willing to join, they should welcome me with open arms. Are you uncomfortable having a friend as your subordinate?”

“It’s not that but….”

When Raul made a slightly sour face, Dalton chuckled and took something out. “I knew you’d be worried about this. So, I brought this. Here!”

What Dalton presented was an elegant letter envelope. Raul carefully opened the envelope and checked its contents.

‘…!’

The letter was penned by none other than the Marquis de Templeton, the Sword Sage himself.

It was a brief letter—small words of praise for Raul’s achievements and a request to take good care of Dalton. The letter was straightforward, sincere, without any hidden meanings.

Raul carefully put away the letter and stared at Dalton. How on earth did he manage to have the Sword Sage send his cherished grandson to another Knights Order?

Sensing Raul’s mood, Dalton averted his eyes and bowed his head deeply.


“Sorry! I was supposed to keep it a secret, but the old man kept asking, so I had to tell. But I didn’t tell everything.”

Recently, after demolishing the Imperial Hounds, Dalton had asked Raul to keep the battle details confidential as much as possible. It seemed, however, that Dalton had ended up discussing it with the Sword Sage.

‘Well, it doesn’t really matter.’

After all, what Dalton had seen was only a part of it, and it was fine to share with the Sword Sage. The Sword Sage had been a staunch anti-imperialist in his previous life, too.

“Phew. That’s fine, but are you really okay with this? Even if the Sword Sage is fine with it, the Ducal House might not take it well.”

“Psh. Better for me. I’ve wanted to escape that stuffy and outdated household for a while now. Besides, everyone except my father seemed happy about it.”

It appeared the factional strife within the Ducal House was not trivial.

“So, I’m counting on you going forward, Master!”

“Of course, welcome aboard.”

Dalton and Raul had agreed to continue their friendship in private. For now, though joining the Knights Order, who knew what the future held?

Thus, ten knight hopefuls, including Dalton and his classmates, joined the First Knights Order.

Dalton left after their catch-up, and Raul continued with the interviews.

He wanted to personally look after at least the newly arrived knights and the squires, if not the soldiers.

The interviews went on late into the night, until only one candidate remained.

Click.

The last interviewee was an ordinary-looking soldier who seemed a bit anxious, perhaps unsure why he was summoned.

“Welcome, Mr. Brown.”

“Ah, hello, young master Raul!”

Nervous, soldier Brown stuttered slightly as he cautiously took a seat on the sofa.

Rustle. Raul personally poured the tea, while Brown seemed so burdened that he couldn’t even make eye contact, stiffening in his seat.


After Raul served himself some tea and sat down, Brown cautiously began to speak.

“May I ask… why you summoned me?”

Raul didn’t immediately answer Brown’s question, instead taking his time to calmly sip his tea.

“Why don’t you start by having some tea, Mr. Brown. Or should I say, Mr. Kane?”

“Excuse me, what do you mean…?”

Brown stuttered in confusion, his bafflement evident in his expression. It was a very natural reaction, but Raul didn’t miss the brief, involuntary twitch of Brown’s body.

Raul remained silent, merely looking at Brown dispassionately. An uncomfortable silence settled in Raul’s office.

* * *

“No, this can’t be happening!”

John Kane, head of the intelligence guild, “The Wings of Freedom,” screamed in agony inside a log cabin.

After escaping the capital city and evading the Imperial Hounds, Kane had headed for a safe house prepared in advance in the outskirts of a civilian village.

The safe house was meant for elite agents who held key positions in the guild, those who were not only Kane’s disciples but also his close friends and virtually his family, despite Kane’s orders to stay away until the situation had cooled down.

The interior of the cabin was a disaster. It was so ravaged by sword marks and soot that no intact piece of furniture could be found, and dried bloodstains covered various spots of the wooden floor.

Kane, his head in his hands, remained motionless on the floor for a long while. However, regaining his composure, he clenched his teeth and began to survey his surroundings.

As one of the kingdom’s most renowned spies, his abilities to gather intelligence and track were unmatched. As he cooled his head and investigated, clues began to mentally organize themselves.

The amount of blood at the scene was minimal compared to the signs of combat, and there were no indications of buried bodies nearby.

‘Could it be that everyone was captured?’

It was a silver lining in an otherwise dire situation, but not something to be relieved about, given the empire’s intelligence division’s notorious reputation for turning people into monsters.

‘Hang on, brothers. I will definitely save you.’

Kane had no choice but to head back to the capital following the traces left by his foes. Panting, Kane wrapped his blood-soaked arm with a bandage.

Though he had located what he suspected to be the enemy’s hideout, infiltrating it proved impossible. Not only was the site heavily guarded, but at some point, he had also picked up a tail, making it difficult to move around.

He had already clashed with pursuers several times, either repelling them or fleeing, and his injuries were steadily accumulating.

‘I can’t go on like this.’

Alone, he could find no answers. But who could he possibly ask for help? He had no way of knowing which noble family was entangled with the pervasive reach of the Imperial Hounds throughout the capital.

As he aimlessly wandered in sheer desperation, news broke out:

– The Gates disappearance case was the doing of the imperial intelligence agency known as the ‘Imperial Hounds.’

– The Imperial Hounds were turning people into monsters through the use of forbidden magic.

At the same time, other news spread:

– Count Ashton’s son, Young master Raul, had utterly destroyed a combat unit of the Imperial Hounds.

– Young master Raul’s First Knights had captured the remnants of the Imperial Hounds.

Upon hearing the news from the press and the public, Kane felt as if he had found a ray of light in the darkness.

Having witnessed the First Knights’ prowess at the knight order ceremony, he found no reason to hesitate.

‘But how do I meet Young master Raul?’

Suddenly, the now-famed Raul seemed as unreachable as the stars in the sky.

Contemplating whether he should sneak into the Count’s mansion, the recruitment of new members by the First Knight Order appeared as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for him.

Kane assumed the identity of ‘Brown’ and enlisted as a soldier. Given his expertise at the expert level, it was no surprise when he was accepted.

Now, all that was left was to find an opportunity to approach Raul, but unexpectedly, Raul summoned him himself.

Before he had time to process this turn of events, he was standing face to face with Raul. Raul’s first words sent his heart plummeting.

‘How on earth did he figure out my true identity? Is he in league with them too!?’

The temptation to reach for the concealed dagger was something he barely managed to suppress. The excitement initially surged but was soon quelled by the soothing aroma of tea, helping him to gather his thoughts.

It was almost impossible for Raul to be allied with them, considering the Gate incident and what had transpired at the knight order ceremony.

Moreover, he had seen it with his own eyes in the spectators’ stand at the ceremony – the divine aura emanating from Raul, filling the colosseum, and the pure white wings that sprouted from his back.

‘Indeed, if not Young master Raul, then who can I trust?’

Though he was curious about how Raul had discovered his identity, that was not what mattered most. His family members might be undergoing torture and experimentation at this very moment.

Faced with a dire situation yet presented with such an opportunity, what was there to ponder upon? Kane rose abruptly from the sofa, dropped to his knees, and bowed his head.

“Young master Raul, I beg of you, please help me!”

And then, he realized that he had made the right decision. Three knights had appeared out of nowhere, swords pointed at his neck.

‘Had I drawn my dagger…?’

A cold sweat ran down his back. Whether Raul understood his turmoil or not, he dismissed the knights with a gesture, helped him to his feet, and smiled.

“Shall we talk again?”

Overwhelmed by Raul’s mystical golden eyes and the aura around him, Kane found himself speaking almost involuntarily.

(To be continued)
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Upon hearing Kane’s story, Raul fell into deep thought. His expression remained unchanged, forcing Kane to merely gauge his reactions. However, inside, Raul was rejoicing.

‘What luck! It really pays to be well-known.’

He had been feeling stifled without a proper source of information. Although he had the use of his family’s intelligence network, it fell woefully short of what Raul desired.

He had been planning to establish his own intelligence organization soon, but he hadn’t expected such an excellent candidate to come to him so easily.

[Name]: Kane (Age 38)

[Level]: 83

[Occupation]: Rogue (High-Level Expert)

[Affiliation]: Leader of the Intelligence Guild ‘Wings of Freedom’

[Talents]: Information Gathering, Disguise, Close Combat

[Title]: The Faceless

[Stats]: Potential (S Rank)

[Strength 75]

[Agility 81]

[Stamina 73]

[Intelligence 77]

[Spirit 71]

[Magic 72]

[Perception 80]

[Unique Traits]:


Chameleon (S-), Stealthy Spy (A+), Single Combat Expert (A)

Indeed, his stats are fitting for someone who built one of the top three intelligence guilds in his previous life.

‘Is that even his real appearance?’

With brown hair and an overly ordinary appearance, his features were so vague, it felt like one wouldn’t be able to recognize him upon a subsequent meeting.

Even in his previous life, while rumors abounded, no one had actually confirmed his existence. Naturally, Raul intended to accept Kane’s request to rescue his subordinates.

Especially since Raul had become incompatible with the Imperial Hounds, and now that he knew where their hideout was, he couldn’t just ignore it.

But Raul wasn’t one to act on justice alone. Since he had been asked for a favor, shouldn’t he gain something from Kane?

“I understand your feelings, Mr. Kane. However, you must know that I cannot move on trust alone,” Raul commented.

The hideout Kane mentioned was definitely owned by a noble family. It meant that Raul couldn’t simply mobilize his forces without good reason.

“Please trust me. I stake my life on it!”

“I’m not sure how much your life is worth, but without evidence or certainty, I can’t attack another noble house. And even if what you’re saying is true, why should I sacrifice my men for someone I just met today?”

Raul’s firm words made Kane bite his lip.

‘I was too naive.’

He had thought a young noble brimming with a sense of justice at hearing rumors would eagerly jump into action. Despite his youthful appearance, Raul seemed far more thoughtful.

But Kane couldn’t give up here. With determination, he spoke again.

“Please help me. If you save them, I will serve you for the rest of my life, young master Raul. They are also capable individuals. If we can rescue them, they will be a great asset to you!”

He banged his head on the floor again and again. Raul hurriedly stopped Kane and let out a low sigh.

“Phew, I simply can’t ignore the heart of Mr. Kane, who thinks of his subordinates. Shall we talk more about it in detail?”

A faint smile appeared on Raul’s lips. That day, Raul accepted Kane, a competent informant, as his subordinate.

* * *


Ding.

Connect Year 521, June 28th, midnight.

A notice popped up in front of Raul’s eyes.

[Notice]

has been completed. Rewards have been given based on the Gate Clear Ranking.

-Unfortunately, the clear rate of the Gate is excessively low. The accumulated dimensional energy begins to overflow.

-Pre-scenario Route A has been confirmed.

-A new main quest [First Gate Outbreak] will proceed.

-A new limited-time event [Triple Double Bonus] begins. During the event period, experience, proficiency, and item drop rate are doubled.

-The open beta service schedule has been confirmed. Approximately 6 months later, on Connect Year 522, January 1st, you will meet new players along with a new large-scale update.

After checking the lengthy notice, a system message followed.

-Congratulations. You have ranked 1st in individual and guild rankings in the limited-time quest [Gate Rush!]. A special reward has been given.

-A new main quest will start in 24 hours.

“That’s a relief. I thought it was starting immediately…”

Raul turned his gaze away from the D-Grade Gate emitting an ominous aura. Just in case, he also withdrew all the troops deployed at the Gate.

Fortunately, being given a day’s time allowed for a bit more preparation. Of course, this didn’t mean there was a sure way to completely prevent the looming disaster.

[Main Quest: First Gate Outbreak]

Grade: ???

Objective: Defend against the Gate Wave.

Additional Objective: Destroy the stabilized Gate (Dungeon)


Deadline: Before the open beta service (Connect Year 521, December 31st)

Description: Dimensional energy overflows, causing monster waves from the Gate. Hunt as many monsters as you can to protect the Connect world.

Notes: Stabilized Gates (Dungeons) periodically generate monster waves. To prevent wave occurrences, continuously cleanse the Gates.

Rewards: Distributed based on ranking. Separate rewards for individuals and guilds are prepared.

As feared, the next quest was the Gate Outbreak.

When monster waves occur through the Gate Outbreak, the grade of the Gate and the accumulated stacks determine the invading monster horde.

Gates without accumulated stacks will see monsters appearing within the grade of the Gate, but with up to 2 stacks, not only do monsters outside the grade appear, but the number of monster hordes also increases with the stacks.

“Continuously managing our stacks, the temple and our domain might somehow reduce the damage….”

The domains that had been merely observing will suffer tremendous damage with this wave. There was only so much Raul could do.

He would do his best to minimize the damage, but saving everyone was out of the question. Only one day remained. Raul’s worry deepened on what more he could prepare.

* * *

“Preparations?”

“All troop deployments have been completed. With the cooperation of the capital’s Guard Captain, the makeshift defensive installations have been finished.”

“Most of the citizens around the gate have evacuated to the temple. A few residents refuse to cooperate and remain in their homes.”

“It’s regrettable, but we can’t save everyone. People must bear the responsibility for their choices. Have the troops withdraw from that area.”

It was a cold decision, but Raul commanded firmly.

“What about the kingdom’s central army?”

“The legion commander refused to mobilize troops. They said they cannot move troops privately unless there’s an order from the palace.”

‘Tch.’

Raul clicked his tongue inwardly. But this was expected. He could only hope the situation would erupt and allow for an earlier response.

“We’ve also finished deploying temporarily hired forces with the cooperation of the mercenaries guild, knights guild, and mages’ guild.”

Raul nodded calmly. Getting the guilds’ cooperation was a matter of having enough money, after all.

With this, Raul had completed all the preparations he could do. The First Knight Order’s knights numbered 200, and there were about 2,000 soldiers.

5,000 personnel from the capital’s guard. And including the mercenaries and mercenaries temporarily hired with the guilds’ cooperation, about 5,000 more.

Over 12,000 troops were deployed at strategic points near the gate, following Raul’s orders. Of course, this was far from enough to defend the entire capital.

Raul had no choice but to make a selection, deploying forces primarily around the densely populated civilian areas of the third and fourth outer walls.

‘Let the first outer wall, with its noble residences and part of the central army barracks, fend for themselves.’

The second outer wall, housing the headquarters of the capital’s guard and various guilds, should be somewhat manageable.

Raul’s objective was merely to buy time until the central army’s 50,000 troops and the royal knights could mobilize. Handling the wave with just the First Knight Order’s power was not easy.

‘Based on my past life experience, roughly 1,000 monsters emerge from a single F-Grade gate. By rough calculations…’

Nearly 50,000 monsters would pour out just within Thurium. The problem is that gates also exist outside the walls.

If the capital’s interior isn’t quickly secured, they risked a pincer attack. Of course, the wave would eventually end even without Raul stepping in.

A D-Grade gate at most. Once elite soldiers and knights are properly deployed, the monsters will be dealt with. If you’re a power armor user, even 1,000 regular monsters are manageable foes.

However, what about the cumulative damage sustained over time?

In reality, the population of Thurium nearly reached 1 million, but when visited in a past life, Thurium’s population was only about 500,000. The wave crisis meant that nearly half of the citizens were sacrificed.

‘We can’t just let that happen.’

In any society, population equals national power and strength. For the sake of the future, sacrifices must be minimized.

Raul reviewed his plans once more, waiting for the right moment. Then, shortly after, the D-Grade gate stationed at the center of a square about 100 meters away began tinting with a sinister yellow light.

Wooooong.

The gate in the air finally burst into bright light and swelled to several times its size.

“Kweeek!”

With a sound akin to a pig being slaughtered, a group of hefty wild boars charged out forcefully.

“Armored Boars! Begin crossbow fire!”

What emerged were the Armored Boars (D), with body sizes about 1.5 times larger than that of regular wild boars. Their transformed hides boasted a defensive capability comparable to steel plates.

More importantly, their molars and skulls were as tough as steel, making them a force capable of destroying knights head-on. Hundreds of these terrifying Armored Boars spilled out from the gate, spreading in all directions.

Shwoosh! Thwack!

“Kweeek.”

Bolts made of steel pierced through the chest of an Armored Boar. Despite the impact, the boar tried to continue its charge but could not withstand the successive bolts that brought it down.

“Aim for the legs and torso! The bolts won’t penetrate their heads!”

The soldiers, already knowledgeable in handling them, slowed down the advance of the Armored Boars with appropriate crossbow fire. But fully stopping them was another matter given their momentum and numbers.

Despite the rain of bolts, the Armored Boars pushed through only to be met by a makeshift barricade constructed from stone blocks.

“Stab them!”

At the commander’s order, pikemen extended their spears between the barricades, stabbing at the Armored Boars. However, the finishing blow was not the soldiers’ to deliver.

Members of the First Knight Order, standing atop the 3-meter-high barricade, plunged their mana-infused long spears downward, shattering even the tough skulls of the Armored Boars, effectively cutting their breaths short.

The initial wave was thus repelled without much difficulty. Yet, the real battle was just beginning. With the carcasses of Armored Boars piling up in front of the barricade, the creatures began to use them as steps to leap over.

“Don’t let a single one through!”

Suddenly, knights who had exchanged their lances for two-handed swords drew blades infused with mana, igniting their will to fight.

(To be continued)
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“Second outer ring, Zone C, Sector 12. The defense barrier has been breached.”

“First outer ring, Zone B, Sector 5. The noble families’ private soldiers are engaged in battle with monsters!”

“Fourth outer ring, Zone A, Sector 16. The encirclement has been penetrated, and some monsters have entered the city area!”

Reports from guild members stationed in each sector poured in amidst the combat. The First Knight Order of Knights, concentrated at a D-Grade Gate, was managing its defenses without much difficulty.

However, the areas entrusted to the guard and temporarily hired mercenaries were gradually having their encirclements breached.

No troops were specifically deployed in the First outer ring, prioritizing the defense of the mansion instead.

Given that it was an area dense with noble houses, where private soldiers and knights were plenty, it was left untouched.

Of course, key members of the Count Ashton’s family and individuals from closely associated noble families had already completed evacuation to the mansion.

Additionally, in place of Raul, Bernard was overseeing the operational headquarters at the mansion, monitoring the situation on the frontline and reporting only key matters to Raul.

The Second outer ring was not heavily residential. Hence, the capital’s guard and mercenaries were focusing on setting up defensive lines around populated areas, and though breaches occurred here and there, they seemed to be holding up for now. The real problems lied in the Third and Fourth outer rings.

The areas were vast, and apart from the local guards, there were no standing armies, making defense difficult. With hundreds of thousands of residents, it wasn’t feasible for Raul to move them at will; the only option was to devise a strategy that minimized damage as much as possible.

“What’s the situation with the central army?”

Right after the Gate Wave erupted, guild members had been positioned near the central army’s main camp to relay information. Twenty minutes had already passed, and there should have been some news by now.

“Part of the standing forces and cavalry has been deployed, but it seems we need more time to commit the rest of the troops.”

“What are you talking about? The corps commander?? They should have departed by now!”

“Well… it seems the commander and the higher-ups are all at their residences in the First outer ring. With only junior officers available, excluding the duty officer, it’s difficult to mobilize the troops without proper command. We are trying to contact the commander through magical communication, but it’s not connecting well… The duty officer doesn’t seem inclined to make any decisions independently, probably worried about taking responsibility. What should we do now?”

“This is such bullshit!” Raul gritted his teeth in frustration.

The corps commander hailed from the Randal household, and most of the officers were from the Marquis McNeil family.

Despite the situation, it seemed they had ignored his orders, hoping beyond factional divides they would act. But fury alone wouldn’t solve the situation.


“Tell our officers to move anyway. It’s an emergency, so forget about responsibility and all that. And Bernard!”

“Yes, Master.”

“Send some knights and part of our forces to the commander’s residence. Take a magic communicator with you, and the moment you arrive, connect with the central army’s communication network!”

“I will dispatch them immediately.”

Because of the inept corps commander, the situation was on the verge of worsening significantly. However, there was no intention to unnecessarily widen the scope of operations.

“Have all forces strictly maintain their operational zones. Holding the defense line is how we minimize casualties. Regrettably, the monsters that slip through are to be left to the reserve troops and the central army.”

“Yes, Master!”

Fighting from behind the barricades and temporary watchtowers set up along the defensive line was the most efficient way to minimize casualties among the troops.

After all, covering this vast capital with just 12,000 men was practically an impossibility from the start.

“Huff. There seem to be more victims than I thought.”

A deep sigh escaped Raul’s lips.

* * *

Boom!!

“Yikes…”

Three gnolls, monsters with dog heads, burst through the front door into the house.

Sniff sniff sniff.

Drooling and snorting, the gnolls immediately detected the scent of humans and charged toward a particular room in unison.

“Oh, no!”

Sam screamed, hugging his wife and child.

‘I should have evacuated sooner if I had known this would happen.’


He had ignored the First Knight Order’s advice because he needed to open the bakery early in the morning, never expecting such a disaster.

Clang, clang!

The gnolls, having approached their prey, bared their gleaming teeth and emitted joyful howling.

Frozen stiff, all Sam could do was shiver while clutching his family.

‘Someone, please, save us!’

Suddenly, a gnoll’s breath was on his neck, and just as it was about to bite down on Sam’s throat with its wide-open jaws,

Bang! Crunch.

“Who allowed this bastard in here!”

A knight who had burst through the window decapitated the gnoll.

Clang, clang!

The startled remaining gnolls drew their claws to attack the knight but,

Thud. Clang!

Others who appeared behind the gnoll dealt with the rest.

Covered in gnoll blood, a shocked Sam looked up to see a very young knight smiling at him.

“Are you hurt anywhere?”

“Oh, yes, yes. Thank you! Thank you!”

Realization that he had survived made Sam’s legs give way. Then, he noticed the emblem on the knight’s cloak.

A golden eagle. It was the symbol of the First Knight Order.

“This place is dangerous. We’ve cleared the main road, so hurry to the nearest temple for safety.”

“Ah, understood. Thank you so much, Sir Knight.”


Sam repeatedly bowed his head and then, with shaky legs, left the house with his family.

Watching their departing figures was the young knight, Dalton. Accompanying him were two who were Raul’s classmates and newly initiated squires of the First Knight Order.

“Phew. Is this sector cleared then?”

“Where to next?”

“Just a moment.”

While Dalton was receiving instructions from Bernard through the guild communication, his classmates took a moment to catch their breath.

Dalton, along with some of his fellow trainee knights, was part of the reserve team assigned to clean up the monsters that spilled out.

The problem was that the area they were responsible for was too vast. They had luckily saved a family just moments before, but many had already been sacrificed. And even now, many more were probably losing their lives.

“Let’s move! There are goblins in Sector 21 of Zone D.”

Dalton shouted and rushed out, with his classmates quickly following him. As they ran through the main road, they were flanked by the ruins of houses and the corpses of monsters.

* * *

Kane concealed himself in the darkness, holding his breath and intensely watching a location he was sure was the hideout of the Imperial Hounds, a noble’s mansion.

Since he had agreed to become Raul’s retainer, he had been watching this place, looking for clues or deciding on the timing for intrusion.

Raul had instructed him to keep a watch, confident that there would be some movement if the gate caused issues today, so Kane was vigilantly observing the mansion without even blinking.

‘Strange.’

On the outside, there seemed to be nothing unusual. The mansion’s front gate and the surrounding walls were as usual, lit with bonfires, and the guards maintained their posts.

This made it all the more suspicious. After the monsters had poured out of the gate, every noble’s mansion seemed like a disturbed ant hill with soldiers and knights rushing about.

‘How can this place seem as if nothing’s happening?’

Flames rose in various parts of the capital, screams and the sounds of clashing weapons filled the air, yet everything here seemed unchanged?

Feeling certain about his hunch, Kane took another hard look at the mansion before blending back into the shadows.

‘If something seems off, inspect the sewers or the underground rather than the mansion, right?’

Remembering Raul’s advice, Kane headed towards the sewers under a nearby bridge. The capital, Thurium, was a city more than a thousand years old. With time, it underwent multiple expansions, rebuildings, and extensions, resulting in an incredibly complex network of sewer passages underneath it.

The underground had almost turned into a labyrinth where the city’s lowest classes, like vagrants and serfs, often hid.

While the guards patrolled the underground in the First Outer City for the sake of maintaining law and order, their rounds were merely superficial, covering only a short, predetermined route.

Thus, informants or spies like Kane occasionally used the underground for infiltrating specific areas.

However, not even the most knowledgeable information guild had fully mapped out Thurium’s underground geography.

‘It’s been a while since I’ve been here.’

Kane entered the underground through a familiar entrance, navigating towards his destination using a compass and his memory.

After winding through the complex passageways for a while, Kane suddenly stopped in his tracks and extinguished his lamp’s light.

‘What! Could that be?’

Kane’s face hardened as he quickly disappeared into the darkness.

* * *

Thud! Whoosh!

Crash!

“Don’t fall back!”

“Quickly evacuate the wounded to the rear!”

Once again, in front of the D-rank Gate. Despite nearly an hour having passed, the fierce battle was still ongoing.

While the initially emerged Armored Boars had mostly been dealt with, as time went on, stronger and more challenging monsters began to appear.

A legion comprised of humanoid monsters with boar heads, dubbed ‘Boarman’, armed with various weapons like spears and axes, was continuously assaulting the First Knight Order’s defensive line.

While ordinary Boarmen could be taken down by spears, the C-rank monsters known as ‘Elite Boarman’ were impervious to damage unless it came from sword qi, leaving not even a scratch on their hide.

Had Raul not strategically positioned his knights, they would have never been able to hold back the onslaught of more than 50 Elite Boarmen.

Around thirty knights and squires engaged the elite monsters amidst the soldiers, while those armed with shields and spears focused on defensively keeping the monsters at bay as much as possible.

However, given their numerical disadvantage, it was inevitable for injuries to occur.

“Ahh, my leg!”

A soldier impaled in the thigh by a Boarman’s spear screamed as he fell to the ground. Immediately, the soldiers in the rear hurriedly extracted him from the frontline and sent him to the back.

“May the holy light bless us all. Cure!”

Priests bustled among the wounded soldiers evacuated to the rear, chanting healing spells. They were specially invited by Raul in anticipation of today.

Moreover, medics equipped with various herbs and potions were conducting emergency treatments, ensuring that as long as one didn’t die instantly, the soldiers’ lives were not in danger.

Such prompt medical attention in the rear allowed the encirclement to hold despite being outnumbered.

Whoosh!

“Gwaaak!”

Raul’s spear penetrated the forehead of an Elite Boarman. And with rapid succession, his throwing spears claimed the lives of three more Boarmen.

Swoosh.

As Raul brandished the drawn spear, he kept the monsters in front of him at bay. Around Raul, the corpses of fallen monsters had piled up like a small mound, causing the remaining monsters to hesitate, overwhelmed by his momentum.

‘It seems about time for it to appear….’

Tap. Whoosh!

A Boarman attempting to climb over the barricade from Raul’s left had a hole pierced through its temple.

Raul had chosen the spear precisely to cover a wider area.

Indeed, Raul was single-handedly holding off almost 10 meters of the defensive wall. No monster, whether D or C-rank, could withstand Raul’s spear.

“Grrraaaahhh!!!”

And then, the moment Raul had been waiting for. A guardian elite, surpassing the Gate’s rank and signifying the final wave. The B-rank monster, [Lion Mane Boarman Champion], finally revealed itself.

(To be continued)
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A B-Grade monster. And not just any monster, but an elite guardian of the gate—a formidable opponent that was not easily encountered.

[Lion Mane Boarman Champion Lv77]

Grade: B

Traits: Armored. Morphing tusks. Mane.

“Grrraaaaah!!”

As the champion, whose stature reached almost 3 meters, let out a monstrous roar, the elite boarmen gathered around him, forming a battle formation.

‘Is this the appearance of a raid boss?’

The champion, wielding a ludicrously large halberd (a spear with an axe blade attached) over 4 meters in length, swung it through the air, increasing his momentum.

In a past life, I would have gathered hundreds of players for a raid to take down this beast, but now, there was no need for such measures.

Raul calmly issued an order through the guild’s communications.

“First Knights Squadron, activate your power armor. Take down the gate’s guardians at the front.”

“Yes, Master!”

Some of the First Knights stationed atop the barricade donned their power armor and charged towards the enemy lines.

“Out of my way!”

Swoosh! Thwack!

Five knights clad in power armor cut through the horde of monsters in a straight line, wielding their huge sword qi.

Before the sword qi amplified by the power armor, even the elite C-Grade boarmen were mere prey. Finally, the armored users confronted the champion.

“Grrraaaahh!!”

“Shut it, pig!”


Boom! Clang~clang!

True to a B-Grade guardian, the champion’s halberd emitted a black spear aura, fending off the attacks of the armor users.

However, blocking five with one hand was too much. The knights’ blades gradually inflicted wounds upon the champion’s body.

“Squeal!”

Enraged, the champion spun his halberd like a windmill, pushing back the knights before launching into a skillful series of stabs, reminiscent of a veteran spearman.

Thud~thwack!

“Ugh.”

A knight who took a stab head-on grunted softly as he was pushed back. A few dents appeared in his armor, but he suffered virtually no real damage.

Had a player been on the receiving end of such an attack, they would have either died or been forced to retire.

‘This is one of the advantages of power armor.’

It elevated their tanking capability to the level of boss monsters. At least until a Grade S monster appeared, even the standard issue power armor provided sufficient defensive capabilities.

The Boarman champion flailed, but the confrontation was one-sided. While the champion’s attacks could not harm the armor users, he kept accumulating injuries. But to collapse now would mean he couldn’t call himself a Guardian.

Groooo.

With a beastly scream, the Champion’s body was engulfed in dark energy streams.

“Phase 2. Spread out and prepare for unpredictable attacks,”

Raul warned, prompting the knights to spread out. Throwing his halberd, the Champion transformed into a form resembling a real wild boar, walking on all fours.

Furthermore, hundreds of razor-sharp teeth sprouted thickly like brambles from his head and front, and at the end of his tail, now like a whip, was a crescent moon-shaped bone blade attached.

“Regular troops, fall back behind the barricades!”

His attack pattern was easily predictable.

“Focus on the flanks while being cautious of charge attacks. Zeke, you’re on tail duty!”


Davison, the squad leader of the first group, quickly ordered, and five knights took positions on all sides except the front, diverting the Champion’s attention.

“Groooaar!”

The Boarman Champion, seemingly irritated, shook his head from side to side, targeting the knights.

Whoooosh!

The massive, razor-sharp teeth made a deadly swishing sound as they craved for prey, but the knights circled around the Champion, dodging his attacks.

Swoosh, thwack!

No matter how frantically the Champion thrashed in place, he couldn’t match the speed of the armor users.

Even though his whip-like tail could cover a wide area, it wasn’t very effective since a dedicated knight was marking it closely.

The Champion, starting to accumulate injuries, had his eyes turn blood red. Ignoring the knights, he suddenly charged towards the front, seemingly looking for an easier target.

‘Not on my watch!’

But Raul was not one to just stand by. He had prepared steel spears and continuously threw them towards the Champion’s path.

Thunk. Thud-thud-thud.

The steel spears didn’t hit the Champion. Actually, they weren’t aimed at it to begin with.

Under the guidance of psychokinesis, about twenty steel spears planted themselves in the ground in front of the Champion, blocking his charge.

Clang! Crash!

Of course, the actual stopping effect was minimal. Considering the Champion’s size and power, it was only natural for the solid steel spears to snap like twigs.

However, it succeeded in slightly slowing him down and distracting his attention, providing enough time for the knights to catch up.

“Aim for the legs!”

Suddenly at pace with the Champion, the knights’ sword qi targeted its four legs.

Crash bang bang!


Having his relatively less protected legs attacked, the Champion tumbled to the ground, and the knights seized the opportunity to launch a focused assault.

‘Swoosh!

At that moment, something black burst forth from behind the champion, scattering in all directions and repelling the knights’ attacks.

“Everyone, be careful!”

Squad leader Davison shouted as he fended off the monster, but it seemed a bit too late.

Crack. Thud!

A knight was seized by the black entity around his ankle, lifted into the air, and then slammed to the ground.

“Charge!”

Suddenly appearing, Raul’s spear spun like a small tornado, piercing through the black entity that had grabbed the knight’s ankle.

The swirling spear technique was characteristic of the Riva Spear Art (B) he had learned from the Mira. Freed from the restraint, the knight quickly distanced himself from the champion.

“Thank you, master.”

He seemed mostly unharmed thanks to his power armor, but slightly dizzy, shaking his head side to side to regain his bearings.

“That’s probably the last phase. Don’t let your guard down and calmly aim for the ‘mane’!”

What soared into the air from the back of the champion’s neck, like the feathers of a peacock, was a black mane.

The mane, as if each strand had a life of its own, clustered and then scattered, changing into various shapes. Thinking back to earlier when it had grabbed a knight, it seemed capable of extending to some length.

Moreover, the mane that had just been cut off by Raul had returned to its original length, indicating remarkable regenerative abilities.

It was a tricky form to contend with, even for multiple opponents, but Raul had considerable experience dealing with such enemies.

‘Normally, finding a non-regenerative weakness is standard, but there’s no need for such effort if our firepower is overwhelming.’

The regeneration of the mane was not ‘infinite.’ It naturally consumed the main body’s mana.

Raul and the knights engaged the champion while maintaining some distance.

Thunk. Swish. Clang!

The mane was quite tough, making it difficult to cut through with a single strike of the sword. But it was impossible to continuously defend against the high output, power armor-enhanced sword strikes.

One by one, pieces of the mane started to get sliced off, eventually being cut off in chunks, and the regeneration speed could not keep up with the pace at which it was being cut. And with that, the battle was decided.

Squeal.

The Boarman champion, with all four legs and its tail cut off, seemed to sense its end was near and let out a coarse cry.

Raul, with a calm expression, infused his spear with mana and delivered the final blow.

Swoosh-thud!

The spear pierced through the back of the champion’s neck, turning its brain to mush.

Grade: B

Objective: Subdue the Lion Mane Boarman Champion that appeared with the monster wave

Reward: Experience. 28,000 coins, random B-Grade material box.

The elite guardian was dealt with more easily than expected.

The total time taken was just over 15 minutes.

Without the power armor, the struggle would have lasted much longer.

– You have handled the Elite Guardian of the Rampaging D-Grade Gate. The D-Grade Gate will cease to exist permanently.

As I confirmed the system message, the expanded D-Grade Gate shrank into a tiny speck in the void and then vanished completely.

No more monsters were replenished, and with the Armor users joining in, it didn’t take long to annihilate the nearby monsters.

“Completed the subjugation of the second D-Grade Gate.”

“The third…”

“The fourth D-Grade Gate as well…”

Thanks to the concentrated deployment of the First Knight Order, the four D-Grade Gates that appeared in the capital were quickly subdued.

It seemed that officers like Philip, Jake, and Pierce had played an active role.

However, dealing with E-Grade and F-Grade Gates was still a desperate situation.

Where to deploy the surplus forces now depended on Raul’s decision.

That’s when a communication came from Bernard.

“A message from Kane. Creatures resembling Imperial Cavalry and forces with unidentified insignia have appeared in the target area. Some follow the underground passages towards the castle, while others head towards the Gate in the first outer city.”

‘They’ve finally made their move.’

The Imperial Hounds wouldn’t miss such an opportunity. It seemed Kane’s hunch about their hideout was right.

“The enemy’s force is approximately 2,000 strong; 1,500 being cavalry and 500 regular troops, including about 50 knights. Kane is returning to his original position to monitor the target and waits for Master’s orders,” Bernard reported.

Raul deliberated for a moment upon hearing Bernard’s report.

‘Are there primarily three options?’

The first was to ignore the likes of the Imperial Hounds and focus on clearing the remaining Gates.

If Raul and the Knight Order joined forces, it would considerably reduce the citizens’ casualties and better handle attacks from outside the walls.

‘But there’s hardly any real benefit.’

The rewards for clearing Gates below E-Grade were not significant. And it was something that could be managed without necessarily needing the elite knights’ brigade.

The second option was to immediately pursue the Imperial Hounds to the inner city where the royal palace was located.

Although their intentions were unclear, thwarting them would surely hit back at the Empire.

And it was highly probable to gain access to a main quest related to the pre-scenario.

The risk was the issue.

Could Raul and the First Knight Order handle the true might of the Imperial Hounds, considering their cavalry alone numbered over 1,000?

Lastly, there was the option of attacking the hideout of the Imperial Hounds instead of the castle.

‘The plan was initially to scour the manor with the church’s cooperation after the Gate situations were handled….’

The scenario had changed dramatically. The hideout was confirmed, and many forces had left it for the attack.

This might be the best time to rescue those kidnapped or taken prisoner.

However, this route was equally dangerous. No matter how many forces had departed for the operation, a basic defense force was expectedly stationed.

While the royal side had allies like the royal knights and knights, here it was solely the might of the First Knight Order to rely on.

Raul’s contemplation was brief.

As Raul’s orders were conveyed through the guild communication, the elite of the First Knight Order began to move swiftly.

And the direction Raul headed was…

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 78

				
Chapter 78

Squelch. Squelch.

Having walked against the current of a filthy, ankle-high sewer water for a while, a dead-end wall appeared.

“It’s right there.”

“What? There’s nothing there?”

Jake grumbled, but Raul’s golden eyes were already seeing through the wall.

Even those with scouting specialties like Kane and Pierce seemed to have noticed something odd about the frontal wall.

“Illusion magic that deceives the eye and a barrier magic circle preventing entry have been set up here. You can’t get through using normal methods.”

Kane, having already completed his investigation, explained without hesitation.

“Can you dismantle it?”

When Raul asked, Kane nodded with a slightly troubled expression.

“Dismantling the magic circle won’t be an issue, but there’s a high probability that someone inside will notice. What do we do?”

Kane asked, pulling out a peculiar-looking dagger. The blade, reflecting the light, was engraved with geometric patterns, almost certainly an artifact.

“Just a moment.”

Raul gently pushed Kane aside and carefully examined the magic circle.

Raul’s analysis, bathed in golden light, precisely analyzed the intricately entwined magic circles and separated each, presenting them as a three-dimensional image.

‘Is this an alarm magic circle?’

Beyond the wall disguised as an entrance, there were not only illusion and barrier magic but also alarm and teleportation magic installed.

Raul took out a dagger from his pocket and cut the key point of the alarm magic circle.

Crackling.


The magic circle resonated slightly but soon fell silent.

Raul, having retrieved his dagger, stepped back.

“Kane, proceed to dismantle the remaining magic circles. Everyone, prepare for battle!”

Swooosh.

At Raul’s command, the knights drew their weapons.

Raul’s choice was the den of the Imperial Hounds.

Without much thought, he chose the most realistic and profitable option among the three.

The gate was sufficiently dealt with by stopping the initial wave. After all, the defense of the capital was not Raul’s responsibility but that of the guard and the central army.

It was something that could be left to them and the general guild members afterward. As for the royal palace, there wasn’t much intention to get involved from the start.

Frankly, being a modern person, Raul had no loyalty whatsoever to the king, and the Count Ashton’s family wasn’t closely related to the royal family either.

And if possible, he didn’t want to twist the flow of the main storyline. That way, Raul could make use of the future information he possessed for a longer period.

From the outset, it was still uncertain whether they could intervene in the scenario’s progression. Moreover, despite having grown in size, the First Knight Order still had significant shortcomings.

If they got cocky and encountered a master-level enemy, they would be swept away in an instant.

Ultimately, Raul decided to raid the Imperial Hound’s empty house. Even if it wasn’t for the promise made to Kane, rescuing the captured would be a major gain.

Among those kidnapped were significant figures from mid-tier families and knights, after all. Moreover, by boldly destroying the hideout located in the heart of the capital, they could not only weaken the Imperial Hound’s influence but also possibly gather information from the hidden spies.

It was a two-for-one deal, as it also allowed for personal revenge against the empire. In his previous life, they constantly hindered Raul, but now it was his turn to pay them back.

‘How furious will those who return from causing chaos in the castle be when they find their hideout in ruins?’

Raul could barely hide his smirk at the thought. And soon after, the wall obstructing Raul’s party miraculously crumbled away, revealing a dark passage.

“Kane and Pierce will take the lead. Maintain as much stealth as possible, and once the battle begins, Kane is to focus on rescuing the prisoners, while Pierce tracks the enemy’s leaders. If the enemy’s level is deemed too much to handle, prioritize rescuing the hostages and retreat. Everyone, move in!”

At Raul’s command, 15 armored users and 35 knights, a total of 50 members of the First Knight Order, infiltrated the Imperial Hound’s hideout. Without any information on the hideout that had never been exposed in his previous life, Raul trusted himself and his guild members.


‘Let’s see the faces of those who troubled us so much. Just how formidable are they?’

Raul’s steps seemed unusually buoyant.

—

‘[Complete Liberation] isn’t far off now.’

A man lounged in an armchair placed in an antique study, gently swirling the wine glass in his hand. The man, who could put movie stars to shame with his looks, peered into the crimson red wine like it was blood.

Appearing to be in his early thirties, he was dressed in a trendy high-end suit, adorned with expensive accessories. Faint sounds of a battle could be heard from outside the window. However, the man seemed unbothered, humming to himself while enjoying his wine.

‘Soon, our empire’s citizens will enjoy such a prosperous life.’

Every word from the great Leader, His Majesty the Emperor, was without fail. The kingdom’s aristocrats had long been rotten, and the privileged classes were fighting among themselves to keep their interests intact.

Meanwhile, nobody cared about the exploited commoners. The ignorant populace didn’t even realize they were being exploited.

‘Only He can save this unjust world.’

Could there be anyone other than the Emperor, who cares even for the people of other nations, who embodies a true sage and a deity?

The words of his territory, that all citizens are equal and must be liberated from oppression and discrimination, still resonated vividly in his mind.

‘Has it already been over 10 years?’

A long time had elapsed since he left his barren homeland to infiltrate the Ruben Kingdom.

When he was first dispatched to the kingdom, he was amazed by the kingdom’s wealth of goods, and as time passed, he was once again surprised to learn that these abundant resources were concentrated among a few nobles.

This unjust society had formed because there was no strong leader like ‘His Imperial Majesty’.

‘Under the wise guidance of His Imperial Majesty, we must confiscate all wealth and distribute it fairly to eradicate this injustice.’

As he was about to take a sip of wine, reminiscing about the utopia where everyone is liberated from oppression and exploitation.

Crash.

“Viscount Plank, there’s trouble! An intruder has been spotted in the mansion’s cellar…”


A servant rushed through the door, causing Viscount Plank to spill his wine, staining his white shirt red. With a smile on his face, Viscount Plank rose from his chair and walked over to the servant, uttering venomous words that belied his expression.

“What a vermin. Do you even know how much this shirt costs? I made it clear that no one should enter during my wine time.”

“I’m, I’m so sorry. The knight insisted that I inform you immediately…”

Splat.

Viscount Plank splashed wine on the servant’s face.

Then, throwing the wine glass at the servant’s face, it shattered with a clang, sending shards flying in all directions.

“Is that knight your master, or am I? If you’re that stupid, just do as you’re told! What about this shirt, huh? How are you going to compensate for this shirt that you couldn’t afford in a lifetime, you vermin bastard!”

Whether he was displeased with the interruption of his contemplation or simply disliked the situation, Viscount Plank could not contain his anger.

“Pl, please forgive me, Lord!”

The servant knelt down, bowing his head, and with a smile still plastered on his face, Viscount Plank placed his hand on the servant’s head and uttered,

“Hold.”

It was none other than a magical spell. The servant’s body stiffened, and Viscount Plank, clutching a wine bottle, mercilessly struck the servant’s head.

Thud. Thud. Crash!

After ceaselessly swinging, the wine bottle finally shattered from the impact, and only then did Viscount Plank stop his assault.

Drip. Drip.

Dropping the remnants of the wine bottle, now dripping with red, Viscount Plank clasped his head in his hands.

‘Ah, such foolishness!’

To liberate, without even offering a chance for repentance, someone as ignorant as this. Moreover, because of this scoundrel, a valuable carpet and wine were ruined.

No matter how he thought about it, the cost of disposing of one vermin was far too great.

‘Ah! How great His Imperial Majesty must be to even attempt to embrace these irredeemable beings. But….’

No matter how much one thought about it, many among the kingdom’s seeds were beyond redemption, both high and low. Wasn’t it his role, as a faithful servant to His Imperial Majesty, to weed out such defects in advance?

Whoosh.

The body of a servant whose brain matter spilled forth was engulfed in blue flames, turning to ash. The Viscount, with an indifferent look, glanced over the scene before heading towards the door.

“There are rats that have crawled into the basement.”

It seemed more sacrifices were needed to quell the still unsettled rage. How they managed to pass through the magical barrier unnoticed was unknown, but, in fact, it was a welcome turn of events.

It would be an opportunity to secure more usable demonic beasts. Viscount Plank began walking down the mansion stairs with a pleasant smile.

* * *

Swoosh.

A yellow mana blade swept through the neck of an imperial demonic beast with ease. Having deactivated the magic barrier and walked through the hidden passage, it had been about 10 minutes.

They had entered quietly until now, but they had reached a point where they couldn’t advance without combat.

After defeating about a dozen demonic beasts standing guard at the end of the passage, Raul and his party finally arrived in a massive space.

“Wow. This is enormous, isn’t it?”

“How can such a space exist beneath the mansion…”

What appeared before their eyes was an underground chamber large enough to fit a colosseum where a coronation had taken place not long ago, with room to spare.

It was a space as high as about a 30-story building, and Raul’s group had entered through a large entrance located about halfway up its height.

Throughout the underground chamber, at least dozens of entrances were connected by stairs and pathways, and at the base, centered around a large square, were dozens of makeshift barracks.

“What should we do?”

Faced with a larger scale than expected, Kane asked, to which Raul, after surveying the underground chamber, responded,

“Searching will take a while. Kane and three knights of the third team will check the left side, Pierce and four knights of the fourth team will check the right side for prisoners. The rest will clear the enemies and head towards the opposite entrance.”

Fortunately, most of the enemy forces seemed to have headed to the royal palace, so the number of enemies didn’t appear large.

Unlike the other entrances without proper doors, there was a steel door with even a guard post placed opposite them. It probably led to a passage connected to the mansion.

Following Raul’s command, Kane and Pierce, along with ten subordinates, dispersed left and right, while the rest of the knights prepared for battle.

“All into battle formation. We must draw their attention to buy time for the search teams.”

Leaving the sniping team for long-range support, Raul and the knights started running down the stairs.

Noticing their intrusion, enemies began emerging from the barracks one by one, and Raul cried out forcefully.

“Charge. Annihilate every dog of the empire!”

“Charge!”

The moment the Imperial Hound empty house raid operation officially began.

(Continued in the next part)
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The flow of the early battle was overwhelming.

Nearly all the knights and commanding soldiers had been mobilized for the operation, so the majority of the enemy consisted of First-type Demonic Cavalry and regular troops.

Their numbers did not exceed 100, so it was impossible for them to stop Raul’s party, which was entirely made up of knights.

Crack.

As one Demonic Cavalry’s torso split open, a pole of the temporary barracks was cut off at the same moment.

Swoosh~thud.

The support fire from the rear pierced the enemies’ heads with such precision that it seemed determined to leave not a single one alive.

Thump.

No matter how resilient the Demonic Cavalry claimed their vitality to be, they couldn’t withstand the knights’ sword qi, and it took less than five minutes after the battle started to bring down all visible enemies.

“This is easier than I thought. Came here expecting a formidable hideout of theirs…”

“Don’t let your guard down. It’s not over yet.”

Philip rebuked Jake’s playful remark. Raul shared Philip’s sentiments.

‘Even if it were abandoned, they wouldn’t leave their main base this defenseless.’

How much time and resources must have been invested to construct such a sizable secret hideout beneath the kingdom’s capital?

It couldn’t have been left with just a few illusionary magic circles and the lowest grade Demonic Cavalry.

“Let’s divide our forces. Half will support the search for the taken, and the rest will target their command…”

Right as Raul was giving the order.

Rumble.

The entire underground plaza vibrated as if it were hit by an earthquake, and with a clanging sound, all entrances were sealed with iron bars, and all stairs leading up from the plaza vanished like a mirage.


“To defensive positions!”

At Philip’s shout, the knights pulled out large shields from their inventories and arranged themselves in a circular defensive formation.

‘Is this a trap?’

Once the vibration ceased and they looked around, they were completely enclosed as if surrounded by cliffs.

Clap clap clap.

Someone’s clapping, amplified as if through a loudspeaker, resonated loudly across the plaza.

“Ah, what do we have here? Fresh little mice have crawled in.”

Following the voice, they looked up to the top of the cliff where a group was looking down on Raul and his companions.

All of them wore masks that partially covered their faces, and among them, a man wearing a brass mask started to speak.

“Let’s see. Oh! Who do we have here if not the famous young master Raul himself? The savior of Thurium and the holy figure of the kingdom! What brings such a distinguished person to this humble place at a time when you should be busy saving some foolish lambs?”

While the brass-masked man was talking, Raul scanned the surrounding terrain. The square’s dimensions were approximately 200 meters in length and width.

The height of where they were positioned was about 100 meters. Though it was quite steep, it wasn’t a sheer cliff, and there were spaces near the entrances that made it feasible to climb up.

‘This won’t pose a problem for climbing.’

Had he brought ordinary soldiers, it would have been disastrous. However, those standing beside Raul were not just any knights, but superhumans who had transcended even the expertise of knights. The terrain seemed to be the least of their worries.

“Heh heh heh. I was regretting not being able to participate in the grand mission and having to stay behind, but who knew such a grand gift would come to us on its own!”

The man in the brass mask wouldn’t stop talking, while Raul had no intention of engaging in dialogue with the empire’s scum.

“We’ll split the forces into three. Sir Philip will take the right, Jake the left, and I’ll handle the center. Armor users in each group will lead, with the primary objective of closing the distance to the enemy. Everyone, prepare to charge.”

Following Raul’s order, the knights quickly took their positions and prepared for battle.

“Charge!”

At Raul’s command, the knights, clad in white armor, spread out in a fan formation and began their sprint towards the cliff.


* * *

“Foolish ones.”

Viscount Plank, the man in the brass mask, clicked his tongue and gestured with his hand.

Whoosh. Flash.

About thirty mages standing atop the cliff executed a variety of spells—fireballs, whirlwinds, dark arrows—all awaiting further instructions.

‘Had they simply surrendered quietly, they could have been spared to live as mages, not as magic-infected cadavers.’

That was the problem with these youngsters. Once pampered and praised, they foolishly rush in, thinking they are invincible.

Such foolishness not only endangered themselves but also their subordinates.

Tsk.

Viscount Plank clicked his tongue and maneuvered mana after caressing his ring.

Hum.

A giant magic circle concealed beneath the square’s floor emitted a faint light, and traps along with mechanical devices installed throughout the wall were activated simultaneously.

Poof. Grr.

Dark smoke poured out from a crevice in the cliff, quickly filling the underground square, while the magic circle inscribed on the basement ceiling pressed down the space.

“Heh heh heh. How does it taste?”

An area-wide curse and a gravitational magic circle, along with toxic gas and confusion-inducing potions, all sorts of large-scale debuffs descended upon the First Knight Order.

Consequently, the knights’ advance slowed, and some even stumbled.

‘Stupid knights.’

True to a nation filled with idiots who thought knights were the pinnacle, the knights here were almost completely ignorant of magic.

They foolishly believed the essence of battle relied solely on charging forward with sturdy bodies and armor.


‘It’s the mages, not the knights, who decide the battlefield, you imbeciles.’

Why bother when you can simply melt everything away before it even approaches, just like now?

“Wipe them all out!”

At Viscount Plank’s command, the mages’ spells poured down on the knights like a torrential rain.

Boom!!

Various magics clashed against the knights, noticeably slowing down their advance.

“Hmm, quite a few armor users in the mix,” came a thought, observing that there at least seemed to be a dozen of them.

Due to this, it appeared that the magical attacks were mostly ineffective. However, that was sufficient.

Unless they all were equipped with power armor, those using armor couldn’t easily break formation without compromising the protection of the knights.

“An armor user who can’t get close is just a very sturdy practice target,” the thought continued.

Power armor wasn’t invincible. It surely boasted an almost cheat-like defense mechanism that could negate physical attacks and magic, but activating this defense required a tremendous amount of mana.

If amplifying a sword’s energy took an amount of mana represented by 1, then the defense mechanism needed more than ten times that. This meant that under a barrage of magic like they were facing now, even the most remarkable power armor would rapidly drain its energy.

And with various debuffs and curses layered on top, it was clear they would barely make it halfway up the cliff before being annihilated. “Go ahead, struggle all you want. The ones who survive, I’ll take a special liking to. Heh heh heh.”

But just at that moment—

Snap!

A bright white radiance enveloped the entire underground plaza, distorting the ever-smiling face of Viscount Plank.

* * *

“Expected, but annoying,” muttered Raul, swathed in golden radiance, as he intercepted incoming magic with his sword.

His newly acquired skill, ‘Radiant Aura,’ had indeed proved its worth, living up to its role as a wide-area buff skill by eliminating all sorts of debuffs and curses that had plagued the First Knight Division at once.

Though it was a fleeting effect, it was enough.

Without power armor and exposed to debuffs, the knights utilized this time to consume potions, holy water, and scrolls.

“Experience really does matter. If I had come here unknowingly, it would’ve been a struggle.”

Raul had attacked secret bases and hideouts of the Imperial Hounds countless times in his past life. Naturally, he was well aware of how such places were defended.

Not preparing for large-scale debuff magic circles, traps, and curses would have been foolish.

Anticipating such situations, Raul had prepared an array of consumables, including antidote potions, potions to boost resistance, holy water to ward off curses, and scrolls to neutralize magic circles.

Of course, the best strategy would have been to bring mages, priests, buffers, and other support classes, but that wasn’t an option here.

“Knights are strong, but the lack of balance is regrettable. Once this crisis is resolved, I’ll need to look into recruiting guild members from other professions.”

Power-armored knights were near omnipotent, but they certainly had their limits. Putting these thoughts aside, Raul refocused on the battlefield.

I managed to handle various debuffs, but the enemy’s magical power was stronger than expected. If things continued this way, the armor users might be fine, but it was clear that the knights would suffer significant damage before even getting close to the enemy lines.

“Split the formation into two. Armor users, don’t worry about the knights and just plunge into the enemy lines! Knights, secure the space in front of the nearest entrance and defend. Once our forces penetrate the enemy lines and their magical bombardment weakens, then the reserve forces will move.”

With a screech and a loud crash, the leading armor users swung their powerful sword qi to smash several entrances that were barred with iron grates, and the knights following them formed a shield wall around the opened entrances.

Now with no need to watch their backs, the armor users leaped off the cliff with their light and agile movements.

Despite the continuous downpour of magical attacks, the armor users, only needing to protect themselves, dodged the magic or sliced through it with their sword qi, advancing steadily.

Raul, utilizing his great sword and psychokinetic flying blades, intercepted the magic as he climbed the cliff, now closing the distance to where the faces of the enemies were clearly visible.

“Hmph. The vermin are putting up quite a fight. Deploy the second line.”

However, the enemies were not willing to let them close the gap so easily. Another obstacle appeared to block Raul and the knights.

Upon Viscount Plank’s command, the empire’s magical cavalry dove down the cliffs.

“Scream!”

The magical cavalry, screaming as if their own lives meant nothing, launched a human wave assault towards the knights.

And the enemy mages, undeterred by the introduction of their own cavalry, continued their magical bombardment.

But, of course, the knights were not to be easily overwhelmed by such brute attacks. The armor users, planting their feet into the cliff, mercilessly cut down the falling magical cavalry and magic attacks.

A curtain of yellow light from the swords unfolded across various parts of the cliff, crushing the enemies’ assaults.

However, this resulted in most of the armor users getting bogged down. Only Philip, Jake, and Raul had the skill to push through the onslaught of magical cavalry and magic bombardment.

With a swift motion, Raul sliced through the falling magical cavalry’s head and leaped forward.

Unlike the others, Raul moved forward by stepping on platforms made of psychokinetic power, allowing him faster movement and easier handling of enemy attacks.

Aware that his fellow armor users were tied down, Raul wasn’t concerned.

‘Once we break into the enemy lines, this will all be solved.’

His task was to disrupt the enemy lines and weaken their magical bombardment. Once the enemy’s offensive slowed, the other armor users could catch their breath.

The distance to the enemy lines had now closed to about 30 meters. Just when he thought he could penetrate the enemy lines in a breath or two.

Suddenly, strong mana vibrations were felt from various points within the enemy lines.

‘Damn. Annoying obstacles have appeared.’

As Raul frowned, dozens of spells poured down towards him.

The relentless assault continued.

(To be continued)
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Who initially developed the power armor was unknown to anyone. However, it was the mages who excavated and restored the ancient power armor that had been buried.

Perhaps for that reason, the restoration of the power armor began with the mage’s version rather than the knight’s. And now, the mage’s power armor appeared before Raul’s eyes.

Whirring and buzzing!

Raul was overwhelmed, tirelessly fending off the incessant barrage of magic attacks. His greatsword scattered a golden radiance, forming a sword barrier in front of him, while about ten psychic-energy charged daggers intercepted the magic from outside the barrier.

‘I was wondering if we’d really come across it, and here it is.’

Truth be told, mage’s power armor was a rare find. Only mages of the 5th circle or above could wear it, and there weren’t many of them to begin with.

Furthermore, compared to the knight’s version, the mage’s power armor required a much higher amount of mana to operate and was significantly more expensive to produce.

Because of these various issues, while the knight’s power armor was mass-produced and took the main stage on the battlefield, the mage’s power armor became a unique item that rarely appeared unless in major battles.

‘The problem is that despite being expensive, its performance is exceptional.’

The mage’s power armor was designed from the outset to amplify firepower. Hence, it was equipped with functions such as ‘multi-casting’, ‘firepower amplification’, and ‘casting speed reduction’. Raul was experiencing the effects firsthand.

‘It’s like a machine gun on its own.’

A gesture from the bronze masked individual wearing the mage’s power armor conjured black, magic-imbued dark arrows, five at a time, into the air.

Whizz, Bang!

No sooner were the dark arrows fired than about ten mana bullets appeared and followed suit, with fire arrows, water balls, and various other spells continuously pouring out at his gesture.

Boom, Crash!

Although they were basic spells of 3rd circle or lower, making them not too difficult to block, Raul could no longer close the distance with his enemies.

“Hahaha! How do you like that, young brat? You pranced around so arrogantly, and now look at you. Others might have revered you as a savior or a messenger of the gods, but don’t be mistaken. You’re no different from the other hypocritical nobles.”

As Raul could not advance further, Viscount Plank sneered and mocked him.

Raul didn’t particularly care what he was rambling on about.


‘Well, I’m aware I’m neither a saint nor a messenger of the gods.’

Perhaps the man’s words held some truth. Most of Raul’s actions had been calculated thus far. But surely, someone from the empire who trifled with human lives was not in a position to criticize.

Though he stopped in his tracks, Raul did not feel like he was in a critical situation. He still had several tricks up his sleeve.

‘What should I do?’

There were three users of mage’s power armor among the enemy ranks, and roughly five more wearing regular armor. This situation not only restrained Raul but also Jake. However, Philip was still advancing towards the enemy lines.

‘Sir Philip indeed. Worthy of being the strongest member of the First Knight Order.’

Even as he was constantly bombarded with magical attacks, Philip exuded an air of ease.

Unlike Raul or Jake, who deployed magical barriers, Philip simply flicked his wrist lightly, moving his sword just so, and yet, the spells were deflected and sliced apart.

The enemies, sensing that Philip’s momentum was out of the ordinary, had all five knight-armored users swarm towards him.

‘At this rate, Philip will surely wreak havoc in the enemy lines if we just drag out the time.’

Unless a master-class adversary appeared, stopping Philip would not be easy. Furthermore, the enemy leader, identifiable by a bronze mask, seemed fixated on Raul, paying no heed to anyone else.

However, Raul had no intention of just passively enduring attacks and dragging out time. In a situation as chaotic as today’s, it was impossible to know whose side time was on.

‘It’ll be troublesome if the enemy reinforcements arrive first.’

By now, under Raul’s orders, Bernard, who had been left at the mansion, would be leading the reserve forces and knights to surround Viscount Plank’s estate.

With messages sent to the temple and the guard, additional support could be expected over time.

Yet, if some of the enemies who had headed towards the royal palace returned sooner than anticipated, the situation could become complicated.

‘It seems the enemy leadership is stronger than I thought.’

The man in the bronze mask, laughing maniacally as he bombarded Raul with spells, was undoubtedly a formidable foe not to be underestimated.

[Name]: Jerry de Plank (Age 39)

[Level]: 88


[Occupation]: 6th Circle Dark Mage. Treasurer of the Ruben Kingdom

[Affiliation]: Ruben Kingdom, Plank Household / Cranen Empire, Imperial Hound, officer of the Ruben Kingdom branch.

[Title]: No. 8. The Gentleman of the Social Circle.

[Stats]: Potential (A-Grade)

[Strength 39]

[Agility 27]

[Stamina 34]

[Intelligence 79]

[Mind 77]

[Magical Power 78]

[Sensibility 73]

*Unique Traits

Mad Mage (A-), Zealot (B) High-circle mages were a rare sight, even in his past life NPCs of mage profession were uncommon.

Given his high level and traits, he would be a formidable opponent if he were to activate his runes. However, Raul was unfazed.

‘Sorry, but mages don’t particularly scare me.’

In one-on-one or small-scale fights, as opposed to large battles, mages weren’t seen as very powerful. Casting spells required a base casting time (the duration to chant the spell) which increased with higher-circle magic.

Hence, even high-circle mages often resorted to using lower-circle spells, which couldn’t significantly harm knights or psychokinetics.

Even Viscount Plank, in front of him, was spamming nothing above third-circle spells, let alone sixth-circle ones. Furthermore, wearing advanced power armor that could somewhat block sixth-circle magic, there was no reason to be afraid.

More than the fact his opponent was a sixth-circle mage, Raul was concerned about his identity.

‘Viscount Plank. The Treasurer of the Kingdom…’


He was a bigger deal than expected. The title of a count was not to be taken lightly, and being a financial minister meant he was among the top ten important officials in the kingdom’s treasury department.

To hold such a significant role at the young age of thirty suggested he had a strong backing.

‘The empire’s roots seem to be deeper than I thought.’

Even if there were few like this man who originated from the empire, it was clear there were many collaborating with the empire.

‘To catch him, I have to get close first…’

Several plausible methods sprang to Raul’s mind. The most certain way would be to activate the Regnator right away, charging in while ignoring any magic, but it was best to keep the Regnator as a trump card.

‘You only live once.’

Other methods included making active use of psychokinesis, which had recently reached intermediate level 5, or using [Blink] from his skill manual to teleport.

As he pondered, a system message appeared before his eyes.

-‘Librarian “Rabel” has requested to use a [D-rank Mana Stone] from your inventory. Do you approve?’

‘Eh? Rabel…?’

Raul tilted his head and approved the request. A D-rank Mana Stone was expensive, costing around 100 gold each, but he had secured hundreds while dealing with gates, so it wasn’t particularly precious to him.

The moment a mana stone vanished from the inventory, the skill manual unfolded itself in mid-air, creating a small vortex.

Whoosh. Fwoosh!

As the vortex subsided and a light dust scattered, a small silhouette appeared.

“Long time no see, Raul.”

Rabel, the forest fairy who had been asleep in the skill manual for adaptation, had finally awoken from her slumber.

“You’re awake, Rabel! Are you feeling alright?”

Raul smiled and greeted her warmly. Rabel now looked vibrant and full of life, unlike the ghostly appearance she had before.

“Thank you! It’s all thanks to you. There’s a lot to talk about, but we should deal with the situation at hand first.”

“Right. Just wait a moment. We’ll talk after the battle ends.”

Glad to see Rabel, Raul thought to quickly finish the fight and considered activating Regnator. However, Rabel shook her head, stopping him.

“Why not leave the magic to the mages?”

Then, another system message popped up before Raul.

-‘Librarian Rabel has completed her awakening and has been registered as player Raul’s official supporter.’

-‘Librarian Rabel requests formal access to the ‘Connect System.’

-‘Upon approval, librarian Rabel will inherit all of player Raul’s rights and be able to freely use the Connect System.’

-Do you approve?

‘A supporter system?’

In a previous life, it was a pay-to-use system that had gained popularity among some players.

Instead of a rigid system window, it featured a cute AI character who would convey messages and organize information from various categories, serving as a kind of personal assistant service.

Due to the exorbitant fees and the low level of AI functionality, however, it quickly became obsolete.

But from Raul’s perspective, since it didn’t cost him anything and he could cancel the supporter function at any time, there was no reason for him to refuse.

“I approve.”

– Access to the Connect System for Librarian Rabel has been approved.

– The [Supporter Service] that was locked has been activated. From now on, Librarian Rabel will replace the basic system functions as the supporter for player Raul.

“Thanks, Raul. Then, I’ll start by binding the skill book and power armor.”

A strand of mana flowed from the power armor Raul was wearing and touched the pages of the skill book.

Instantly, the skill book shone brightly, and its pages rustled open.

“The binding is complete. Now the skill book can also receive support from the power armor’s output.”

“I’m curious, why does the skill book need mana? After all, I’m the one choosing and using the skills from the book,” asked Raul.

Rabel smiled slightly.

“I’ll show you the reason now.”

Rabel gently landed on the opened skill book, looking up at the magic pouring down, and softly spoke.

“Elemental Shield, become stronger.”

Zzing. Bang! Kwaang!!

A magic shield of pale green light formed above Raul’s head, blocking the magic attacks.

Although the shield’s light dimmed with the dozens of magical attacks, it regained its original color as Rabel hummed a chant like a song.

‘Good heavens! What’s happening?’

The Elemental Shield was a 3rd circle level defensive magic. Its rating was considered C because it provided enhanced defense against specific elements, despite being 3rd circle magic.

But no C-Grade defensive magic could block dozens of spells of the same caliber.

‘At the very least, that’s beyond 5th circle defensive magic….’

Raul looked at Rabel with astonishment, but it wasn’t over yet.

“Summon Wind Arrows. Multiply~.”

At Rabel’s voice, a single translucent wind arrow appeared and suddenly multiplied into dozens.

“Fly~!”

At Rabel’s small gesture, dozens of wind arrows shot upwards.

Kwagwagwang! Puff!!

The wind arrows flew like intercept missiles toward the enemies’ magic and exploded brilliantly.

“Ah~. That’s refreshing.”

Rabel smiled radiantly, as if relieved of stress. Raul, having been momentarily lost in the spectacle, snapped out of it.

‘This isn’t the time for that.’

Satisfying his curiosity could wait. Trusting Rabel’s support, Raul stepped on a psychokinetic platform and soared towards the enemy lines.

(To be continued)
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“Damn it. How is this even possible?”

Viscount Plank cursed under his breath while continuously casting magic spells. Just moments ago, the same foe who had been cornered and immobilized by a barrage of magic was now easily deflecting spells and advancing towards him.

“What in the world are you?”

It was one thing to become an Armor User at a young age, but suddenly there were rumors about being a messenger of the gods.

He had thought such absurd rumors were the result of the nobility’s scheming, yet here was that very person, effortlessly performing broad-range holy spells.

That much he could understand. It wasn’t unheard of for someone to become a holy knight at a young age.

But magic, now?

According to the consensus in the academic world, divine power and magic power were fundamentally incompatible.

Divine power, aligned with nature and divine providence, and magic power, which manipulates the flow of nature, were completely different by nature.

It was common knowledge that a mage could not wield divine power, just as a priest could not wield magic power.

“And what exactly is this guy? A knight who uses holy spells and now magic too?”

More than that, it wasn’t even a low level of skill. He was displaying a level of proficiency that would earn him acclaim in either domain, which naturally astonished Viscount Plank.

But his astonishment only went so far. After all, he just had to capture the guy and see for himself.

“Actually, this is good. He would make an excellent test subject. Maybe I could even improve our soldiers…”

Such a success could raise his rank and even earn him the Emperor’s trust. Viscount Plank’s face found its smile again.

Raul had by now approached close by, but Plank was not the least bit worried.

The moment they failed to bring a competent mage, their defeat was sealed.

“Idiot. What did you think would change by coming all the way here? Kekeke.”

Watching Raul charge furiously, Viscount Plank leisurely activated the fly spell.


Levitating into the air, he shouted, “Scum belongs on the ground. You’ll regret daring to challenge a great manipulator of nature, a mage, for the rest of your life!”

And so, Viscount Plank began to unleash more magic, mocking Raul. The power armor used by mages had several spells pre-installed.

The most notable were the 5th Circle spells: Fly (Levitation) and Blink (Short-Distance Teleportation).

These were essential spells designed to ensure the survival of mages, who were vulnerable in close combat.

Though they consumed a significant amount of mana, being able to attack from a distance without threats posed by enemies was almost cheating under certain circumstances.

Especially in situations like now, where the enemy lines consisted only of knights, it allowed for completely one-sided attacks.

Of course, the newbie who had climbed up the cliff was targeting not him but his remaining subordinates.

After all, unless they had wings, how could they possibly attack him floating carefree on the ceiling of the underground cavern?

Whoosh.

A suddenly launched arrow aimed for him, but it wasn’t in vain that he wore power armor. Unable to penetrate the defensive force field, the arrow was deflected.

“Should we wrap up this little amusement here?”

Even for a mage, time was a constraint when donning power armor. With distance already between them, it seemed prudent to bring matters to a close.

Beneath the brass mask, red tattoos began to spread across the face of the Count of Frank, as he commenced casting the most potent spell within his arsenal.

***

“Ha!”

Upon reaching the cliff’s edge, Raul, without a second thought, swung his great sword from right to left with ferocity.

The blade, enhanced by power armor and measuring two meters in length, swept through the air before him. As a result, within a 3.5-meter radius, five cavalry and two mages were sliced in an instant.

Although Count Frank had taken to flight using a levitation spell just before Raul’s arrival, Raul paid him no heed.

Frank might have been spouting something, but Raul didn’t even pretend to listen, focusing instead on the remaining enemies.

“There’s no need to deal with him first. After all, my goal is to disperse the enemy’s attack.”


Boom, bam!

With Rabel intercepting the magic fired from midair by Count Frank, Raul had no need to be concerned. Continually swinging his great sword while also launching flying daggers with psychokinesis, Raul downed his opponents.

With all the enemy armor users pinned down by Philip, no one was left to block Raul’s path. In a matter of moments, Raul had cut down over twenty cavalrymen and headed towards Jake on the left, causing the magic attacks to scatter in his direction.

This led to Jake’s legs giving way, and the battle line of the Imperial Hounds began to collapse uncontrollably.

As Jake approached the cliff, the mage power armor user on the left also tried to create distance with blink and flight spells, but in that very moment…

Ssszak!

A streak of yellow lightning that pierced up from below went straight through the mage’s power armor.

“Agh!”

The identity of the yellow flash was none other than Pierce’s arrow.

Having reached the expert class, Pierce was able to imbue his arrows with mana, culminating in the skill [Piercing Arrow (A-)].

To activate this ability, one had to wear power armor and concentrate for about 20 seconds, channeling mana into the arrow, with the downside being its severe recoil limiting it to three shots per day.

However, as evident, it boasted the tremendous power to even penetrate power armor.

The struck mage, with his concentration shattered, failed to maintain his flight spell and fell to the ground, where the knights below turned him into a pincushion, marking his end.

The balance was irrevocably lost.

With the armored users now swiftly making their way up the cliff, and ordinary knights beginning to climb to join the fray, the Imperial Hounds, lacking armor users, seemed incapable of resistance.

The concern was now Count Frank, levitating near the ceiling of the underground cavity and casting a spell, the amount of mana gathering around him, activated tattoos and all, indicated ominously.

But Raul, looking at Viscount Plank, displayed a contemptuous expression, seemingly unfazed by any sense of crisis.

“Mages are usually smart, I’ve heard… What on earth is that idiot thinking?”

It was odd, to say the least, for Raul, as intimidating as he could be, to just let his subordinates be abandoned and run off alone from a distance.

And having taken the trouble to put some distance between them, he should have started with a powerful spell right from the start.


What was the reason for blabbering to Raul with ineffective magic and then belatedly beginning to cast?

“Moreover, what exactly is he counting on that he’s preparing such a long and grand spell? Does he really think he’s safe floating up there?”

The place where the man was located was over a hundred meters above the cliff, high up in the air.

Under normal circumstances, it would be beyond the reach of knights, but knowing that Raul could use magic, why didn’t he realize that place was far from safe?

“Tch.”

Disdainful of the situation, Raul clicked his tongue while Rabel spoke up.

“Hmm. The expected spell is a 7th circle area magic, ‘Fire Storm.’ About 30 seconds left until the casting is complete.”

As Raul analyzed, Rabel had the ability to discern the opponent wizard’s magic. Thanks to this, Raul could afford not to worry about whatever Viscount Plank was plotting.

“He really thinks lowly of us. A 7th circle spell that takes 3 minutes to cast.”

[Master, shall I shoot?]

Pierce was already aiming at the man with piercing arrows from below.

[The javelin is also ready.]

By now, Philip, who had cleared the surroundings, was holding a small javelin.

[Just be ready. I’ll take care of this.]

“Should I prepare the flight magic?”

Rabel asked, but Raul shook his head.

“No need. I have something better.”

At this point, the only threatening enemy left was Viscount Plank. Raul did not hesitate to activate Regnator.

Concentrating mana behind his back, beautiful golden wings sprouted. It was the recently unlocked special ability of Regnator, [Phantasmal Wings].

“Wow~. Are you going to fly with these wings?”

Rabel caressed Raul’s wings with sparkling eyes and asked.

“No. Unfortunately, these wings are for ground use only. But it’ll still be interesting to watch.”

“……?”

[Phantasmal Wings], contrary to its appearance, was not a flying technique but a kind of charging skill.

When the wings were spread wide and the skill was activated, it would charge forward at a tremendous speed like activating a booster, and at that moment, the wings would become a type of mana blade, slicing through all enemies in its path.

The reason for deploying such a charge in this situation was clear.

‘Combine this with psychokinesis, and it becomes a powerful combination move.’

Raul smirked slightly, spread his wings wide, and then slightly leaned forward to angle himself and thought to himself with a shout in his heart.

‘Phantom Wing Charge!’

As soon as the command was issued, Raul’s body glided towards Viscount Plank like a golden hawk, tracing a sleek, straight trajectory that should have, by all means, plummeted downwards.

However, psychokinesis supported his falling body, allowing it to fly straight instead. And so swiftly did he move that in less than 3 seconds, he had covered the distance of over 100 meters to reach the viscount.

Swish. Swoosh!

Viscount Plank had no time to react as Raul brushed past him. In mid-air, a fountain of blood erupted, and the viscount’s limbs were severed, falling away from his body.

“Arrrggghhh~!”

The viscount’s delayed screams of agony filled the air as his dismembered body began its ungainly descent.

* * *

The battle came to an end.

Ironically, none of the enemy remnants could escape since Viscount Plank had sealed all the entrances at the battle’s onset.

Besides the viscount, the enemy’s command structure was entirely annihilated, thanks to the knights who took bold action, fearing a potential rampage or self-destruct scenario.

While his subordinates worked to breach the closed entrances and search for prisoners and survivors, Raul coldly gazed down at Viscount Plank, who was barely clinging to life, limbs severed.

“You… bastard. You think you can get away with doing this to me.”

Even in his dying moments, the viscount’s spirit was unbroken. Raul, however, was hardly concerned.

“I won’t expect an answer, but I’ll ask out of courtesy. Who is your superior?”

“Pah. I’ve got nothing to say to a filthy noble like you.”

“I thought so. Kane!”

“Yes, Master.”

Not wanting to waste time on someone unwilling to speak, Raul coolly handed the man over to Kane.

Previously, lacking an expert in such matters meant they struggled to extract information. Now, having capable subordinates meant an opportunity to utilize them properly.

Moreover, Kane had lost many comrades like brothers to the Imperial Hounds, so without needing to be told, he’d know exactly what to do.

“Don’t kill him, but beyond that, do as you please.”

“I shall make him spit out everything, even memories from when he was suckling,” Kane assured.

At that moment, the viscount let out a mocking laugh.

“Hah… You think you’ve won? Enjoy your moment. By tomorrow, every royal in this country will be wiped out. Let’s see if you can still laugh then.”

“Take him away.”

Raul ordered nonchalantly, ignoring the viscount’s dying threats. Kane grabbed the viscount by the hair and dragged him away.

“Hey, you hear that? Your king is going to die! All the royals, gone! Hey~!”

Even as he disappeared, Viscount Plank’s shouts echoed, but not once did Raul look back.

‘So what?’

Raul merely smirked.

(To be continued)
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The underground complex was not only large but also intricately connected through numerous passageways. Additionally, there were traps set up and sections where the entrances had been sealed off, so completing the search appeared as though it would take a considerable amount of time.

“Thank you, Rabel. Thanks to you, we were able to conclude the battle swiftly,” Raul expressed his gratitude to Rabel while his subordinates continued their search.

“I’m glad I could help. But what exactly happened? Waking up straight into a battle situation was quite a shock,” Rabel replied.

“Well, you see…” Raul briefly explained the events that had transpired while Rabel was asleep.

“Ah, I see. So, a dimensional gate opened, and the intelligence division of the Cranen Empire started their operations,” Rabel’s eyes sparkled, and her cheeks slightly flushed with excitement.

‘Dimensional gate… Could it possibly be related to the dimensional rift?’ Rabel thought, as vague memories of her kind, caught in a dimensional rift, began to surface.

She felt the tremor of fate; the moment she had been waiting for through the long years seemed to be drawing near.

Her encounter with Raul, who possessed the artifact known as the Skill Codex, couldn’t have been a mere coincidence—she was now certain of it.

“Raul, there’s something I need to discuss with you regarding the Skill Codex and a power you possess,” Rabel started.

“Huh? I get the Skill Codex, but a power you say?” Raul looked somewhat perplexed.

“The power bestowed upon you by the gods. The [Connect System],” she elaborated.

‘…!’ Raul had forgotten. He recalled Rabel’s request for access to the Connect System during the battle.

It made sense that she knew about the Skill Codex now that she was a librarian, but how did Rabel come to know about the Connect System?

“I saw strange things while I was asleep in the Skill Codex,” Rabel continued.

Rabel had survived by relying on books endowed with special powers, and in order to transfer between books, she needed to comprehend and accept their contents for her soul to settle.

However, the Skill Codex was different.

It was akin to a massive library that housed skill books, but once Rabel was designated as the librarian, she had to understand some intricate ‘system’ beyond merely the content of the skill books.

[Connect System].

Having glimpsed fragments of this vast and complex system prepared for players, Rabel couldn’t help but shudder.


It was, in every sense, a collective of powers infused with the divinity itself. When she realized that Raul was the chosen one capable of wielding such power, instinctively, she understood her role.

And so, Raul’s past deeds began to unfold in Rabel’s mind.

Within the Connect system, there remained system messages, past logs, quests, and even the links to the Connect Cafe.

The month that Raul spent asleep had been enough time for him to understand the Connect system, including Rabel.

“…that’s why I wanted to become Raul’s supporter. I don’t know which path Raul will take, but I want to be there to support you.”

Having heard Rabel’s explanation, Raul felt his head spinning slightly.

He had anticipated that accepting Rabel into his Skill Catalog would expose some information, but he hadn’t expected it to reveal past information including the Connect system.

“If it makes you uncomfortable, you can refuse. I’m content just being a Skill Catalog librarian.”

Seeing Raul hesitate, Rabel spoke with a slightly disheartened voice.

“Come on. What’s there to worry about? You’ve already given your permission. If anything, I should be the one feeling sorry. Being a librarian wasn’t enough, I even offered to support. Are you really okay with this?”

Raul’s decision had already been made. He saw no reason to push Rabel away, especially since he was already bound by the system’s power.

He was just momentarily panicked at the thought of having his secrets discovered by her.

‘In fact, this might be a blessing. I’ve been struggling on my own to plan things out, but now I have someone to help me.’

Reincarnated, he had gained a family and comrades, yet there was no one he could truly open up to and share his inner thoughts.

How frustrating and difficult must it have been to prepare for a dark future all on his own?

Rabel’s expression brightened at Raul’s hearty response.

“Thank you, Raul. You won’t regret this decision.”

“But about that magic earlier. How does it work? It seemed quite different from the magic I know.”

“It probably is. The way our race uses magic is different from humans.”

Unlike human mages who maintain a circle magic system and use casting to perform magic, the fairy race didn’t follow such structured methods.


[Verbal Magic].

Fairies were mana beings who naturally communicated with mana from birth.

They could activate magic merely by speaking, bypassing the cumbersome casting process, and this was referred to as verbal magic.

Naturally, the speed of activating magic was fast, and since they weren’t confined within a structure, the magic manifested in diverse forms.

A downside was that compared to humans’ circle magic, verbal magic required a larger amount of mana for manifestation, and the mental exertion was significant, making it less advantageous in drawn-out battles.

“Think of it as similar to the Dragon Speech Magic used by dragons or the Spirit Magic used by spirits.”

Raul nodded at Rabel’s explanation.

He had already experienced the strength of verbal magic in his previous life. One of the top rankers he knew was a mage who had mastered verbal magic.

‘It’s really fortunate, especially since we were lacking in magical firepower.’

According to Rabel, the level of magic she could use was about equivalent to 5th circle magic in human terms.

Of course, given her condition, there was a cost involved.

If she was connected to a power armor, she could borrow mana from it, but otherwise, she would need to use a mana stone.

“Before I was trapped on the island, I could use magic up to the eighth circle. Probably as the level of the skill manual increases, so will the level of magic I can use.”

“Wow, eighth circle? I can’t even imagine how powerful that must be.”

“That’s why I hope you’ll pay attention to the growth of the skill manual going forward.”

At her words, Raul nodded in agreement.

Up until now, he had thought of it merely as a way to buff some stats and increase skill slots, but now, it seemed it could actually help increase their combat power.

“I’m already consistently undertaking skill manual quests. It’s just that it seems to need a lot of time….”

“I know. But with that method, even after ten years, the skill manual won’t regain its original power,” Rabel said confidently.

“But we don’t have another way. For now, we can only consistently perform the manual quests.”


Raul’s words were met with a determined smile and a hand on her hip from Rabel.

“Fortunately, you have a strong librarian here. I’ll rearrange the skill manual while redesigning the quests and growth methods. And that thing you’re wearing on your wrist too.”

“Are you talking about the Regnator?”

“Yes. There’s a lot more that can be done as a supporter than you think. I’ll organize it neatly and let you know soon, so look forward to it.”

Indeed, it seemed different from the supporter system Raul knew.

‘Changing the quests? Is that really possible for someone who’s not an administrator?’

While skepticism crept in, how great it would be if true. As they conversed, the search operation finally came to an end.

Kane and Pierce came looking for Raul with a group of people.

Click.

With about twenty people, Kane knelt on one knee, bowed his head, and said, “Thank you, Master. Thanks to you, we were able to save the lives of our men.”

“Thank you!”

The men who appeared to be Kane’s subordinates were wearing blood-stained clothes, perhaps having been tortured, and looked quite gaunt. Nevertheless, they confidently straightened up and looked at Raul.

“Although we are of humble status, we will repay the grace we’ve received from you, young master Raul, with our lives. Please accept me and my men as your followers!”

Kane was already working under Raul, but that was merely a contractual relationship. What Kane desired now was a relationship bound by loyalty, and it seemed his men had already agreed.

Raul nodded with a pleased expression, welcoming them.

“I’ll gladly accept you all. Many of you seem injured, so we should start with treatment. We’ll discuss your treatment further later.”

“Thank you. We pledge our loyalty!”

Kane left the place, his face filled with a broad smile, clearly delighted, as he departed with his men. However, even after they had gone, Pierce and a few others remained.

“These are the mercenaries who were captured. They insisted on meeting the Master, so I brought them here,” Pierce introduced.

After his introduction, they placed their fists over their left chests and bowed their heads in respect.

One of the five knights spoke up on behalf of the group, “We are deeply grateful. If it weren’t for young master Raul, we would have become experiments for those vile creatures.”

“It’s good fortune that we could rescue you gentlemen in time. If you don’t mind, may I hear what happened?” Raul inquired.

The knights briefly explained their predicament. They were on their way to the capital to attend a knighting ceremony when they were ambushed by unidentified assailants in the forest.

The assailants were, of course, the Imperial Hounds. Without their power armors, the knights stood little chance against such an attack. Among the captured, there were over ten others, and they had no news of them since they were dragged out of the prison.

As the conversation drew to a close, they too, like Kane’s party before them, expressed their desire to serve under Raul as a gesture of their gratitude.

Among them, two were expert-level knights, and Raul gladly accepted them into his knight order. Subsequent searches led to the rescue of nearly 200 prisoners.

Most were common citizens and mercenaries, but there were also nobles and knights who had gone missing after entering a gate with an extermination squad.

In addition to the prisoners, unfinished war beasts and captured monsters were discovered, along with what appeared to be a research lab and various documents.

After completing the search of the underground, on their way back up through the tunnels to the manor of Viscount Plank, they found that the place had already been secured.

Bernard, leading the count’s forces, had disarmed the guards of the manor, and all members of the household were restrained.

In his search of the manor and the office, Raul stumbled upon a large hidden vault and warehouse, exclaiming in disbelief, “This is madness.”

The vault was filled with gold bars and shone brightly with various precious metals and mana stones. The warehouse was packed with food supplies and military equipment.

‘How much could all this be worth?’

Raul wondered, estimating the gold bars alone to be worth millions of gold. The treasurer had indeed been scraping money together like it was nothing, and considering this was an outpost in the capital, there would likely be items sent from other branches as well.

‘I was just worried about the gold flow with all the expenses lately, but what do we have here?’

Praising himself for deciding to raid the hideout, Raul busily stored the items in his inventory.

He was very curious to see what expressions the Imperial Hounds would have upon finding out their secret warehouse had been looted. Raul did not stop smiling until he left the manor.

(To be continued)
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Arrivals from the guard, the temple, and the magic guild to take over occurred belatedly. Even with the Gate running rampant, they had rushed over at the news of the Empire’s hidden hideout.

“Young master Raul, you have once again achieved a great feat. Truly, you are the guardian of Thurium.”

“Young master Raul, who has vanquished the den of demons, shall be blessed by Lord Xenon.”

With the clean-up left to them, Raul returned to his mansion, leaving behind a portion of his troops. Operations room. Raul, Bernard, and other officers were gathered.

“What’s the current situation with the Gates?”

“Out of 50 Gates, 20 have been dealt with. The remaining Gates consist of 25 F-Grade and 5 E-Grade.”

Closing a Gate from which a wave has occurred turned out to be surprisingly simple. Hunting the Elite Guardian that appears at the end of the wave automatically closes the Gate.

This raises a question. The appearance of an Elite Guardian implies that almost all monsters have been released, so is it necessary to close the Gate?

The conclusion is that it is necessary. If a Gate from which a wave has occurred is left as is, the Gate becomes fixed and transforms into a dungeon.

A dungeonized Gate is more difficult to close, and since waves occur periodically, it becomes an even more troublesome entity than currently.

For the safety of the city and its residents, the remaining Gates must be dealt with swiftly.

“Has the central army moved?”

“As you instructed, Master, contact was made with the commander of the central army, and all the forces from the main camp and the Central Army of the 1st Outer City have been deployed to the battlefield.”

“That’s fortunate. And our soldiers?”

“Following your orders, Master, defensive lines have been formed focusing on civilian areas, and some spare forces have been arranged into pursuit teams for operation.”

On the map of Thurium attached to the front of the operations room, troop deployments and monster appearances were being updated in real-time along with complex markers.

‘Hmm. Have we managed well enough?’

Due to the vast expanse of the 3rd and 4th Outer Cities, it was impossible to station troops in every area.

Consequently, the red markers indicating monsters had broken through the Gate blockade lines and spread far and wide, but the residential defense lines prepared in advance were holding their ground.


The situation was worst in the 2nd Outer City.

Perhaps because the First Knight Order had not been deployed, monsters had already spread throughout the city.

Fortunately, the defense networks formed around each guild and temple were still holding strong.

‘The 1st Outer City will manage on its own, I suppose.’

Before the wave broke out, Raul had proposed to each influential noble family that they build a joint defense network.

Mobilizing the knights and private soldiers of each family, it would have been no trouble at all to block the ten or so gates of the first outer city wall.

However, the proposal was flatly rejected. Given the unpredictability of when the gates might be breached, and the argument that defending the capital was the duty of the guard and the central army wasn’t incorrect either.

Instead, Raul managed to secure the cooperation of closely allied families and nobility, establishing a defense line around only the Count’s mansion.

With over 100 knights from the First Knight Order and those from allied families, it seemed unlikely that even the horde of demon beasts, reported by Kane to number around 500 that had been deployed to the first outer city, could breach the defenses.

Considering the fires and screams echoing from beyond the defense lines, the safety of the other families was questionable. Raul, after poring over maps in deep thought for a while, spoke up.

“Unless something extraordinary happens, we’ll maintain our current troop deployment. The extermination of the monsters that have spread throughout the city is not our responsibility; we’ll leave that to the central army.”

Entering urban combat as opposed to maintaining a defense would surely increase the number of casualties. He thought it better to firmly hold the current defense line rather than clumsily split the forces for extermination efforts.

‘I’m not some guardian or savior after all.’

Saving the citizens was admirable but strictly speaking, the citizens of Thurium were not Raul’s direct responsibility. Sacrificing his men to save lives?

Raul had no intention of experiencing losses for such a cause. Mobilizing the troops to block the wave was a purely political calculation.

Saving lives to gain fame and support, preparing for various future scenarios, honing the real combat skills of the newly acquired troops, and instilling pride in the First Knight Order were among his reasons.

Personally, it was about completing quests and reaping various benefits and rewards as a player. These were his secular motives, with justice, humanity, and faith merely being secondary.

By targeting the Imperial Hound’s hideout, Raul had already achieved his primary goal.

‘There’s no need to overexert ourselves.’

That didn’t mean he intended to let his forces idle.


“Assign about ten knights to join the pursuit team led by Dalton, and the rest will be appropriately deployed to the defensive line.”

“Yes, Master.”

After the troop redeployment, only senior knights like Philip and ten armored users remained at the headquarters.

“How much longer will it take to replace the power armor mana stones?”

“The mages say it should be done in about 20 minutes.”

The First Knight Order had a total of 30 armored users. Only four of them had C-Grade power armor or higher. The rest were mostly equipped with E-Grade, lower-quality armors that required mana stone replacement after combat.

Since leaving the County, Raul had continued to strive for securing power armors, but acquiring them was no easy feat. Initially, due to their scarce production, orders were taken through annual auctions, which had already closed for the year.

His only option was to purchase second-hand ones, but items of mid-tier or higher were rarely, if ever, traded.

In fact, out of the thirty power armors, twenty were acquired with his father’s assistance from their family stocks, and the rest Raul had obtained himself, paying more than double their original price for used ones.

Honestly, he wasn’t concerned about the price or the fact that they were second-hand. As long as they worked, power armors were a sufficient strategic weapon in themselves.

Nevertheless, excluding the power armors of Raul and his knights, all were in the process of mana stone replacement, and even after the replacement, they couldn’t exert half their performance without the cooldown period passing.

It wasn’t for no reason they were strategizing over the activation timing of the power armors. Raul took a moment to rest, pondering his next move.

“What’s on your mind so heavily?” Rabel landed beside Raul’s head, asking. She seemed in a better mood, perhaps brightened by the fresh air she had not felt in a while.

“There’s something bothering me a bit.”

“What is it?”

“The Royal Palace.”

“Are you concerned about what that Viscount Plank said?”

“Not exactly…”

Frankly, Raul had thought it didn’t matter much what happened to the king or the royal family. If anything, he had deliberately avoided them, worried that his involvement might twist the future.

He believed that even if history continued as it was supposed to, it wouldn’t be too bad for the Ashton County or himself.


The royal family would become nominal, and the power structure would be reorganized around the prestigious noble families.

“But suddenly, I felt uneasy.”

“Why?”

“Because it seems like the future I know has already changed.”

Things would have been different had Raul not been reincarnated, but many aspects had already shifted.

Not only had the name of the Ashton County, which was fading from people’s memories, been revived, but Raul and the First Knights Order were also gaining tremendous fame.

The County, which was destined to fade away soon, couldn’t just stand by according to Raul. If the Ashton County survives, no, thrives to become a significant power, was it right just to watch the downfall of the royal family passively?

“Maybe it’s better to intervene proactively now.”

Honestly, Raul preferred acting on his initiative rather than sitting and waiting for something to happen.

He didn’t want to be a jester dancing on a stage set by others; he wanted to be the person who builds his own stage. Even in his previous life, he had walked his path without compromising with the major powers.

Despite losing his life and being reincarnated into the world of a game, Raul harbored no regrets about his past. His only lament was that his own strength had been lacking.

Rabel, understanding Raul’s feelings, smiled and said, “There’s no single right answer in life. And I believe there’s no such thing as a predetermined future. Perhaps the information listed at the Connection Cafe is just recording one of many possibilities? I think you don’t need to be too tied down by that information, Raul.”

Spreading her wings, Rabel landed gently on the skill compendium and continued,

“Neither I nor this child are mentioned there. And Raul, you’ve changed so much it’s hard to believe. So, I think it’s okay for you to trust yourself more and move in the direction you wish.”

Upon hearing Rabel’s words, Raul felt a bit more at ease.

‘Right. I think I was too focused on finding the only right answer.’

How could one possibly find the only correct choice in every situation unless they were a god?

While it was true that one needed to be thoughtful and deliberate in their actions, there were times when bold decisions were required.

Reflecting on this, Raul couldn’t help but find his previous demeanor somewhat ridiculous.

After all, the likelihood of changing anything by simply going to the royal palace was low. The palace was teeming with the kingdom’s finest knights among the Royal Knight, formidable opponents beyond his current capabilities.

Thinking it over, a few knights joining him in battle wasn’t likely to alter the overall situation.

‘I’ve become overconfident again. Time to snap out of it!’

His previous successes were due to exploiting knowledge unknown to others, not because of any inherent superiority.

“Thank you. You’ve resolved my worries. Having a supporter truly makes one feel reassured,” Raul praised.

Pushing up her glasses slightly, Rabel responded, “Ahem. Now that you know, feel free to rely on me more in the future. You might find it hard to come across a supporter as exceptional as me. Well, I should be off then~.”

Feeling somewhat embarrassed by her own words, Rabel quickly disappeared back into the skill compendium.

Watching her with a pleased expression, Raul quickly gathered his thoughts and summoned Philip and the other knights.

“Once the power armor maintenance is completed, we head to the inner citadel. Check your equipment and assemble.”

“Are we allowed to enter the inner citadel at this time?”

Entry to the inner citadel was restricted. One needed to apply for a permit from the authorities in advance, and even then, the gates were shut completely after midnight.

“Well, I can’t promise anything, but we have to at least try.”

“Understood, Master.”

Everyone was ostensibly curious about the situation in the inner citadel, where the royal palace was located.

The emergence of a gate in the inner citadel was already common knowledge, and it was somewhat predictable that something had happened there.

A chill ran down their spines from the ominous energy emanating from the direction of the royal palace. Although Raul had tried to ignore it before, now was not the time.

‘Whether to get involved or not, I’ll decide after we arrive. But at the very least, we need to find out what’s happening.’

What exactly was unfolding at the royal palace? Raul stroked Regnator, calming his uneasy heart.

(To be continued)
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Boom! Boom! Boom!

The entire palace seemed as if it could crumble at any moment, shaking violently.

“Your Majesty, you must evacuate now!”

Maverick, the Commander of the Royal Knights, urged with a stern look on his face.

However, King Thadeus II of the Ruben Kingdom, seated upon his throne, appeared to have no intention of doing so. His pale face and the way he slumped weakly on the throne revealed his poor health.

‘Ah, why has it come to this…’

Boom. Crash!

The tremors spread once again, and a vase shattered, breaking apart.

“Cough. The, the one…?”

“He’s holding back the monster that was released from the seal. We have no time!”

“What about the Crown Prince and the princes?”

“They are already being evacuated. Your Majesty, you must hurry as well…”

However, both the king and the captain knew that wasn’t entirely true. The Crown Prince had led troops to the sealed area beneath the palace shortly after the anomaly began. Yet, the seal had been broken, which meant…

Where did it all go wrong? They had thought they could sufficiently defend against the attack, but the enemies had breached the palace’s defenses as if mocking their efforts.

‘Ah, what should be done about this…’

But King Thadeus II could no longer continue his thoughts. Unable to bear his chronic illness and immense stress, he lost consciousness.

“Quickly, carry His Majesty!”

The Royal Knights swiftly picked up the unconscious king, with Captain Maverick leading them with a fierce look etched on his face.

Rumble~ Bang! Crash!!


Outside the windows of the blazing palace, the sounds of large vibrations and collisions continued unabated.

* * *

Clippity-clop, clippity-clop.

A group of ten knights galloped through the wide-open road.

“Squeeek!”

Although monsters and demonic cavalry rushed towards them upon hearing the sounds of the horses.

Swoosh! Slash.

They were no match for the knights’ swordsmanship, their bodies sliced apart and left to roll on the ground. Thus, painting the road with the blood of monsters, the knights finally reached the massive city walls.

“It’s strange. How come there are no monsters here at all?”

As Jake noted, there were indeed no monsters near the city walls, nor were there any signs of battle.

“There’s no one on the walls. What should we do, Master?”

Despite their approach to the city gates, no one appeared to greet them. And as Philip said, there were no signs of life whatsoever on the walls.

[It’s a barrier.]

Raul heard Rabel’s voice in his mind.

[A barrier, you say?]

“Right. It’s a massive defensive barrier that blocks off the inside from the outside. Looking at the magical structure, it seems to envelop the entire fortress,” he said.

This meant that it was likely our allies who had activated the barrier. Even the formidable group known as the Imperial Hounds would find it impossible to secretly install a magical barrier that covered the entire fortress without detection.

Raul dismounted from his horse and approached the fortress gates. The moment he lightly touched the gate, a system message appeared.

-[Alert] This area is undergoing a Forced Scenario.

-You cannot log out in a Forced Scenario area.


-Powerful monsters and NPCs beyond the scenario’s stage may appear in a Forced Scenario area.

-Some monsters and NPCs in Forced Scenario areas are granted [Invincibility] to player attacks.

-[Warning] The Forced Scenario does not get affected by players’ voluntary play.

“Did you see that? It looks like a warning message meant for Raul.”

“I’m aware.”

It was a situation he had experienced plenty in his past life.

In Connect, a game spanning across various settings, a [Forced Scenario] was an element players couldn’t interfere with.

It was akin to story progress shown through cinematics during old PC or console games, where the player couldn’t control the outcome.

However, unlike those past games, in the real-time virtual reality game Connect, being in a Forced Scenario didn’t entirely strip away control.

Naturally, many players had attempted to change the course of a Forced Scenario.

All attempts had inevitably failed.

As the messages indicated, irregular monsters couldn’t be handled with mere swarming tactics by players, and key NPCs were protected by the system.

“What will we do? It seems best not to enter.”

“Can you open the barrier?”

“Hmm, thinking of going in, huh? Just a moment…”

Rabel placed his hand on the barrier and tried infusing mana before speaking again.

“It seems possible, but only for a short while.”

Hearing Rabel’s words, Raul turned and headed towards the knights.

“We’re going in. We’ll have to cross the fortress walls.”

“Are you sure it will be okay? What if something goes wrong later…”


Philip cautiously asked, to which Jake patted Philip’s shoulder and confidently replied,

“Ah, the commander worries too much. The master must have a plan. Besides, who would care about that in this chaos?”

Though Jake spoke thus, his real desire was just to see what was beyond the wall.

‘When else would I get to climb over the capital’s fortress walls?’

Raul, too, seemed unconcerned.

“Let’s worry about what comes after later. For now, let’s just go in.”

Just then, a small crack appeared at the top of the wall. Raul stepped on a psychokinetic platform to scale the wall, and the knights followed, gripping the cracks with their hands.

As Raul and the knights threw themselves into the crack in the air, the front of the fortress walls once again fell into a deep silence.

* * *

Clang! Bang!

“Block it!”

“Hold on! Reinforcements are coming!”

Boom!

Captain Marco of the Royal Knight pushed back a huge silver wolf charging at him with a solid tower shield. With a crash, the wolf fell below the 8-meter-high wall, staggering momentarily from the impact before slowly picking itself up.

However, Marco had no time to worry whether the wolf would rise again. Dozens of similar wolves were eyeing him eagerly from the steps in front of him, and fiery balls were being hurled from below the wall, accompanied by a roaring sound.

When he blocked the incoming fireball with his tower shield, the burst of intense heat made even breathing difficult.

“Keep firing! Even if we can’t penetrate their hides, a hit to their vital spots will still do damage,” he ordered.

The archers and crossbowmen atop the wall were relentlessly shooting arrows, though it was doubtful how effective these were.

“Huff, huff,” gasped Centurion Jackson, breathing heavily behind his shield next to Marco.

“Damn it. Is the reinforcement really coming?” he grumbled, but in reality, no one knew what would happen.

Commanding officers and knights of the legion level had long been absent, having gone to retake the king’s castle, and the best the remaining captains could do was to endure until the knights returned.

With a whoosh followed by a thud, a spear launched from beside the wall pierced a wolf. Though slightly enhanced with mana, it penetrated the skin but didn’t inflict a fatal wound. Yet, as more spears struck its body, the wolf unable to evade let out a mournful cry and fell down the stairs.

‘Really despicable. How much longer can we last? None of this would have happened if those fiends hadn’t invaded the castle…’ Although only D-Grade creatures were attacking them at the moment, there was no telling when C-Grade or higher monsters would join the fray.

And soon enough, his fears became reality.

“It’s a Blood Fang!” Among the Silver Fangs (silver wolves), a monster with fur as if drenched in blood, a Blood Fang (blood-red wolf), slinked up the stairs.

It seemed to have thoroughly assessed their strength, as it approached slowly with a cocky ‘Can you really stop me?’ look.

“Stay calm and push back! If they breach us, we’re all dead!”

All captains of the Royal Knight were mana-using sword wielders or better. Even if the Blood Fang was a top C-Grade monster, it wasn’t something they couldn’t stop if they resolved to do so.

The problem was their exhaustion. Despite trying to conserve mana, most were nearing complete exhaustion. ‘Sly creature,’ he thought. The monster must have been waiting for this moment.

As it suddenly quickened its pace, charging straight at Marco. Thunk, thunk! The captains’ spears pierced the Blood Fang’s body, but it momentarily turned its form into a pool of blood, making the attack nearly harmless.

Then, a blood-red claw swung through the air, tearing Marco’s shield as if it was paper, reaching right before his eyes.

‘This is the end,’ Marco anticipated his final moment, closing his eyes. Then, suddenly –

Slash!

Splatter!

A searing energy zipped over Marco’s head and sliced Blood Fang in half from top to bottom. Blood Fang, now reduced to a pool of blood on the ground, attempted to revert back to its wolf form, but…

Shhhk.

A blade, flown from nowhere, pierced through the blood, destroying the core hidden within it.

“…?”

Startled, Marco heard a somewhat youthful voice behind him.

“Let’s clean up the monsters first.”

“Yes, Master.”

Then, knights clad in shining armor leaped down the stairs and off the walls, beginning a massacre of the monsters.

“Who’s in charge here?”

Raul and the First Knight Order appeared.

* * *

“Hmm. What to do?”

After hearing the situation from Marco, the chief knight, Raul found himself at another crossroads. Before his eyes was a quest window brimming with options.

…

“Wow, so much to do?” Rabel, alongside Raul, couldn’t hide her astonishment as they reviewed the quest window.

“Well, this is to be expected.”

A [Forced Scenario] area, due to the magnitude of unfolding events, allowed for a selection from a variety of quests.

Although there wasn’t a rule stating one must only select a single quest, due to time constraints and the daunting difficulty level, most opted to concentrate on one quest.

Rewards were quite substantial, enticing many players to attempt the scenario quests, yet actual participation was low.

“One wrong move and you’re dead.”

In a C-Grade quest, an unexpected intrusion by an A-Grade monster, or getting wiped out by a scenario NPC out of nowhere, were among the absurd occurrences that could happen in a [Forced Scenario] area.

Raul had ventured here willing to take such risks because there was something he had to verify, and he had also taken the precaution of securing an adequate insurance.

“Never thought they’d actually give this as a reward.”

[Instant Resurrection Ticket]

Grade: EX

Effect: If the player dies, they will be immediately resurrected. The player can choose to revive at a predetermined checkpoint or right where they fell.

Additional Effect: Invincibility for 1 minute after resurrection. All injuries are healed, and the cooldowns of skills and items are reset.

This miraculous item, carefully kept in Raul’s inventory, was the top individual prize from the . There were user reviews that resurrection tickets worked on hardcore players and NPCs alike, and it was an issue officially acknowledged by the game administrators.

“I can’t blindly believe it’ll work…”

Still, it was true that it provided some comfort.

After contemplating the quests for a moment, Raul finally made a decision.

“I should head there first.”

(To be continued)
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“Cough. How dare you…!”

A sharp sword pierced through the back of a man adorned in splendid armor, emerging from his chest. Struck from behind, the man looked back at the wielder of the sword with disbelief, only to find a cold smile on the assailant’s face.

Whoosh~ Thump.

As the sword was withdrawn, the man weakly knelt and then collapsed, and the royal knights nearby, belatedly realizing what had happened, turned around in horror.

“What madness is this!”

“Sir Jose, a high-level knight, how could you… Urk.”

But they, too, were not spared as a few imperial knights around them launched a surprise attack.

“Traitors, curse you to receive divine punishment, gurgle…”

Three knights tasked with the direct protection of the Second Prince fell futilely, and Senior Knight Jose of the imperial knight order, clicking his tongue, raised his sword.

Whizz~.

His longsword swung ruthlessly, severing the Second Prince’s neck and cutting his breath short for good.

Clang~Clang.

Argh!

And nearby, a massacre unfolded. Servants and soldiers loyal to the Second Prince were being cut down by suddenly appearing demonic cavalry, Imperial Hound knights, and the treacherous imperial knights.

Swoosh.

Wiping the blood off his face with a handkerchief, Jose was approached by an Imperial Hound knight in dark armor who bowed.

“As you commanded, not a single witness has been spared.”

“How fare the other royal family members?”

“The king has left the palace under the protection of the guard captain. The Third and Fourth Princes…”


Upon receiving the report, Jose, a high-level knight, no, executive agent [Number 1] of the Imperial Hounds, nodded.

‘Things are proceeding smoothly.’

The Imperial Hounds’ palace infiltration, following the gate outbreak, was a success. Monsters pouring out from more than ten gates, up to C-Grade, had sufficiently distracted the palace guards and knight order.

This chaos allowed our forces to enter through a secret passage linked to the palace, with spies planted within the palace and those who had been won over assisting the stealthy movement of our troops.

Luring ‘That Man,’ expected to be the biggest problem, was not difficult either. The instrument bestowed by His Imperial Majesty upgraded a C-Grade gate to B-Grade forcibly, and the A-Grade elite guardian [Venom Lesser Dragon] that emerged was a monster too challenging even for the knight order.

‘That Man,’ a hidden master and guardian of the seal in the royal family, leaving his post to handle the elite guardian was inevitable but a significant oversight.

By executing a swift surprise operation and securing the sealed site, the Imperial Hounds succeeded in breaking the seal with the help of their allies, thus achieving their primary objective.

When the guardian returned to the sealed site belatedly, it was already too late; he would never be able to leave it again.

“Kekeke. With this, no one will be able to stop the grand plan.”

All that remained was to lay the groundwork for the next phase. By drying up the seed of this country’s royalty, they would incite chaos and make the upcoming liberation war of the empire much smoother.

“Having dealt with the crown prince and the second prince, who shall we target next?”

Agent No.1, erasing the smile that had appeared on his face, moved towards the next prey, accompanied by the knights who had betrayed their oath.

* * *

“Thank you for your help.”

Raul and the knights had cleared out various monsters clinging to the vicinity of the fortifications.

Of course, there was no guarantee that more monsters wouldn’t swarm in, but the centurion and his soldiers, now given a moment to catch their breath, expressed their gratitude.

“Wish you good fortune.”

Raul encouraged Centurion Marco before descending from the ramparts and heading towards the town.

Initially, the role of the soldiers stationed on the walls was to lure monsters and serve as the final line of defense.

They served to ease the burden on the troops attacking the royal castle while keeping the monsters from breaking into the inner city – a kind of bait, in essence.


He wished he could leave a few knights behind, but knowing they could face any manner of foe ahead, they couldn’t afford to spread their forces thin.

“It’s chaos here too. We thought them unlucky for not even showing their noses outside the gates, tightly shut…”

“There must have been a reason. Would His Majesty have intentionally ignored his people?”

As Jake and Philip discussed, ever since the Gate crisis emerged, the royal knights and central army stationed in the inner city had not ventured to the outer city even once.

This had led to speculation, both among the populace and within the First Knight Order, that the king was disregarding his people.

‘Well, the king must have had his reasons for not deploying the troops.’

It was possible that he had anticipated an incident like today’s.

While pondering whether the immense energy felt from the direction of the castle was related, Raul and the knights leapt across building roofs.

Their destination was, of course, the royal castle.

Having risked coming this far, they had no intention of merely skimming the surface and returning.

“Halt!”

At Raul’s command, the knights stopped atop the roof, crouching low.

Having arrived at the heart of the city, Raul surveyed the makeshift fortress erected in the middle of the square.

Boom! Bang!

The fortress seemed on the verge of collapse – built of stones and earth, it cracked and shook under the onslaught of fireballs, looking ready to fall at any moment.

Beneath the walls, not just a pack of wolves but also hundreds of black-skinned goblins waited for the collapse, but the real problem wasn’t them.

“Imps. When I saw the hellhound spitting fireballs earlier, I wondered… But isn’t the gate that spawns demonic supposed to open much later?”

Above the fortress, surrounded by flying creatures with small wings and horns roughly the size of a child, hurling fireballs.

Demonic monsters were mostly tricky individuals of at least C-Grade, but as far as he remembered, in his past life, they only started appearing after the third scenario.”

What should we do?”


“If we leave it as it is, it won’t last long.”

“Just sweep them away.”

The knights each voiced their opinions. Despite facing an unknown monster, the desire to fight was palpable among them.

“Let’s deal with it and move on. Everyone, get ready to snipe.”

Having seen it, there was no way they could leave a comrade in crisis behind.

“First, take down the ones with wings. Those who can’t use Mana Arrows, aim for the wings specifically.”

Their weakness was their wings. Once their mobility was lost, their close combat abilities were significantly reduced.

“Aim, fire!”

Raul and the knights’ arrows rained down on the imps.

Thud! Thwack!

“Screech!”

Nearly half of the twenty or so imps fell in heaps.

Among these, the arrows from Raul, Philip, and Jake pierced through the heads of the imps, while the rest went through their wings.

“Keep firing!”

Unlike the first volley, the subsequent shots didn’t achieve much. The imps, having noticed them, swiftly dodged the incoming arrows.

Clink! Whoosh~!

Moreover, monsters from beneath the fortress started rushing towards Raul’s party, and the imps retaliated with fireballs.

“No way!”

Boom, Bang~.

The four knights who had stopped shooting took up large shields and dispersed in all directions to protect the party, while only Raul, Philip, and Jake, who could infuse their arrows with mana, aimed for the imps.

“Gotcha!”

The other three knights pulled out long spears from their inventories and faced the monsters leaping onto the roofs.

“Wow!”

“Reinforcements!”

As the imp’s assault halted, the fortress’s soldiers, who had been cowering like turtles, grasped the situation and shouted.

Then, as the aggro shifted towards them, creating some breathing room, the archers began to climb the walls and started supporting fire.

Whiz-Thwack!

With a barrage of arrows causing confusion, one by one, the imps fell to Raul’s party’s sniping, and the monsters approaching were unable to withstand the knights’ spears and shields.

Having confirmed that all the imps had fallen, Raul shouted.

“Everyone, charge! Sweep them all away!”

“Yeah, die all of you~!!”

Jake, energized by Raul’s command, was the first to leap among the monsters, vigorously swinging a massive two-handed broadsword, followed by the rest of the knights.

Raul, seemingly amused by the unstoppable enthusiasm, cracked a smile and hoisted his bow again, seeing no need for his direct intervention.

‘Might as well reap some experience points while I’m at it,’ he thought, humming a tune and briskly pulling the bowstring.

A short while later, leaving behind the corpses of hundreds of monsters, Raul and his companions climbed atop the makeshift fortress.

“Thank you for your assistance. May I ask from which noble house do you knights hail?” inquired a knight of around a thousand-man command rank, expressing his gratitude.

“Oh, we are First Knights of the Count of Ashton’s house,” Philip responded, wiping the knightly emblem obscured by blood to show it.

“And this gentleman here is our Knight captain, Sir Raul.”

“No way, could this be the same person?”

The knight’s eyes widened in surprise as he realized who Raul and his knights were. It seemed they hadn’t recognized the knights’ emblem or attire since the knighting ceremony had only concluded a few days prior.

“It is an honor to meet Sir Raul, whose reputation precedes him. Thank you once again. Without your aid, this fortress would not have stood much longer,” the captain knight said.

“It’s nothing. As a knight of the kingdom, it was only right to help,” Raul responded with a modest smile, graciously accepting the thanks.

“But how did you come to be here? I was under the impression that barriers had sealed off access from the outer city.”

“It seemed there was trouble at the royal palace, so I led the knights here posthaste. Just as we were considering turning back due to the barriers, a breach appeared, presumably because of the monsters’ attack. We were fortunate.”

The captain laughed in response, “Ha, it seems we were the luckier ones to have Sir Raul here. But, how is it outside? I’m concerned about the extent of the damage.”

Raul provided a summary of the situation, prompting the captain to heave a sigh of relief.

“Phew, that’s a relief. Indeed, the rumors about Sir Raul were not unfounded. Anyway, the Central Army bunch…,” the captain mumbled, seemingly dissatisfied with the Central Army’s conduct, hinting at a terse relationship between the guard regiments and the Central Army.

“What about the situation at the royal palace now? I’ve heard snippets but need accurate information.”

“Ah, so you’re considering heading to the palace. As far as I know…”, the captain’s explanation caused Raul’s brow to furrow slightly, the situation appearing worse than he thought.

He had believed it was merely an infiltration of the royal precinct, but it seemed the enemy had taken over the walls.

This had left the gates unsecured, and most of the command, knights from both the Royal Knights and the Central Army, had abandoned their posts to reclaim the fortress.

Moreover, the siege had been ongoing for quite some time without breaching the royal precincts, suggesting the enemy’s formidable strength. The more troublesome news was the appearance of demonic near the fortress.

‘I had heard there were no gates inside the fortress, what’s going on?’

Raul’s mind began to race, considering whether to join the main force for the recapture of the fortress or to seek an alternative strategy.

(To be continued)
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“Simply recapturing the capital holds no meaning.”

No matter how exceptional the Imperial Hounds were, taking down a nation’s capital with their own power was absolutely beyond them.

Ultimately, those foes would be pushed back, and the gates would be taken care of. The issue, however, was what those foes were aiming for in the meantime.

“Should we start by rescuing the royal family?”

There seemed to be other objectives, but it was impossible to tell at the moment. For that, entry into the capital was necessary, but joining the main force wasn’t the best option.

“Getting involved with the main force would only mean playing a supporting role to the Royal Knight.”

And it felt like recapturing the capital would only be possible after all major events were settled. That would mean venturing into a forced scenario zone and taking risks without reaping any worthwhile reward.

“In the end, the method is…”

While Raul was pondering over something in his mind, the guild communicator activated.

“Master, we have arrived at the designated location.”

‘The timing couldn’t be more perfect.’

The one reporting was Pierce, the deputy commander. He had received certain orders from Raul and was moving along with Kane, a new addition.

“What’s the situation?”

“We’ve taken out their sentries and secured an entry path.”

“Where can we join inside the fortress? Our current position is in front of the square in Sector 5 of Area B.”

“Please wait a moment.”

After receiving information from Kane, Pierce informed Raul of the joining point.

“Past two blocks to the east from there…”

“Good. Let’s meet at the joining point in 10 minutes.”


Raul ended the communication and set off towards the meeting point, leaving the makeshift fortress behind.

* * *

Creak. Creeeak.

The sound of the wooden staircase twisting echoed in the confined space.

The tea shop seemed an unlikely place for a basement, yet it was filled with oak barrels of wine and beer.

Apparently, the tea sessions for royals and nobles involved more than just elegant tea drinking.

Thunk.

The sound of something opening came from a corner of the underground cellar.

“Over here.”

Kane, who called out to Raul’s group with a soft voice, was the one who opened it.

“You did well.”

“It’s nothing compared to what you’ve been through, Master.”

Despite what he said, the bloodstains on Kane’s clothes and the faint smell of blood suggested a rather intense battle.

“Please, this way.”

After walking for a while along a cleverly hidden secret passage behind the wine cellar, a rather large corridor awaited, along with some familiar faces.

Pierce and about twenty members of the First Knight Order, along with a few of Kane’s subordinates who were in relatively good condition, were there waiting.

“As we continue down this path, we will arrive at the underground of the royal palace. It seems like they’ve already dismantled most of the mechanisms and traps, and there aren’t many guards around.”

“Kek kek, seems like they never expected to be backstabbed like this.”

Kane nodded in agreement with Jake’s words.

The random attacks on various guilds in the underworld that began a few months ago must have been a precursor for today.


‘But things won’t go as you guys have planned.’

Kane’s thirst for revenge flared as he remembered his fallen subordinates.

“The secret passages leading to the palace are numerous and complex. What I know is only a part of it. Normally, the passages would be blocked by various barriers and mechanisms, but they should all be open now.”

“Do you also know where these passages lead to?”

“I’m not quite sure about that. Where do you plan to go?”

“We were hoping to head to one of the royal palaces first.”

“I have a general idea of the layout of the royal palace in my head. Once we exit the underground passage, I can guide you to your desired location.”

Having a proper informant was definitely convenient. Without Kane, they might have struggled to find their way, rummaging through the Royal Palace overview maps at the Link Cafe.

“Alright. Let’s see where this secret passage takes us.”

Thus, Raul and the new group made their way through the secret passage towards the royal palace.

Kane also made sure to assign some of his informants the task of guiding additional troops that might come to provide a safe retreat.

Whoosh, thunk.

Thud.

“Clear.”

Pierce and Kane quietly took care of an Imperial Hound guard blocking the secret passage ahead.

Creeeak.

As they pushed open the revolving stone door, a cool and dark space appeared before them.

‘Is this a food storage?’

Shelves and sacks were piled high with food supplies. Kane, who moved like a cat to scout the surroundings, spoke in a low voice.

“This is the 3rd floor underground food storage of the royal palace. It seems there are no guards nearby, but I sensed patrols of squad-sized units above us.”


“Do we have to go above ground to reach other palaces?”

“It depends on where you want to go. Some places are connected through underground passages. Where do you wish to go?”

“Where does the 6th prince reside?”

Raul’s choice was the 6th prince.

Targeting the king or the crown prince was risky since the enemies might have deployed their strongest forces. It would be better to rescue another royal family member, and who better than a classmate he was acquainted with?

“The 6th prince resides in the Warhorse Palace to the east. It’s where the 4th prince, the 6th prince, and the 3rd princess, children of the 3rd queen, stay.”

“Good. Lead the way.”

“The place can only be accessed through the ground. Are you sure that’s okay?”

Kane asked, a hint of concern in his voice.

However, Raul just smirked and stretched his neck from side to side. Isn’t it funny? This is our base camp and yet, we have to skulk around in our own territory. Don’t you think the same, my comrades?”

“You speak the truth. It’s the empire’s dogs that should be hiding, not us.”

“Just give the order! We’ll smash them to pieces.”

The knights were bristling with readiness, as if they could burst into action at any moment.

Having successfully infiltrated the royal palace, Raul had no intention of hiding any longer. He judged that as long as they avoided the enemy’s main force, his group of knights had the advantage. And in case of an emergency, they could still escape.

“All hands to battle stations. From this moment, we charge in a straight line to the Warhorse Palace. Crush every enemy we encounter and rescue our allies. Let’s bring the hammer of justice down on the despicable empire’s hunting dogs, the ‘Imperial Hounds’!”

“To the hammer of justice!”

“Let’s go! Sweep away the empire’s scum~!”

“Yeah!!”

Raul, twenty armored users of the First Knight Order, and Kane bravely dashed through the corridors of the royal palace.

The Imperial Hounds, detecting the strange noise, descended into the basement, only to be swept away by the tremendous sword qi unleashed by Jake.

Whoosh, slash!

Even the knights who managed to deflect the sword qi were helplessly knocked down by the relentless assault of the First Knight Order.

“Damn it, where did these knights come from…”

“Must report, urgh!”

The swords of the First Knight Order, mercilessly slashing through, left no doubt as to where the blood staining their armor originated from.

Boom!

“Argh~.”

Guards at the basement stairway entrance, members of the Imperial Hounds, were caught off-guard and flung away by the breaking door debris.

Upon reaching the first floor, the smell of blood and something burning filled the corridors. Flames leapt in various places, and the sound of clashing arms and screams was unending.

‘Just as planned.’

Since the palace had already been swept through once, there weren’t many enemies left inside.

And those encountered in the basement were weaker than expected – mostly ordinary agents or mediocre cavalry.

‘The real warriors, capable of facing the royal knights, must be fighting at the walls or chasing after the royal family.’

Given the considerable number of royals, the enemies would have spread out. There were as many as five palaces within the main palace grounds alone.

With the enemies scattered and the First Knight Order including more than twenty armored users, there were hardly any who could stand in their way.

‘We’ll take advantage of the enemy’s complacency and their divided forces, picking them off one by one before we encounter their main strength.’

Reflecting Raul’s resolve, their advancement was unstoppable.

Upon sighting an enemy, they charged eagerly, and if the sound of clashing arms was heard nearby, they quickly rushed to rescue their allies.

“Thank you for saving us, sob.”

“Do you know where the royal family members might have retreated to?”

“The Fourth Prince is…”

“Thank you for the information. There’s an escape route through the 3rd basement level of the main palace’s food storage.”

Having gathered information on the royals’ whereabouts from the rescued allies, they directed the non-combatants towards the escape routes.

“I will join too!”

“Please let me help too!”

As some knights and soldiers began to join, the troop’s size grew larger, and by the time they finally arrived at the eastern palace ‘Warhorse,’ they had secured a force of over a hundred people.

And then, a little later.

Clang~ Clang! Crash!!

“Kill the prince!”

“You bastards! You can’t lay a finger on the prince!”

In the middle of the third-floor corridor, royal knights were engaged in combat with the enemies, backs against the doors.

The friendly forces consisted only of four royal knights with shields and three soldiers, whereas the enemies had at least ten knights in black armor and over fifty cavalry and agents.

The royal knights already seemed to have depleted their power armor, with several arrows stuck in their bodies, and some were bleeding profusely through the cracks in their split armor.

“These guys are as good as dead. Keep pushing them!”

Surrounded, the Empire’s agents didn’t stop shooting arrows and crossbow bolts from the back, while the cavalry pressed the knights from the front.

At this rate, annihilation seemed only a matter of time. But just then.

Whoosh~ Splutter!

“Argh!”

“Cough.”

From one side of the corridor, a barrage of arrows hit, catching the Empire’s soldiers off-guard.

“Waaaah!!”

“Wipe them all out~!”

Then, a force of over a hundred knights and soldiers broke through their flank.

Clang, clang, scrape!

The Empire’s forces were not to be underestimated, and a fierce melee ensued as weapons clashed. However, the elite First Knight Order, at the peak of their momentum, could not be easily stopped.

Scrape.

Raul’s bastard sword neatly sliced through the neck of a resisting demonic cavalry. He then targeted another nearby cavalry.

Clang!

The cavalry’s claw deflected Raul’s mana-infused blade.

‘This is… A second-type demonic cavalry?’

Surprisingly, the cavalry’s claws were coated with a thin layer of a black mana blade.

While the first-type demonic cavalry enhanced physical abilities were mass-produced, the second-type were monsters enhanced to utilize mana on top of their boosted physicality.

‘But after all, they’re just beasts acting on instinct.’

Using his swordsmanship, Raul flicked away both of the demonic cavalry’s hands at once, then thrust his sword lightly into its empty chest.

Gurgle.

The pierced demonic cavalry collapsed powerlessly to the floor.

Multiple attackers might have been a problem, but in a one-on-one fight, not even an expert-level knight could stand a chance.

Boom. Crash!

While the formation of regular agents and demonic cavalry was breached, the Empire’s knights remained.

As the First Knight Order and the Empire’s knights began to seriously cross swords, shards of sword qi flew in all directions, chaotically enveloping the battlefield.

(To be continued)
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The corridor wasn’t particularly spacious, so when about ten knights mingled together, it became fully packed. Observing the collision of knights from a step behind, Raul wore a slightly regretful expression.

‘It’s not a huge difference, but we’re being pushed back.’

Excluding the officers, most of the knights were stuck between the beginner and intermediate levels, and their real combat experience was still lacking.

However, having reached the expert level in such a short period was remarkable in its own right. Given that they had gathered those with talent, they were bound to grow even more over time.

While he was watching the knights’ battle, a group appeared from the opposite end of the corridor and started rushing towards them.

“You dare cause a commotion in this place?!”

With a fierce momentum, brandishing their sword aura, the group of about ten was none other than the Royal Knights of the Ruben Kingdom.

“Damn it. Everyone, retreat!”

Feeling the crunch, the commander of the Imperial Hound ordered a retreat and smashed through the corridor windows, leaping out.

“Ha, lucky brats!”

The imperial knights roughly pushed aside the First Knight Order and jumped out the window.

“Damn bastards!”

Jake and a few other knights attempted to follow, but Raul stopped them.

“Enough. The priority is escorting our allies.”

‘Spreading our forces thin is dangerous.’

Threatening enemies were still scattered around. There were too many variables to chase after formidable foes.

After dealing with the delayed imperial remnants, a Royal Knight who had been guarding the door approached, his wounds sealed with a healing potion provided by Raul but visibly exhausted from the fierce combat.

The Royal Knight expressed gratitude for Raul’s help and exchanged greetings with other Royal Knights who joined later.

“Is the prince safe?”


“Of course, this way…”

As the firmly shut door opened and they stepped in, the royals and about ten courtiers looked surprised, then sighed in relief upon recognizing the newcomers.

“We are grateful for the safety of the princess and princes. The enemies have been routed, so please rest assured. We shall take it from here!”

No sooner had the door opened than a Royal Knight, hastening forward and kneeling on one knee, loudly expressed his commitment.

“Ah, and you are?”

“Senior Royal Knight Jose, at your service, Your Highness!”

Inside the room stood two of the royalty, the Fourth and the Sixth Princes. The elder of the two, the Fourth Prince, nodded with satisfaction and praised Jose.

Then, the Sixth Prince Gerard, standing at the back, asked with a tilt of his head, “Wasn’t Sir Jose appointed as the Second Prince’s escort knight? What brings you here without him?”

“His Highness has already moved to a safe location. However, he was concerned about his brothers and ordered us, including myself, to rescue you.”

“My brother did?”

“Yes. Instead of staying here, please follow me. I will ensure your safety to a secure location!”

Despite Sir Jose’s confident promise, the Sixth Prince Gerard’s expression remained puzzled.

“My second brother wouldn’t do such a thing…”

From the beginning, the Second Prince was different from them and their mother, and even resided in a separate palace.

Usually ignoring them and rather giving them the cold shoulder, now he suddenly cares for them? However, the Fourth Prince seemed to have a different perspective.

“Was it Sir Jose? I’ll speak with my brother and father to grant him a significant reward. Lead the way, quickly.”

“Yes, righ—”

“Wait!”

Someone stopped Jose in his tracks. It was Raul, who had been standing slightly back, watching the situation with interest.

“Who are you to block the way in front of this prince?”


“My apologies. I’m Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Count Ashton.”

The Fourth Prince’s eyebrows twitched, and just as he was about to speak, the Sixth Prince Gerard quickly intervened.

“Sir Raul! What brings you here?”

“It seemed the palace was in danger, so I brought my knights.”

Truthfully, Raul and Prince Gerard weren’t exactly friends. They were classmates at the academy but had never really spoken outside of it, and it was only a few days ago at a ceremony that they had briefly greeted each other.

However, through their time at the academy and the ceremony, Gerard knew that Raul was trustworthy. There had to be a reason Raul had stopped them.

“Do you know each other?”

“Well…”

After a brief explanation from his brother Gerard and the story from the royal knights escorting them, the Fourth Prince calmed down.

“So, Sir Raul, what’s the matter?”

“I suggest we evacuate through an escape route we’ve secured. From what I’ve seen, the palace is full of enemies, and even the walls have been captured. It would be better to leave the palace through a nearby exit rather than heading to an ‘unknown safe place,’ wouldn’t it?”

At Raul’s words, the royal knight Jose sprang up and shouted.

“Ha! How dare an outsider dictate what the princes should do? The protection of the royals is the duty of our royal knights. Outsiders should back off. And how can we trust your word that you’ve secured an escape route!”

However, not Raul, but the royal knights and soldiers he had brought with him spoke in unison.

“It’s not a lie. Many have already evacuated safely thanks to Sir Raul.”

“The guards and soldiers are covering the retreat. We need to escape before more enemies arrive!”

But the Fourth Prince chose Jose over Raul.

“I will go with Sir Jose to where my brother is. Let’s go, Gerard.”

However, Gerard did not move.

“My lord, I’m sorry, but I will accompany Sir Raul. I can’t believe Sir Jose’s words that he came to save us, leaving my second brother behind.”


Could it be, even if there was a safe place, his knights were sent away while the enemies hadn’t retreated yet? That wasn’t the character of the second brother Gerard knew.

“Tsk. It seems you’ve grown more suspicious since you started going outside. To not trust your kin and servants but rely on an outsider… I’ll say no more. Take care.”

Thus, the Fourth Prince followed Jose, while Gerard looked at his back with a sorrowful gaze.

“Don’t worry too much. I have my men with you; if anything happens, they will inform me.”

“Phew, thank you. By the way, have you heard any news about our father or other siblings?”

“It seems His Majesty is still safe, but I’m not sure about the others. Let’s evacuate for now.”

And thus, they were able to safely arrive at the underground secret passage using the retreat route they had secured.

Raul, expressing his gratitude to Gerard and the royal knights who thanked him, assigned a guide and escort to them before re-entering the palace.

“Where are we currently?”

“The entrance to the [Battle Spear] Palace in the north. In addition to Prince No. 4, Princess No. 3 and Prince No. 8 and their entourage have also joined.”

“Keep tracking without letting your guard down until the end. I will join you soon.”

After ending the communication, Raul quickly headed towards the palace in the north.

‘Hmm. What are they thinking?’

Jose, the royal knight, and his party seemed to have a hidden agenda, but Raul could not be certain of their true identities.

Perhaps because this was a forced scenario area, Raul’s analysis was not functioning accurately. That was why, when dividing the forces earlier, he had instructed Pierce and Kane to track them.

As he neared the Battle Spear Palace, encounters with monsters became more frequent than with the imperial soldiers. And a slight chill started to crawl up Raul’s arm.

‘This feeling…!’

It was unmistakable. The ominous feeling that was faintly perceptible even from the distant mansion. An overwhelmingly intense force was drawing closer.

‘For some reason, it feels like I need to hurry.’

Raul’s hands, slicing through monsters, began to move more busily.

* * *

“Sir Jose, are we still far off?”

Prompted by the 4th Prince, the high-level knight Jose reassured him with a smile.

“We are almost there. It just took a bit longer because we’re moving cautiously to avoid enemies. Plus, haven’t we managed to rescue others thanks to that?”

“Of course, but…”

Contrary to Jose’s assurance of their imminent arrival, they had already been wandering for more than 30 minutes.

The group of about fifty men Raul had assigned at the start had dwindled after a few battles, falling behind or getting separated.

What remained were only about ten of Jose’s party and roughly twenty soldiers, excluding the five royal knight knights assigned to him and his brothers.

Of course, having nearly twenty royal knights with them should have been reassuring, but an inexplicably ominous feeling was setting in.

‘Why does it seem like there are more monsters the closer we get to the “safe” location?’

But it was too late to turn back; they had come too far.

‘The Battle Spear Palace…’

An odd place where entry was restricted even to royalty under normal circumstances. He had always been curious about the palace, but he never expected to come here under these conditions.

In the silence, the growling of monsters and an unknown vibration continued sporadically, only heightening the unease.

Just then.

Whoosh – Thud, Thwomp!!

“It’s the enemy!”

“An ambush!!”

As they were passing through the large lounge on the first floor of the royal palace, arrows poured down on them from all directions.

“Protect the prince!”

“Form a shield wall!”

True to their reputation as the elite guards of the palace, the soldiers quickly formed a defensive formation, and the knights deflected the incoming arrows.

However, the number of soldiers had already halved. That’s when the enemies showed their true colors.

“Nobody move!”

“Ah! My prince!”

While the royal knights were distracted by the arrows, Jose’s subordinates had swords pointed at the throats of the prince and princess.

“You fiends! What is this treachery?”

The fourth prince shouted in anger, but Jose clicked his tongue and wagged his finger from side to side.

“In your current situation, you shouldn’t be getting angry but rather begging ‘please save us~’. No?”

Then, he thrust a small dagger deep into the thigh of the fourth prince.

“Ah!!”

“You cur!”

The royal knights made to rush forward, but Jose threatened them with his sword.

“If you don’t do as I say, the prince dies. Now, everyone calmly lay down your weapons and take off your power armors. I’m counting to ten. One, two….”

Caught in a dilemma, the royal knights gritted their teeth, but they seemed to have no other option.

‘Hehehe. This is quite entertaining.’

When it involved the second prince, there was no time, so they were all killed, but now there was no need to rush.

With five expert-level royal knights and three members of the royal family, there were plenty of uses for them.

“Damn it!”

Clang, clatter.

The weapons fell from the hands of the royal knights.

‘Good. It’s over now.’

Just as Jose, or rather No. 1, wore a very satisfied smile.

Pop.

The magical lights illuminating the royal palace lounge went out, and darkness fell.

“What’s going on!”

“What happened?”

Panicked voices were heard from everywhere, but no significant movement was felt. However, the very next moment.

Flash-bang-boom!!

Bright lights and the sound of explosions erupted from various parts of the lounge.

“Ah, my ears!”

“My eyes!!”

It was as if a stun grenade had detonated, and the people in the hall clutched their eyes and ears in agony.

However, No. 1 and a few knights who were equipped with power armors reflexively circulated mana to protect their eyes and ears, but they couldn’t avoid being momentarily staggered.

And during that brief period, the situation had completely reversed.

“Wipe them all out.”

With these low words from Raul, the First Knight Order and the troops swept over the enemies.

(To be continued)
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“Effective, indeed.”

The combination of a stun grenade-like flash magic and a concussive sound magic was bound to be shocking for those experiencing it for the first time.

It was a shock not only to civilians but also to knights, who would be affected if they were caught unawares.

Even those wearing power armor were not fully protected against such indirect magic when it wasn’t a direct magical attack.

“How about my skills?”

“Excellent. Truly reliable, aren’t you?”

Rabel’s magic was splendidly free of any superfluities.

In reality, there were no such spells as flash magic or sound burst magic among the circle magics. Rabel had innovated by modifying the 1st circle magic ‘Light’ and the 4th circle ‘Explosion’ to create those effects.

And by taking advantage of the confusion to activate Blink (short-range teleportation), she successfully rescued the royalty, making it needless to say that Rabel’s joining was a great help to Raul.

“Could you treat the royals for now?”

They would recover over time, but she didn’t want to hear any complaints.

“Leave it to me~.”

Rabel fluttered her wings, approached the disoriented royals, and began chanting with a gesture.

“Recovery Winds, let the pain fly far away~.”

A green light enveloped them, healing the 4th prince’s thigh wound as well as restoring his eyes and ears back to normal.

“Gasp, gasp. Oh, who are you?”

The 4th prince, upon opening his eyes, was startled to see Raul.

“Have you come to?”

“Sir Raul, how are you here?”


“I had placed the 6th prince in a safe location and followed, just in case. I’m glad I’m not too late.”

“Ah, I was foolish. I should have listened to Gerard… My apologies, Sir Raul.”

Prince Jonas bowed his head in apology.

“It’s not your fault. It was my mistake for not noticing sooner.”

‘Not such a bad guy after all.’

Raul smirked warmly at his readiness to apologize and helped him up, then said,

“For now, please stay behind. It’s time to hold them accountable. Homer, take responsibility for protecting the royal family!”

“Yes, Master. Leave it to me.”

Homer was among the fastest to progress in the First Knight Order, excluding the officers. Being an expert-level knight and a D-Grade power armor user, he was well-equipped to protect them.

‘Maybe it’s time for me to make a move?’

Wondering just how good the knights of the kingdom’s supreme Royal Knight were, Raul dashed towards the enemies with a slight thrill.

* * *

‘Damn it….’

Bang!

As a ferocious sword qi collided in front of him, mana shards scattered. He felt a strong repulsion that made his grip ache, a feeling he hadn’t experienced often lately.

He thought he could match even the captain of the Royal Knight if he went all out, but where did this guy come from?

‘The Ashton Estate. Should I have dealt with it sooner?’

“Ho. So, this is what sets apart a high-level knight of the Imperial Guard? Having the luxury to entertain stray thoughts during battle?”

Suddenly, the sword’s aura transformed into something resembling the jagged edges of a saw, ferociously gnawing at No. 1’s sword aura.

“Urgh.”


His sword, caught by the saw-like sword aura, was slowly pushed back until it was almost in his face.

‘Damn it. Is he an Ogre or something? What kind of ridiculous strength is this?’

Boom!

No. 1 forcibly exploded the mana infused in his sword, creating distance between him and his opponent.

“Why would someone of your caliber stay in such a newly formed knight order? You’re too skilled to be just cleaning up after some noble’s brat…”

Upon hearing No. 1’s words, Philip, the Commander of the First Knight Order, laughed heartily and swung his sword down.

“Hahaha. And you, why serve the empire’s deranged emperor with your exalted skills? Wielding your sword for someone who doesn’t see people as people, I simply can’t understand it.”

Clash!

“Shut up, you dare speak of His Grace! His noble and pure intentions are beyond the comprehension of mere mortals like you.”

In the blink of an eye, tens of blows were exchanged. Both were at the brink of becoming masters, and thus, the battle was fierce.

Philip had the upper hand in strength, while No. 1 was slightly faster.

However, No. 1 had a power armor of B-Grade, issued to senior Imperial Guards, while Philip was wearing a standard C-Grade armor provided by the Golden Bear Knight Order. This meant that in a prolonged fight, the advantage was predicted to lean towards No. 1.

‘Damn it. I should have pulled out sooner… Should’ve just quickly dealt with those royal brats.’

He felt like he had stepped in it out of greed. Even now, his men were falling one by one. Despite not being a force to be easily overwhelmed, the situation was tipping bizarrely fast.

‘That damn brat!’

As expected, the problem was Raul. Contrary to intelligence reports that placed him barely at expert level, he had already surpassed a matured intermediate level.

Not only was he adept in chaotic combat, moving across the battlefield as though he had spent decades as a mercenary, diving here and there.

The rain of arrows he unleashed was as if alive, finding every gap and irking his soldiers, and his swordsmanship seemed to toy with the opponent’s skills as if anticipating their moves.

And crucially, the difference in the number of armor users on both sides was acutely painful.

‘Where on earth did he gather so many?’


Regardless of their quality, twenty heads were not to be underestimated, plus five royal knight knights making twenty-five.

However, on their side, including the imperial knights in ambush, they numbered only fourteen. With the cavalry and regular agents already down, it was clear that the armor users would be washed away the moment their mana was exhausted.

No. 1, while fending off Philip’s aggressive attacks, looked for an opportunity to escape.

But escaping through the entrance they came from seemed impossible.

‘No choice then. I’ll probably catch an earful but…’

Stealthily gauging the timing while on the lookout, No. 1 blocked Philip’s sword with his shield and at the same moment, threw a small bottle he fetched from his bosom to the ground, shattering it.

Crash!

From the broken bottle, black smoke surged like mad, engulfing the lounge.

“Poison, huh? Useless effort…”

The poison was no match for the armor user in a power armor. However, in the moment Philip instinctively stepped back, No. 1 was already making a run for it.

“Chase after him!”

Woosh~.

Using psychokinesis, Raul instantly compressed the billowing black smoke and dashed off, with Philip also starting to chase after No. 1.

“Jake will take care of finishing off the battlefield. Pierce, follow and secure our retreat.”

“Yes, Master!”

Contrary to other members of the Imperial Hounds, Jose did not use dark mana.

And from the fact that he did not activate any tattoos even in retreat, it seemed he hadn’t received the Emperor’s Brand either.

This meant that if they could capture him, they could get enough information from the enemy.

‘I won’t let you escape.’

Raul swiftly followed No. 1’s trace down into the depths of the palace’s underground.

* * *

‘How deep does this go?’

It felt like they had descended over ten floors underground, yet the stairs still continued.

Rumble.

Intermittent vibrations that appeared now and then became stronger the deeper they went, shaking the entire space as if an earthquake was happening. Finally, the stairway ended, and a long corridor appeared.

“There’s such a place beneath the royal palace. It’s almost like a temple?”

The corridor was made entirely of marble from floor to ceiling. Sculptures were engraved at regular intervals on the walls, but their content was indistinguishable, likely worn away by the passage of time.

Raul slowed his pace. Due to how quickly Jose had fled, even though it was a straight corridor, there was no sight of him.

‘There might be traps, so let’s proceed with caution.’

While they cautiously moved along the corridor, Pierce also joined them. After a while, the corridor ended, and they were greeted by a building reminiscent of the Parthenon temple.

“What is this place?”

“Who knows. One thing’s for certain, something is happening inside.”

Even from outside, an immense pressure could be felt.

“Master, perhaps it’s best if we only track up to here? It seems too dangerous.”

Even without Philip’s words, the danger was palpable. Yet, turning back now also felt regrettable.

Woom.

At that moment, the space near the entrance of the temple warped, and something burst forth.

“Demons!”

The creatures that appeared were twenty or so hellhounds and imps, similar to those seen in the inner sanctum. With a flurry and aggressive barks, the monsters seemed to have noticed Raul and his party and attacked without hesitation.

However, no one was phased by these C-Grade monsters. Raul easily dispatched the monsters and then made a decision.

“We’ve come this far, might as well check it out. If it seems too dangerous, we’ll retreat.”

As he said this and was about to step into the temple, another message appeared before Raul’s eyes.

-[Warning] A mandatory scenario is currently in progress. Players cannot enter.

-[Warning] This area is extremely dangerous. For the safety of your data, it is recommended that you leave the area.

‘Can’t enter?’

When Raul extended his hand, an invisible barrier blocked it.

“Pierce. Can you go in first?”

“Yes, Master.”

Pierce entered the temple without any trouble.

‘Hmm….’

After pondering for a moment with his arms crossed, Raul asked Rabel.

“Is there any way to temporarily stop the connect system?”

“Well, I can’t stop it entirely, but the auxiliary systems can be paused.”

“Then, please do it for a moment.”

“Okay~.”

At that, all the augmented reality interfaces that were displayed in Raul’s field of vision disappeared. Taking a deep breath and reaching out his hand again, Raul this time passed through without any obstruction.

‘Just as I thought.’

Raul was not only a player but also a resident of the connected world. He was curious if the restrictions applied to players would work differently on him, and his prediction was right.

In fact, during the battle in the lounge earlier, there were some dubious aspects.

Ever since entering the area of the mandatory scenario, some characters had an [Invincible] marker above their heads.

These were the royalties specified in the quest to be rescued.

‘But they were affected by the flash and the loud noise. If they were invincible, that shouldn’t have happened.’

Although more verification was needed on how the system applied, what was clear was that Raul was exempt from the constraints imposed on typical players and NPCs.

‘This could be useful. Maybe….’

He realized that he might be able to twister even a mandatory scenario that was thought to be unchangeable. The only downside was that although he entered a restricted area, he couldn’t activate the auxiliary system.

Inventory, status window, interface, and other system menus did not work.

“It seems like the connect system is also subject to restrictions here. Luckily, there’s no issue with the skill manual.”

He had to converse with Rabel out loud rather than in his head, but Raul could live with this kind of penalty.

After all, unlike other players, Raul embodied his skills and used them without the system’s assistance, so his combat ability wouldn’t be significantly reduced.

‘Shall we go in?’

Raul stepped into the temple cautiously with the two knights.

(To be continued)
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Stepping inside the temple with bated breath, an immediate battle was nowhere to be found. However, from the entrance of the temple, the bodies of the royal knights and soldiers lay scattered in disarray.

“They appear to have been dead for at least an hour. Seeing that most of them fell to weapons, it seems like the work of the Empire’s men, not monsters,”

Pierce remarked after examining the bodies.

“And some of the wounds on the knights are on the back of their bodies, which likely means…”

“They were betrayed and struck from behind.”

The corpses of the Empire’s men were almost nowhere to be seen, suggesting they were overwhelmingly ambushed.

“Let’s go further inside.”

Passing between numerous indistinct statues, they came upon a peculiar structure erected on a low platform.

“Could that be a gate…?”

Nearby the hexagonal platform, pillars about the height of a human chest were set up, with bizarre patterns that resembled magical circles engraved all over them.

At the center of the platform stood a rectangular stone pillar, about 3 meters in height, with its center hollowed out.

In the middle of this pillar, a translucent blue mist swirled around, its form closely resembling that of a gate.

“That’s not a gate, it’s a barrier. From its design, it seems to have been set up a long time ago,”

Rabel said, perched on Raul’s shoulder, explaining about the barrier in a voice only he could hear.

“The damage is severe. Normally, only specific individuals should be able to enter, but in its current state, it seems anyone could. It appears the other side has a powerful mage or a barrier master, perhaps?”

‘It seems their real objective might be related to this…’

Just then, Philip, who had been inspecting the other side of the barrier, called out to Raul.

“Master, you might want to come take a look at this.”

There lay a body, obviously of noble origin, tied to a pillar. The body was covered with numerous cuts, indication of a fierce battle, and the floor of the platform was soaked with blood flowing from the half-severed neck.


“It’s the Crown Prince.” “…!”

There was no mistaking it for Philip; the Crown Prince had been the one to grant him his knight order.

“Cruel bastards. It seems they used the Prince’s blood to weaken the barrier.”

Even without Rabel’s explanation, the sight was harrowing.

“Let’s move him respectfully.”

“Yes, Master.”

Philip proceeded with a grief-stricken face to take care of the Crown Prince’s body. It seemed like a significantly shocking event for Philip, who was a traditional knight, unlike Raul.

The anger was palpable in Philip, who tightly clenched his jaw and looked down at the Crown Prince. Raul, after lightly patting his shoulder, turned and headed towards the barrier stone.

What on earth was inside that caused such a disaster?Raul reached out with a stern expression and tightly grasped the barrier stone.

As he tinged his pupils golden to activate the analytical mode, his consciousness slightly drifted away, and strange visions started to appear before his eyes.

* * *

It was as if he had possessed someone else’s perspective. This someone effortlessly sliced the A-Grade elite guardian, the Venom Lesser Dragon, into several pieces with just a single sword.

The scene of the massive beast being sliced without much resistance was far from realistic.

‘How much did I struggle in my past life just to take that thing down…’

It took at least a fortnight of preparation, and almost a whole day to hunt it down. The video of him capturing the A-Grade elite guardian solo raid had garnered views in the hundreds of millions, remaining the top video until Bae Dohyun’s death.

A shiver ran down his spine at the ease with which the monster was dispatched as if it was nothing. The scene rapidly shifted.

‘Where is this…?’

Arrived at a temple, someone else’s eyes, similar to Raul’s view earlier, saw the ground littered with the bodies of royal knights and knights.

Observing the prince’s corpse, eyes wide open in death, this someone dived into the barrier stone. And inside was…

“You’re too late. Guardian Caldenas. Or should I say, a ghost of the past.”


Across the grand square, an imposing pyramid-like, several-meter-high, stepped structure stood proudly. And behind the altar at its very top, an ominous ‘Gate of Darkness’ was open.

In the void in front of the gate, a certain man, wearing a black suit and a bowler hat, sat on a sofa with his legs crossed, smoking a cigarette. Notably, he had three horns the size of fingers on his forehead and eyes as red as blood.

Below this arrogantly seated man, a figure in a hood and a silver mask, who curled the corners of his mouth upwards, stood. This was Silver Zero, the regional head of the Imperial Hound in the Ruben Kingdom.

“A fitting sacrifice for the dawn of a new era. Sleep here, Caldenas, with your loathsome mask of hypocrisy!”

Silver Zero, who had shouted elaborately, bowed to the man in the void.

“I ask of you.”

“The contract must be fulfilled.”

“Of course.”

“Hmph. Starting with a half measure. Not to my liking, but it can’t be helped.”

As the man extended his hands, two streams of black smoke roared and headed towards the middle of the pyramid.

Crunch.

“Aargh!”

“Save me!”

About thirty soldiers, tied with ropes, were engulfed by the smoke and turned into a bloody mist as if blended, sucked into the magic circle on the ground.

Groan.

The blood-soaked magic circle lifted about three meters off the ground, swirling as if in a whirlwind. And from it, demonic monster species began to pour out.

“Arf, arf!”

“Screech.”

Hellhounds and imps, along with Doom Knights, Hell Soldiers, and several other monsters of B-Grade or higher were mixed in.

It was then that ‘someone’ whom Raul had been possessed by, no, Guardian Caldenas had started to move.


With a few light swings of his sword, the aura blade that extended forth slashed all demons within a 20-meter radius to pieces.

And as he leaped tens of meters with ease, his sword swung horizontally, sending a colossal blue sword wave, which seemed capable of splitting a mountain, surging towards the top of the pyramid like a wave.

Boom!!

A massive shockwave covered the entire space.

Where the sword wave had burst forth, stood a man, Phoemus, seated on a chair, one hand extended forward, hovering in mid-air.

His posture was incredibly arrogant, but his expression was contorted. His palm was split open, dripping black blood downwards, which then slowly healed.

Though the wound healed, his pride seemed to have been crumpled already.

“How dare this insignificant mortal wound me? In the name of Phoemus, ranked 98th in the demon world hierarchy, I shall tear your soul to shreds!”

Black smoke billowed out explosively from his body, transforming into various monster forms and swarming Caldenas.

With monsters pouring out of magic circles joining the fray, it almost turned into a one versus hundreds battle, yet Caldenas’s sword did not waver.

Boom, rumble!

Thus began the showdown between Caldenas and Phoemus, as Silver Zero and dozens of mages surrounding the altar began some sort of ritual.

A translucent black sphere enveloped them, forming a sort of barrier, from which a wisp of smoke reached out to the end of the ‘Dark Gate’. The scene shifted once again.

‘Has time passed?’

The barrier atop the altar had turned into a complete black sphere, making it impossible to see inside.

Yet the battle between Caldenas and Phoemus continued.

The difference was that Phoemus’s suit had turned to tatters, and several wounds seemed not fully healed, with black mists swirling around them.

It appeared that Caldenas had the upper hand in the battle. But the outcome did not seem to be determined easily.

Monsters were still being summoned from the magic circle, and Phoemus was replenishing his energy through the mana flowing from the gate.

Occasionally, when Caldenas’s sword aimed for Phoemus, monsters would throw themselves to block his attack.

And when a truly threatening attack came, Phoemus would transform his body into black smoke to let it pass, though not perfectly, leaving wounds behind.

Raul, seeing the battle from Caldenas’s perspective, was completely captivated by his swordsmanship.

The thought that human swordsmanship could be this perfect and beautiful was inevitable, as well as being mesmerized by his overwhelming skill and power.

‘Just how far does this man’s realm extend?’

Having roamed the world of Connect for over a decade before reincarnation, encountering many strong individuals and monsters, undoubtedly, the strongest was this man named Caldenas.

Isn’t he currently holding the upper hand against hundreds of monsters and a demon viscount?

‘And it’s clear his skill isn’t all there is to him.’

Though only sharing his sight, something felt off in his movements during the battle. It felt like knowing the way but the body just not cooperating, an infuriating situation.

There seemed to be some reason why he could not give his all, though it was unclear what it was. As Raul haphazardly observed the battle at Caldenas, a familiar silhouette caught his eye.

‘No way, is that him?’

The figure of Jose, the high-ranking Knight of the Imperial Hound who had recently fled, emerged. He was using a monster as a shield, keeping as far away from Caldenas as possible, and running up the stairs.

Eventually, he reached near a barrier enveloped in a black sphere, where Phoemus blocked his way.

“What are you doing?”

“Ah, I, I serve that person. I’m also a colleague of those who awakened you.”

“And?”

“I, my colleagues are waiting inside the barrier…”

Boom, crash!

Nearby, fragments of an Aura Blade exploded, grazing Number 1’s cheek. As red droplets trickled down his face, Phoemus’s eyes curved into crescent moons.

“The likes of his colleague, how fortunate. I might need your help.”

“What? What do you mean, huaaack! Aaargh!”

Phoemus’s tail pierced through Number 1’s chest, and black smoke covered his entire body.

Creak, crunch.

Grotesque sounds filled the air and the black smoke, slightly reddened, got sucked back into Phoemus.

Clatter.

Left in its place was just a worthless piece of scrap metal.

It was an absurd and vain end for Number 1, a commander of the Imperial Hound and a top-level expert knight.

“Kuh, this one’s quite substantial.”

Burping, Phoemus’s wounds mostly healed and the black smoke around him seemed to thicken.

Then, the black smoke monsters surged towards Caldenas again.

“… Raul, Raul! Are you okay?”

Coming to his senses, Rabel was looking at him with a worried expression.

Raul asked, removing his hands from the barrier pillar,

“How long was I out?”

“About a minute? You were zoning out, so I got worried and called out to you.”

‘I thought a significant amount of time had passed, but it was only a minute.’

Although he didn’t know why he had seen such a scene, it helped Raul realize what he had to do.

“Philip, Pierce. Come over here for a moment.”

Raul’s golden eyes were blazing.

(To be continued)
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Woong.

Raul stepped into a new location, causing a faint ripple in the air as he passed through the barrier stone. However, no one would see him. He was invisible, thanks to the 5th circle magic [Invisibility].

Philip and Pierce, likewise rendered invisible, hurriedly moved behind a cover they had scouted earlier.

Kwang! Rumble.

What Raul saw was no illusion. A monumental confrontation was unfolding across a vast square, in front of a pyramid-shaped structure.

Caldenas versus Phoemus.

The battle between the guardian and the demon noble was a stark display of intense and destructive power, seemingly capable of shattering the very space itself.

“My goodness.”

“Monsters, indeed.”

The usually reticent knights couldn’t tear their eyes away from the battle scene, emitting short sighs of overwhelm.

After surveying the battlefield for a moment, Philip sighed and said, “Master, you’re not thinking of stepping into that fray, are you? No matter how special the divine power you possess, you must refrain this time.”

“Don’t worry, Philip. I have no intention of pushing myself too hard.”

Rushing in there, after witnessing the grim end of a high-level knight, would be akin to suicide, not just foolishness.

“Is the monster on the opposite side leaking black magic the demon. I’ve only heard about in tales? If so, who could that incredible swordsman confronting the demon be? Beyond the kingdom’s three masters, I never imagined such a powerful individual existed.”

The known masters in the Ruben Kingdom were three: The heads of the Duke Templeton’s Household, Marquis McNeil Household, and Randal Count’s family.

Yet, the one standing against the demon was entirely different from those three.

“I’m not sure who he is, but it’s clear he’s on our side. We must help him.”

Raul had already thought of a method by the time he was observing from outside the barrier.

Having conveyed his planned strategy to the two knights, Raul took a deep breath and loaded a large arrow onto his bow.


His target was the two summoning magic circles in the middle of the stairs, pouring out monsters.

He was confident that stopping the monsters alone would give the guardian Caldenas the upper hand.

‘Just one shot.’

Given the current situation, it was safe to say Raul had only one opportunity to shoot his bow.

What Phoemus, the demon noble, or the monsters would do afterward was unpredictable.

‘I must put everything into this one shot.’

Raul activated the Regnator. Golden armor enveloped his right arm, lending Raul strength. But that wasn’t the end. Sensing the black magic filling the space, the Regnator was unsealed.

‘20 seconds remaining.’

Although the awakening time had doubled with a rise in rank, it was by no means a comfortable buffer. Raul immediately activated his Radiant Aura, while preparing his [Charging Shot].

The powerful mana coursing through his body was enhanced through the Regnator, being sucked into the arrow.

Filled with divine mana, the arrow was dyed in a golden light, and as the mana became more concentrated, its brilliance grew more intense. Naturally, the demon viscount, Phoemus, and Caldenas noticed the presence of Raul and his arrow.

“You wretch!”

Phoemus frowned at the holy aura felt even from afar and redirected his attack towards Raul. From his hand, a clump of black smoke in the shape of a demon spewed forth with a menacing force towards Raul, while the monsters summoned from the magic circle also charged at Raul’s party.

But Caldenas was not one to stand by and watch.

“Where do you think you’re going!”

As if he had teleported, Caldenas threw himself between Phoemus and Raul, swinging his sword with incredible speed to block Phoemus’s attack and fend off the approaching monsters.

Swoosh, slash!

The crescent-shaped blade energy flying from his sword cut through dozens of monsters, halving them, while the black smoke launched by Phoemus was sliced through by Caldenas’s blade, dispersing into the air. Still, not all monsters were stopped. The ones that survived had already reached near Raul.

“Not happening!”

“Back to hell!”


Bang.

Philip, wielding his kite shield and morningstar, blocked the approaching monsters, while Pierce’s rapid-fire arrows targeted their vitals.

And Raul’s arrow, layered upon itself with divine power, shone gold, threatening even Phoemus.

“Rabel, I need support.”

“Leave it to me!”

At Raul’s softly whispered request, Rabel imbued the arrow with buff magic that amplified its penetration and destructive power, and with preparations complete, Raul, with golden eyes shining, fired the arrow towards the target.

Thump, whoosh!

Passing through the channel of psychokinesis and further amplified, Raul’s arrow, trailing a golden light, flew swiftly and plunged into its target precisely.

The arrow hit slightly below the summoning magic circle, on the middle of the staircase.

The black magical barrier and protective spells that guarded the magic circle tried to block the arrow, but the arrow, spinning at insane speeds, easily shattered the barrier.

Finally, it pierced through the core of the magic circle ingeniously hidden within, exploding with a tremendous roar.

Kaboom!

ebris flew in all directions, and one of the magic circles that had been continuously spewing out monsters was completely silenced.

“Ugh.”

Spitting out a mouthful of blood, Raul felt an intense sensation of weakness as his strength drained, but he quickly turned and ran towards the exit.

“Retreat!”

As Philip and Pierce combated the onslaught of monsters, they kept the enemies at bay while slowly stepping back. Only after Raul made his escape from the barrier did they shove the monsters aside and fled the encasement themselves.

Squeak. Whoosh.

A few demon-type monsters followed them out of the barrier stone, but were promptly dealt with by Philip and Pierce, who were ready for them.

Glug, glug.


After gulping down a health potion and a mana potion, Raul, having barely recovered, looked towards the barrier stone with a regretful gaze.

‘If only I were a bit stronger…’

He wouldn’t have had to retreat like this. He would have targeted the actual Phoemus instead of just the summoning magic circle.

Regrettable as it was, this had been the best course of action for now. Raul hoped that the single arrow he had shot would prove to be of some help, defending in front of the barrier stone.

* * *

‘Damn it…’

Phoemus swallowed his shock.

When three humans had entered the barrier, he hadn’t thought much of it. After all, unless they were Master-class knights, they posed no threat.

However, he felt a hint of threat when one of them prepared an arrow infused with holy power, and had to focus all his nerves to dodge the arrow when it was fired.

‘Targeting not me, but the magic circle…’

It was completely unexpected. The core of the magic circle was hidden so cunningly that even the monstrous Caldenas couldn’t find it.

Phoemus couldn’t fathom how that human found the core of the magic circle. But, that wasn’t the problem.

Because of that, the monster reinforcements meant to hinder Caldenas’ movements had halved, posing a serious threat. Sure enough, it hadn’t been 10 minutes before he found himself cornered.

Monsters summoned from the magic circle were being sliced through by the sword qi blasts dealt from afar by Caldenas, and soon enough, the creature had closed the distance right up to him.

‘Damn. This is as far as I go.’

In his imperfect physical condition, he had no chance against his foe. If this were the demon world, the outcome might have been different.

“Kekeke. Still, it is my victory, Guardian. Soon, everything you sought to protect will fall under the great Demon Lord’s hand….”

Squeak. Boom!

Phoemus’ head fell, and his body dispersed like smoke.

[The age of humans will come to an end…]

Phoemus’ last words echoed in the air as black smoke was sucked into the gate, causing the dark gate to lose its light.

Guardian Caldenas bit his lip hard. He had beheaded Phoemus, but as long as it wasn’t his true body, Phoemus would come back to life. On the contrary…

It wasn’t over yet. Caldenas kicked off the air, heading towards the altar at the top of the pyramid.

Vroom.

‘Am I too late?’

The dark energy that had been flowing from the black barrier surrounding the altar was already sufficiently infused into the dark gate.

Shrouded in lost light, the dark gate, surrounded by dozens of red magic circles created out of thin air, began to spin before tearing through space and disappearing somewhere.

Now that the dark gate, which connected to the demon world, was unsealed, it could appear anywhere provided certain conditions were met.

‘Whether that’ll be a year or a hundred years from now, no one can tell…’

The seal that had been protected for over a thousand years was finally broken.

‘It feels so futile.’

He had not imagined that the seal could be kept forever, but he had not expected it to break today.

And as the seal broke, so too did the binding magic contract that had restrained him and extended his life vanish.

It won’t be long now, perhaps not even an hour, before he falls into eternal slumber, already feeling the uncomfortable sensation of his mana dispersing little by little.

‘Even in leaving, I should finish cleaning up.’

He could sense the presence of those worthless beings bustling inside the black barrier. Had there been a slight delay, they would have easily escaped, but with the help of a young knight, the gate was closed sooner than expected.

Whuum.

A brilliant sword aura burst forth from his blade, striking the barrier. Kraaang! Of course, the barrier did not break with a single hit.

However, Caldenas kept swinging his sword with an impassive face. Through the fading barrier, he could see the panicked trash summoning a spatial magic circle, sweating coldly. Caldenas’s sword moved even faster.

* * *

‘Is it over?’

The tremors shaking the temple ceased suddenly. The blue haze that fluttered in the middle of the barrier stone calmed down, restoring tranquility.

“I’ll go in first.”

Pierce, having reduced his presence with a stealth skill, carefully entered the barrier stone. After a moment, Pierce reappeared, signaling that the battle was over.

Raul nodded and entered the barrier with two knights. Instead of the dark magic and mana that filled it earlier, a void now hung in the barrier’s interior.

Without the monsters’ corpses, the place would have felt like a dream, with no signs of the fierce battle that had happened, if not for the scattered devastation and collapsed ruins.

The only one left inside the empty barrier was the guardian Caldenas, sitting powerless in front of the altar at the top of the pyramid with his sword stabbed into the ground.

As Raul and the knights slowly ascended the stairs towards him, Caldenas opened his mouth with an expressionless face.

“Welcome, young knight of the Ashton family.” (To be continued)
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Caldenas seemed to have some idea of Raul’s family lineage already.

“Do you know who I am?”

At Raul’s question, he let out a chuckle.

“Of course not. I merely guessed based on the aura of mana emanating from you and your companions.”

Seen from the front, Caldenas had a very masculine and robust appearance. He had the common brown hair, stood about 190 centimeters tall, and had a muscular body that was well-proportioned—neither excessive nor lacking—giving an overall solid impression.

His outward age appeared to be in the late thirties to early forties, but given his prowess, it was difficult to guess his actual age. Raul bowed respectfully to Caldenas, who wore a carefree expression.

“I am Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Count Ashton. These are Sir Philip, the commander, and Sir Pierce, the vice-commander of the knight order I lead. It is an honor to meet a senior who has achieved such a noble state.”

“You’re a direct descendant of the Ashton family. Was Melvin the current head?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a child of the Ashton family.”

For a moment, he fell silent as if recalling something.

“Excuse me, but may I ask what your name is?” Raul inquired cautiously.

Caldenas responded with a bitter tone, “I am Caldenas. I once swore to protect this place as its guardian of the seal. As you can see, however, I failed to keep that oath…”

Caldenas turned his head and looked sharply at the back of the altar.

There, dozens of bodies, sliced into pieces, were scattered all over.

From their attire and the masks on their faces, it was clear they were mages and knights of the Imperial Hounds.

“Are they the culprits?”

“Yes. I owe you my gratitude. Thanks to you, although not all, I was able to punish these wretched beings.”

“What have I done? I am merely ashamed that I could not help you until the end.”


Raul replied humbly, but inside, he felt relieved that his choice had not been wrong. Since the agents of the Imperial Hounds had met such a mass demise, it was certain their momentum would be significantly dampened for a while.

Caldenas cast a penetrating glance at Raul and then his eyes lit up.

“Young man, how old are you?”

“I am fifteen this year.”

“Ho.”

Caldenas nodded as if slightly impressed and then said with a look of regret, “It’s a pity. You would have been qualified. If only I had a little more time…”

Though he did not say it explicitly, Caldenas was not only the guardian of the seal but also the hidden sword of the Ruben royal family and the unknown master to the kingdom’s mages. In the Ruben Kingdom, no one had bypassed the Master’s touch.

Those who reached the mastery traditionally visited here to inherit the methods of handling aura and techniques to elevate their realm.

In return, they pledged loyalty to the royal family and the kingdom, swearing not to provoke personal conflicts among the masters.

Despite the royal family lacking a notable master, the kingdom had sustained, and the prestigious warrior families persisted, largely due to Caldenas’s significant contributions.

The future order of the kingdom without Caldenas was worrisome, but that was a matter for those left behind. Unbeknownst to him, powder from crystallized mana was visibly leaking into the air from his chest.

“Is there anything I can help with?” Raul cautiously asked, noticing something was amiss with Caldenas, but he merely smiled wryly and shook his head slightly.

His prolonged existence over a millennium was due to his soul being engraved in the seal stone along with his vow to protect the seal. With the seal stone broken, his demise was inevitable.

“Rabel, is there no way?” In light of the circumstances being concluded, the system had returned to normal. When Raul inquired in his mind, Rabel, who had been inside the tome, came out and looked at Caldenas, their eyes meeting.

“Ho, a fairy?”

“You can see me?”

“Of course. Never thought I’d meet a fairy in the human world again. Surprising.”

“Eh? You’ve met other fairies before?” Astonished by Caldenas’s statement, Rabel flew up close to him, eyes wide with curiosity.

“Long time ago, when I wandered the continent. Yes, I met some. The blue-haired fairies of the lake.”

“Where did you meet them?”


“Uh, it was Lake Belladia. Now a forbidden region, in the monster forest to the west.”

“Ah…”

Though not her kin, Rabel was moved to learn that fairies were alive. There was a glimmer of hope that perhaps her kin could be alive somewhere too.

“Sorry, but that was over a thousand years ago. Not sure if they’re still there…”

“No, thank you so much for sharing such precious information. Oh, introductions are late. I am Rabelina Elliott Merdiane, but you can call me Rabel.”

“I’m Caldenas. But feel free to call me Cal.” As they conversed, Philip and Pierce asked Raul.

“A fairy, what’s this all about?”

“Does the Master also see the fairy?” Their curiosity was understandable, given Rabel wasn’t visible to ordinary eyes.

“Just a moment.”

Raul sought the knights’ understanding before asking Rabel,

“Rabel, can you reveal yourself in front of ordinary people?”

“Yeah. Thanks to the Skill Codex, I can now materialize. But why?”

“We’ll be together for a long time, so there’s no need to always hide. I was thinking it might be good to let at least the guild executives know about your existence.”

Rabel had endured a long and lonely time by herself. Raul thought it would be good for her to communicate and spend time with more people besides himself.

“If that’s what Raul thinks, I don’t mind.”

“Thank you.”

Raul then spoke to Philip and Pierce,

“I’m sorry for the late introduction. This is the fairy Rabel, who has been helping me out recently.”

“Hello? I’m Rabelina Elliott Merdiane, a fairy of the forest. Looking forward to working with you.”

Philip and Pierce’s eyes widened as the green-haired fairy suddenly appeared out of thin air to greet them.


“Pleased to, uh, work with you.”

Seeing the usually expressionless knights’ flustered faces brought a smile to everyone’s face.

“Let’s save the detailed stories for later. Rabel, how does Lord Caldenas seem to you?”

“Just a moment. Cal, pardon me, but I’ll take a closer look.”

Rabel fluttered around, examining his body from where mana was leaking, and then looked over the cracked sealing stone and the shattered barrier on the altar.

After inspecting this and that for a while, Rabel’s expression hardened slightly.

“This won’t do. The seal is completely damaged, and at this rate, Cal won’t last even 10 minutes before dissipating.”

Raul frowned at Rabel’s words, but Caldenas maintained a calm expression.

“It was my fate to be with the seal. When I think about it, it’s been a really long time. Although I regret that I couldn’t protect the seal until the end, it’s time for relics like me to make an exit.”

Strangely, Caldenas felt more at ease.

‘Maybe I was tired after all.’

Over 1,000 years spent guarding the seal, bound by the barrier, unable to leave the palace. Teaching the royal family and some skilled knights due to the restrictions, he spent his years.

There were times when powerful invaders appeared, and there were traitors from the royal bloodline, but he had managed to protect the seal somehow.

Though his life ended as the seal was broken, he felt relieved to put an end to the long, repetitive cycle.

However, he regretted not being able to see the world he had protected with his own eyes and not being able to personally punish the human traitors who ultimately destroyed the seal.

‘Perhaps that was not my role to play.’

Seeing the young Raul, who had achieved great things at a young age, he felt there was no need to worry about the future.

As he was making peace with his thoughts, Rabel, deep in thought, suddenly clapped her hands and said,

“I’ve thought of a way! There’s no time, so I’ll keep it short.”

Rabel swiftly flew and landed on Raul’s bracelet, ‘Regnator’.

“The answer lies here.”

According to Rabel’s explanation, just like the Skill Codex, the Regnator too had lost its original power.

Originally, the Regnator was a kind of ‘Ego Item,’ a piece of equipment with a soul embedded in it, but for some reason, that place had become vacant.

“This means that the Regnator can replace the shattered seal stone.”

As Rabel finished explaining, Raul cautiously opened his mouth.

“But that means…”

It was as if they were confining Caldenas again, who had been bound by a seal for a long time.

The realization was met with a quiet silence.

In the end, the choice lay with Caldenas. Whether to end his long life with the seal or to walk a new path, still ensnared by a soul.

There was no time for long thoughts. Before long, Caldenas’s body began to disintegrate into particles from the fingertips, scattering into the air.

Filled with agony, Caldenas finally spoke.

“I…”

* * *

With a crashing sound, Raul and his party emerged from the barrier, causing the ancient seal stones that had guarded the spot for ages to lose their light and crumble.

The interior of the temple, now surrounded by piles of what had become mere stone tombs and dead bodies, carried a desolate and lonely air, akin to a grave.

A long system message appeared in front of Raul, who wore a bitter expression.

[Notice]

All four ancient seals suppressing the dimensional gate have been released. With the second stage of the seal undone, gate erosion will accelerate.

– From now on, C-Grade gates will appear randomly.

– Monsters from forgotten dimensions will emerge through the gates.

– The concentration of mana in the world of Connect will increase. Residents’ compatibility with mana will improve, and achievements related to mana will be quicker.

– The growth of plants and animals will be stimulated. While food production will accelerate, the chance of mutations increases.

– The forces of darkness have resumed their activities. Hidden seals are more likely to be exposed.

– Some NPCs have transformed into scenario NPCs. Please be cautious not to conflict with scenario NPCs.

‘The real start is now.’

The seals were destined to be undone, and more would continue to unravel, bringing forth even more formidable foes.

The silver lining was that as the seals were undone, the residents’ growth would accelerate. Masters, now hard to find, would start appearing everywhere in just a few years.

‘That’s why I’m trying hard to recruit those with high potential.’

While they may not match the players’ growth immediately, over the long term, they could certainly catch up.

“Let’s head back now.”

Their business in the palace was concluded. There was no need to take responsibility for the enemy’s remnants.

Rushing out of the underground, Raul rejoined his subordinates who were protecting the royal family and safely returned to his mansion.

(To be continued)
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A week had passed.

The Gate Outbreak in the capital of Thurium had been somewhat mitigated. All the Gates had vanished, and the majority of the monsters that poured forth had been subdued.

The toll on the residents was over fifty thousand. Despite the best efforts of Raul and the First Knight Order, it was impossible to completely prevent the damages.

Compared to his past life, one might argue the situation was better, but having witnessed the ghastly sacrifices of the residents firsthand, Raul found little comfort in that thought.

“If only we had prepared a bit better….”

Raul bit his lip hard as he looked upon the residents crying over their family’s bodies amidst the rubble of half-collapsed buildings.

“Still, the damage would have been much greater if not for you, Master.”

Philip offered consolation to Raul in the carriage heading to the palace.

“If those Central Army idiots had just listened to us, the casualties could have been cut in half.”

Jake also expressed his dissatisfaction with the situation outside the window.

Currently, Raul and the knight order’s officers were on their way to the castle, summoned by the king himself. This was in recognition of their efforts in rescuing members of the royal family during the crisis.

Even without that, having garnered significant support from the capital’s citizens following the Gate incident, it was inevitable that the royal family had to acknowledge Raul’s achievements sooner or later.

“With such a great loss, they needed an issue to rally the public mood and normalize state affairs.”

By turning Raul into a hero, they could distract the residents while focusing on repairing the damages and demonstrating the royal family’s resilience.

“From my point of view, it’s a favorable situation, but….”

The chaos seemed far from over.

Though the Gates within the capital had been dealt with, monsters were still appearing outside the city walls, and the state of provinces yet to report in was likely far more dire.

Moreover, what unsettled Raul was the fact that the Imperial Hounds weren’t completely dealt with. They had hoped to extract a wealth of information from Viscount Plank, a key suspect, but to no avail.

Even after undergoing Kane’s interrogation and having his memories probed through magic at Gray’s Tower, they only managed to identify a few bribed underlings.


Documents retrieved from his mansion provided some general information, but nothing concrete enough to fully expose their identities.

Cunningly, the inner circle ensured their identities remained concealed, even amongst themselves. The only one who knew everyone’s true identity was the branch leader, “Silver Zero.”

“Out of ten officers, we’ve only managed to capture two…”

Jose, a senior royal knight, and Viscount Plank, the treasurer. This meant that there were still those hiding their identities, operating somewhere within the kingdom.

It had been reported that, aside from the demonic cavalry, a significant number of the enemy agents who had occupied the royal castle had escaped.

Though Raul did have a fleeting thought that he should have stayed till the end to fight them off, he was in no condition to continue the battle due to the side effects of the Regnator at that time.

Moreover, there were royal family members he needed to protect, making it impractical to confront the enemy’s main force head-on. Nonetheless, they managed to take care of two of the enemy’s leaders and their stronghold within the capital.

With this achievement, it would now be difficult for the enemy to kidnap more citizens to create demonic cavalry, and having lost a considerable amount of their forces, their momentum would surely wane.

The carriage jolted.

Before long, they had arrived at the royal castle. Walking through the gate into the main castle area, the scorched garden and the toppled walls reminded them of the day’s battle.

After waiting momentarily in the guest room, they were called to the grand hall.

A herald announced loudly, “Enter young master Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Count of Ashton, and his three knights!”

The doors creaked open. Hundreds of nobles lined up on either side of the grand hall, watching as Raul made his entrance.

Seated on the throne atop the splendid stage inside the grand hall was King Thadeus II, looking somewhat wan, with the five surviving princes standing in a line a step below him.

Besides Raul and his party, there were others waiting in the center of the hall to receive their awards, among them, surprisingly, was the figure of the commander of the central army.

Jake bristled at the sight, but Philip calmed him down. Objectively speaking, it wasn’t possible to say the commander was at fault. After all, Raul was not his superior, and whether to heed advice was the commander’s choice.

Moreover, regardless of how initial responses were managed, it was the central army that had dealt with the remnants of the monsters; it was unjust to claim the commander had no merit.

The award ceremony proceeded smoothly, and finally, it was Raul’s turn.

“…therefore, we bestow upon Raul de Ashton the title of baronet, along with lands and a mansion in the capital.”

Amidst the applause, Raul received the insignia symbolizing his title, along with the blank estate documents and land deeds.


While there were some nobles who eyed him with jealousy, most acknowledged his accomplishments and congratulated him.

And rightly so, as his deeds were not earned in some distant battlefield, but right before their eyes, defending against the monsters.

The specifics of Raul’s land and mansion were to be ‘discussed’ later. Currently, the tied-up Viscount Plank, the treasurers related to embezzlement, the betraying royal knight Jose, and their accomplices were waiting trial.

It was highly probable their assets would be seized, and Raul was to have his choice among them.

Following the ceremony, a modest ball was arranged. It might have been omitted, given the recent calamity, but it seemed necessary to uphold the royal family’s dignity and to comfort the nobles.

It was Raul’s first actual ball, but being the day’s hero, he felt at ease. The real challenge was finding time even to eat properly, due to the nobles coming over to acquaint themselves with him.

However, contemplating his future, Raul tolerated the inconvenience.

After finishing a conversation with a group of nobles and barely managing to catch his breath with a glass of water, a servant approached Raul and spoke to him.

“The Prince wishes to see you, Lord. This way…”

Following the guidance, Raul found himself in a small study, a short distance from the ballroom. There, the Third Prince was waiting, sitting cross-legged with an arrogant posture, leisurely sipping wine.

“Your Highness, you called for me.”

As Raul bowed, the Third Prince silently gestured for him to sit down with a nod of his chin. Despite being in his early thirties, the Third Prince appeared fit from diligent training, his slightly angular face and jutting chin suggesting a stubborn character.

“You’ve achieved great things at a young age. On behalf of the royal family, I express my gratitude.”

“I merely did what was necessary,” Raul responded.

The Third Prince nodded, though his expression revealed dissatisfaction.

“Yes, the necessary thing. A subject should obey their master’s commands and sacrifice their life if needed. But it seems there are too many who forget this, only looking out for their own gains…”

Raul frowned slightly at the Third Prince’s authoritarian words but quickly masked his expression, nodding quietly in apparent agreement.

“As you know, my father’s condition is grave. He may not last much longer. Regrettably, I’ve also lost both my elder brothers.”

It was clear he was aiming to discuss his succession to the throne. With the Crown Prince fallen in battle, it was natural for him to have aspirations.

“Once I ascend to the throne, I plan to dispose of the corrupt old guards currently in power and bring in fresh talent. Be prepared; I’ll call upon you when the time comes.”


Without waiting for Raul’s response, he took another sip of his wine. Taking that as his cue to leave, Raul quietly stood up, bowed slightly, and exited the room.

‘Astounding.’

The Third Prince seemed to take his ascent to the throne for granted and dismissed Raul without considering his opinion, revealing his disregard for him.

‘Is he underestimating me because I’m young, or is his insight truly that limited?’

Raul sighed, reflecting on the Third Prince’s lamentable behavior. In his previous life, following the scenario of Connect, the Third Prince was destined to be king after outliving the Eighth Prince.

He became a puppet king, losing real power to the aristocracy after treating them arrogantly and trying to wield power without restraint.

Without the royal family’s hidden support, it was unlikely the masters would obediently follow the king’s word.

‘He should have promised benefits instead of wielding authority to sway the nobles to his side.’

Moreover, this time, five princes had survived, with no guarantee that the eldest would ascend to the throne.

Raul had expected the Third Prince to attempt some persuasion. Yet, he was met with baseless remarks.

He had hoped things would follow the original scenario, but if that man became king, it would undoubtedly lead to troublesome times.

“There’s still time left, so let’s think it over slowly.”

Despite being an ailing king, he is expected to hold on for more than a year. The throne’s succession battle won’t break out immediately, so it’s not too late to decide on the next steps based on how the situation evolves.

After returning to the ballroom, Raul managed to head home only after interacting with other royals, including the 4th and 6th princes.

***

“It’s been a while since we’ve met.”

Raul was in a modest official residence within the Academy. This place was set aside for visiting professors who didn’t own a mansion in the capital, among whom the famous sage Gray resided.

“I’ve heard about your recent feats. You’ve done quite splendidly, haven’t you, Mr. Raul? Or should I address you as Baron Raul now?”

“No, Professor. ‘Mr. Raul’ will suffice.”

Upon Raul’s insistence, Gray flashed a sly smile.

“Alright, Mr. Raul. Shall we dive into the details then?”

Although he had been informed through letters and servants, Gray wanted to hear about the recent events directly from Raul.

Raul, having details that couldn’t be communicated just through letters, calmly spoke about the Imperial Hounds, the Gates, and the Guardians.

“Hmm. So, that’s what happened.”

After listening to Raul’s story, Gray closed his eyes to organize his thoughts before speaking.

“Not only the Ruben Kingdom but all four major kingdoms were attacked, and the seals they were safeguarding have been broken.”

It was clear that the Empire’s main goal was to release these seals. After the Gates appeared, Gray had warned the royal families of each kingdom about the potential dangers, but ultimately they couldn’t prevent the disasters.

Even a sage had limitations in political influence. Instead, Gray, along with the Tower Masters, had managed to create an astonishing artifact.

“Is this it?”

“Yes. [Dimensional Barrier Stone] or [Gate Prevention Barrier Stone] if you will.”

The fist-sized black stone was intricately engraved with fine magical runes.

To the naked eye, it may seem like nothing more than a rough stone, but its essence was a Barrier Stone – an item not easily acquired even with a hefty sum.

Once activated, it prevents the creation of new Gates within a certain area.

These Barrier Stones were being installed in every city with a Mage Tower branch.

Maintaining the barrier consumes Mana Stones regularly, but such expenses were trivial in comparison.

Gray gifted Raul with no less than five of these precious Dimensional Barrier Stones as a reward for his commendable actions and in exchange for the prisoners and information he had provided.

“Jackpot.”

A sly grin spread across Raul’s lips.

(To be continued)
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In addition to the Dimensional Protection Barrier Stone, Gray also gifted a small magical communication device. It was Gray’s thoughtful consideration, foreseeing the path Raul was about to take.

With the outbreak of Gate Emergencies, every territory was in a state of emergency. A majority of Academy students were anxious about news from their hometowns.

Under the judgement of the chancellor and the faculty that continuing academic pursuits was impractical, the academy decided to suspend classes indefinitely.

Given that both Raul and Gray would often need to travel out of the capital, the communication device was essential.

“Please avoid any rash actions. Now that you’ve been exposed to the Imperial Hounds, you’ll need to move more cautiously. Should you require assistance, do not hesitate to contact me.”

“Thank you. Should I discover any clues regarding them, you’ll be the first to know.”

After concluding his meeting with Gray, Raul returned to his estate and pondered on future plans.

‘Now that the matters in the capital are more or less settled…’

The time was nearing for activities beyond the fences of the capital city, Thurium. Soon, substantial news was likely to arrive.

If utilized well, this could lay at least the minimal foundation needed for the future.

Player Guilds.

And amongst them, interacting with the massive guilds poised at the top would demand preparatory efforts beyond measure. Because they weren’t simply a congregation of players.

Corporations, politicians, even governments.

Facing those backed by monumental forces, as an ordinary citizen, necessitated a background and force of corresponding or greater strength on this side as well.

‘Don’t you think things will go your way this time.’

Raul firmly resolved, his golden eyes shimmering. It didn’t take long for the awaited news to arrive. At dusk, Kane, who had come to Raul’s office, reported,

“I’ve compiled the information that has reached the royal family and the various noble houses.”

The Ruben Kingdom roughly consisted of 170 territories. The information on most of these territories had only been fully gathered by today.

“For the most part, baronies and higher-ranked territories are managing to resolve the Gate Outbreaks on their own. At least officially, no house has requested support.”


“That figures. After all, it’s said that not even rotten wood loses its strength. Baronies are bound to have their own knight orders, at the least.”

For some reason, the Gates that appeared this time seemed graded and numbered based on population density.

While 60 Gates, up to E-Grade, emerged in the capital, which had a population of over a million, small baronial castle towns with lesser populations didn’t even witness the appearance of a single Gate.

As even soldiers, not just knights, could handle up to D-Grade Gates, it was assumed that baronies with their knight orders, despite potential damages, wouldn’t be incapable of managing.

“The problem lies with the baronies. Out of 120 baronial territories, nearly half have sought salvation from the royal family or influential houses. About 20 of those in dire situations have abandoned their territories and fled through portals. Moreover, more than ten territories have gone completely silent…”

The monsters spilling from the Gates were nearly cataclysmic for the smaller baronial territories. Most lacked standing soldiers, and it was commonplace for them to have fewer than ten knights.

If a Gate appeared outside the castle walls, there was at least a chance to hold off by utilizing the walls. However, for those where Gates appeared within, responding was nearly impossible.

“What has been the royal response?”

“They are aware of the severity but express difficulties in deploying forces externally. As you know, while the city’s interior has been sorted out, nearly no efforts have been made for the Gates that appeared beyond the city walls.”

Neither the royal family nor the significant houses could afford to spare resources at the moment. If the gate is not completely cleared, it becomes fixed in place and turns into a dungeon.

Even if the monsters that pour out are dealt with, since it’s not certain when new monsters might emerge, troops must be constantly stationed to manage the dungeon.

Therefore, it might be difficult to focus on other areas while stabilizing the domain for the next few months.

The nobles who fled to the capital might wish to reclaim their domains, but immediate assistance would be hard to come by.

Even if they wanted to hire mercenaries, the supply in the capital had dried up since the outbreak of the gate crisis, with every noble family hastily enlisting even the lowest rank of mercenaries.

Naturally, Raul had hired the most mercenaries. This was because he extended contracts with those he had temporarily hired when the situation arose.

Thus, the forces Raul could command in the capital numbered over 5,000, including 200 knights, approximately 2,000 regular troops, and 3,000 mercenaries.

If things went as Raul expected, soon many would come seeking him.

“Where should we start?”

Raul pondered, spreading a map of the kingdom on the table. The conditions of each domain were briefly marked on it according to Kane’s information. While he was deep in thought, Bernard entered the office with a knock.

“Master, Baron Gilatien has arrived. What should we do?”


‘The first bite is coming.’ Raul smiled and spoke.

“Let’s welcome him to the reception room.”

The time for a real harvest was approaching.

* * *

Shhing.

The cold wind bit through the thin leather clothes.

‘Is it already December?’

Vince, the captain of Medini village’s militia, climbed onto the palisade, rubbing his shivering body, surveying the surroundings.

Nearly six months had passed since that cursed day when monsters poured out of the gate. Luckily, the gate appeared far in the forest away from Medini village.

So, the villagers spent a peaceful night, unaware that such an event had occurred until dawn. However, not long after the villagers went out of the palisade to work, the creatures revealed themselves.

Monstrous monkeys. Their claws and toenails were about 30 centimeters long, shaped like a sickle, and their muzzles protruded like a wolf’s, bristling with sharp fangs.

Cunningly, the creatures hidden in the forest only struck in a surprise attack once the villagers were far away from the palisade.

That day, about 300 villagers of Medini lost their lives. The 500 villagers who were fortunate enough to survive locked up the palisade tightly and hunkered down.

Now, 6 months later, only 200 remained in the village.

‘Those devilish creatures.’

The monstrous monkeys stationed in the forest hardly ever showed themselves during the day. Despite their appearance, their combat strength wasn’t very high.

A well-trained adult could handle one easily enough. Thus, centered around the militia, the villagers managed to keep the creatures at bay and somehow procure food. The issue was the night.

As dusk approached, those who took advantage of the darkness approached the palisade, climbing over with their hook-like claws and assaulting the residents.

Even with watchfires lit atop the palisade and guards set meticulously, damages occurred.

Moreover, they were cunning enough to detect and avoid traps as if they could sense them, saving themselves.


As their numbers dwindled bit by bit, the current dire situation had unfolded.

“Sigh. How much longer can we hold out?”

Food supplies were still plentiful. For some reason, the crops had grown faster than in previous years, and the yield had significantly increased.

But with only 200 people, adequately defending the palisade was challenging.

They seemed to have caught on to that fact, as there had been an increase in them loitering around the palisade even during the day.

It had been a long time since a plea for help was sent to the lord’s castle, but it was difficult to harbor much hope.

The survivors from the outside they had managed to save informed them of the desperate reality – the lord’s castle was also besieged by monsters, and the entire domain was swarming with them.

If the forest’s monstrous monkeys decided to launch a full-scale attack even today, it was doubtful whether they could repel it.

“No, we must persevere to the very end.”

His wife and son were still in the village. As the head of the family, he had a duty to protect them until the end.

Vince gripped his spear tightly, reaffirming his resolve, as the sun slowly set.

Thump. Thump.

The watchfires on the palisade sparked and flared, while the torch-bearing vigilantes patrolled, casting erratic shadows across the top.

Vince stared blankly into the dark plain. Clouds inconveniently obscured the moonlight, deepening the darkness.

Rustle rustle.

“Hmm?”

Among the sound of the wind-blown grass, a foreign noise seemed to be present.

Vince, alert at once, swiftly grabbed a log from the watchfire and threw it down below the palisade.

Whoosh.

Near the small burning log, dark figures were seen creeping on the ground.

“It’s the enemy!”

Following his shout, the arrow Vince launched whistled through the air, piercing through a monster monkey’s body.

“Screeeeech!”

And then, a dark wave began to surge toward the palisade.

Clang-clang-clang-clang!

The emergency bell awakened the village.

“Secure the visibility!”

“Fire the arrows!”

The vigilantes atop the palisade hurriedly threw burning torches and log piles outside, while shooting arrows and hurling stones.

Whoosh.

The thrown log piles covered the monster monkeys as they lit up the area below the palisade brightly.

“Oh dear.”

The self-defense warriors unknowingly drooled in anticipation.

Beneath the palisades, monster monkeys had filled the area in no time. It seemed as though monkeys had covered all directions, swarming the place.

Usually, a small group approached silently, launching a surprise attack and then quickly fleeing. But today, it seemed they were totally committed to their cause.

“Damn it. How many of them are there?”

Vince despaired at the sheer number of them, impossible to count, but he clenched his teeth and shouted.

“Pull yourselves together! We must hold on until the reinforcements arrive!”

“Shit, if we’re going to die, we might as well!”

“The damn bastards, all of you die!”

The self-defense warriors, feeling cornered and poisoned with determination, began thrusting their spears and swinging their axes, engaging in combat with the monster monkeys.

Vince thrust his spear, piercing the head of a monkey clinging to the palisade, and swung the shaft, knocking the clinging ones off.

However, the sickening creatures kept climbing the palisades endlessly, and in no time, the 4-meter high palisades were covered with the dark figures of monster monkeys.

“Chitter!”

Finally, a monster monkey climbed over the palisades and pounced, embedding its claws into the neck of a self-defense warrior.

Squish.

“Aargh!”

Blood spurted, and the warrior screamed, trying to tear the monkey off…

Crunch.

The monster monkey brutally bit into his face.

Vince’s axe split the monkey’s skull too late, the self-defense warrior was already dead.

“Aaagh!”

“Ah!”

Screams from the warriors continued atop the palisades. People and waiting soldiers from the village were running towards them, but it seemed only a matter of time before the palisades were overrun.

“You bastards! You won’t get past here!”

Vince, a seasoned soldier with over a decade of military service, wielded a spear in one hand and an axe in the other, frantically stabbing and slashing at the monkeys.

Around him, the bodies of monkeys piled up one by one.

But there were far too many of them. Some had already leaped into the village.

‘Is this really the end!’

Wrapped in despair, Vince was desperately thrusting his spear when, all at once.

Swish, swish, sputter!

Whoosh~ Boom!!

“Screech!”

A volley of arrows from somewhere pierced through the monster monkeys, and a fireball the size of a head continuously exploded beneath the palisades, demolishing the monkey horde.

“Leave no one alive!”

Over the plain, knights in white armor riding white horses split the moonlight as they charged.

Emblazoned on their armors was the golden eagle.

The First Knight Order had appeared on the battlefield.

(To be continued)
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“Ah, I survived?”

Despite feeling a wave of relief at the arrival of the rescue forces, Vince bit down hard and swung his spear with even more vigor.

“Reinforcements have arrived! Just hold on a little longer!”

Boosted by Vince’s cry, the troops and villagers wielded their weapons with renewed strength.

Swish, thunk.

“You’ve done well. Leave the rest to us.”

Suddenly appearing on the barricade, a young knight spoke calmly to Vince before leaping into the village.

Then, as if to underscore the point, the heads of monkeys within a certain radius of the knight burst open with dull thuds.

“Oh, you’ve started already.”

“I’ll provide support from here.”

The very next moment, knights began to scale the barricade, swiftly dispatching the monsters.

Vince sank to the ground, his legs giving way to a tide of relief. Uncomprehending tears streaked down his cheeks.

The monsters were quickly dealt with.

To the villagers, the monstrous monkeys were a frightening threat, but to Raul and the Fist Knights, they were merely insignificant E-Grade monsters.

Raul ordered some members of the knights and cavalry to pursue the fleeing monsters.

Then, entering the village hall, Vince bowed deeply, by 90 degrees, to express his gratitude.

“Are you the person in charge of Medini Village?”

“Yes, I’m Vince, the current leader of the self-defense force, taking charge temporarily.”

“What about the village head or the bailiff?”


“Well, they took the guards and fled to the baron’s castle at the start of this crisis. We haven’t heard from them since…”

“I see.”

From the sound of it, they had craftily fled to the lord’s castle, though whether they arrived safely was another matter.

While waiting for the troops chasing the monsters and the rear guard, Raul listened to Vince recount the recent events.

‘To think such talent was hidden in this rural village.’

Raul looked Vince over thoughtfully. He appeared worn from worry, but there was a liveliness in his eyes, and his body was well-trained.

True to someone who had served in the military for over ten years as a senior soldier, he demonstrated excellent leadership and seemed to have earned the villagers’ trust.

Honestly, Raul hadn’t expected to find any survivors in the village.

Three months after a gate outbreak, it was the first time a small village with less than a thousand inhabitants had survived.

Various factors might have played into their survival, but without Vince’s adept management of the troops and leadership, a village left with only civilians wouldn’t have lasted six months.

‘It would be good to promote him to a non-commissioned officer candidate and have him receive commander training.’

You can never have too many excellent commanders, especially now that there’s often a need to manage large military forces, talent is always welcome.

With that, having mentally marked Vince, Raul gradually moved onto the main topic.

“What do you plan to do going forward?”

“Pardon?”

Vince, caught off guard by the sudden question, looked bewildered.

“As the representative of Medini village, what are your plans for the future? Today, you were lucky that we came to your rescue, but monsters will continue to appear. Even if you somehow manage to get through this year, do you think you’ll be able to farm next year?”

Vince felt a sense of dread wash over him. Up until now, he had been managing day by day, purely focused on survival.

But honestly, how much longer could he keep this up? Today’s brief skirmish had left around twenty people dead or injured. There weren’t many left who could work or fight properly.

Self-reliance was an impossibility. The only option left was… After gathering his thoughts, Vince cautiously asked, “Could you possibly help us?”


He frankly had no idea why this young noble had come to their aid with troops. It seemed likely to have something to do with Baron Tern, the lord of these lands, but Vince didn’t dare ask outright.

All he could do was hope that this young and powerful noble would show mercy and assist them in some way.

“I am on my way to the territory of the Ashton family. If you wish, the villagers can come with me,” the young noble offered.

“Thank you, thank you so much,” Vince gratefully responded.

“However, we will need a guide to lead the way to the territory… Vince, would you take on this task?”

“Of course, I’ll guide you through the quickest route!”

Vince internally expressed his gratitude to the young noble who had rescued him from this hellish pit of despair.

“By the way, I haven’t introduced myself. I am Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Ashton family and the lord of Calix.”

‘The Ashton family?’ Vince’s mind raced. The Ashtons were among the kingdom’s five major martial families and the champions of the southwest.

They were a prestigious family, vastly superior to the Tern family of the same region.

“I had no idea of your esteemed status. Once again, thank you, young master Raul!”

“Alright. I look forward to working together.” Raul gave Vince’s shoulder a light pat before departing. Vince sighed in relief, having never imagined conversing with such an important noble.

Although leaving the familiar village was bitter, it could also be a valuable opportunity. In these tough times, seeking the protection of a powerful noble seemed the safest option.

‘This is no time to hesitate.’

Vince needed to hurry to persuade the villagers and prepare for the relocation. As he stepped out of the village hall, his face was noticeably brighter.

The sound of hoofbeats echoed as some 500 cavalry trotted, kicking up clouds of dust. Adorned in white armor and blue cloaks, they were the elite First Knight Order and their cavalry.

Startled by the sound, a goblin peeking through the trees had its forehead pierced by an arrow. Another goblin, about to scream at the death of its kin, met the same fate.

“They indeed have ghostly skills.”

Vince joined the cavalry after leaving the infantry behind, expressing his admiration for what he witnessed.

Shooting an arrow from atop a galloping horse to slay a monster 100 meters away? Perhaps if these were knights, their skill could be somewhat comprehended.


However, it was the cavalrymen who were managing this feat with their bows.

‘Though they’re called cavalrymen, how can anyone see them as mere soldiers?’

First off, their armor was different. Instead of the leather armor commonly worn by regular soldiers, they donned shimmering plate armor, a symbol of the knightly class until the advent of power armor.

Yet here they were, knights and cavalrymen alike, uniformly clad in plate armor. And from what could be seen of their skills, they were far from ordinary.

Even though their swordsmanship was not fully seen, the aura and archery skills they exhibited seemed far superior to the boastful knights of nobility.

The crucial aspect was that these 500 men were virtually moving unhindered towards the baron’s castle in a no-man’s land.

Whenever they encountered monster groups occupying the roads,

“Take care of them.”

With a single command, about three of the leading knights drew their mana blades and charged, swiftly eliminating the threat.

And if monsters appeared from the surrounding bushes or trees, the cavalrymen in the rear easily took care of them with their bows.

Monsters kept appearing at intervals, but somehow, there was no sense of tension.

After pushing forward at a rapid pace for half a day,

Finally, the baron’s castle began to slowly emerge beyond a hill.

“That, that’s Bates Castle of the Baron Tern Household.”

However, the situation at the castle didn’t look too promising. Thousands of monsters had set up camp on the plains around the castle walls, and parts of the outer wall had crumbled, replaced by stones and various debris.

‘Hmm. It’s definitely a frightening situation, but…’

To think that the lord fled to the capital through a portal, abandoning his domain. Given that the castle was still holding out and hadn’t fallen, didn’t he make his decision too hastily?

‘Well, it works out for me.’

Truthfully, he had expected the place to have already fallen. The lord had fled less than a month after the crisis began, claiming that the fall of the outer walls was as good as the castle’s downfall.

But the castle was still intact, and its inhabitants were fighting for their lives.

“I like what I see.”

“Really? That tiny castle?”

When Jake asked, Raul shook his head and replied,

“No. I’m talking about the people inside, struggling persistently. It feels like we’ve found a surprise gift at the last leg of our journey.”

“Well, that’s true. It’s intriguing how they managed to hold off so many monsters without a knight order.”

“Well, we can always ask them in person. Everyone, prepare for battle.”

Following Raul’s command, the cavalrymen formed up and prepared to advance. Startled, Vince blurted out a question.

“Are you planning to enter battle now? It seems like the number of monsters exceeds tens of thousands, wouldn’t it be better to wait for the soldiers following us?”

The plains were swarmed with armed goblin soldiers and mutant dogs as large as lions. They appeared to be grouped by tribe, loosely spread out around hastily constructed shacks, hundreds at a time.

Their numbers seemed to be roughly 12,000 to 13,000, whereas on this side, even with knights included, there were barely 500. Vince’s hesitation was not at all unwarranted under these circumstances.

However, Jake responded with a sly smile,

“This friend here doesn’t quite understand yet. Battle isn’t about numbers; you’ll find that out soon enough. Just watch and learn, guide.”

“Hahaha, the vice-commander finally says something sensible after all this time,” came a hearty response.

“These monsters are nothing for us alone.”

“Let’s get this over with!”

Not just the knights, but the cavalrymen also radiated confidence.

‘Is it just me who’s out of place?’

Feeling a strange sense of alienation, Vince moved aside to not get in the way as Raul pulled out a repeating crossbow and shouted, “Fire in unison, then break their formation with a depth charge. Charge on my signal!”

With that, Raul took the lead, galloping down the slope as the cavalry formed a wedge formation and charged forward.

Thump-thump, thump-thump.

As the cavalry gained speed down the hill, crossbows and arrows were fired in unison.

Craaaack, whoosh!

“Ahhhh.”

“Arrgh!”

The unlucky goblins closest to them were swept away by arrows, falling like straw figures.

“Raise the spear!”

At Raul’s command, the members efficiently pulled out long spears, about 4 meters in length, from their inventory.

As the distance closed with the astounded goblins, Raul thrust his spear forward, yelling, “Shred them!”

From the front ends of the spears held by Raul and the front-line knights, elliptical golden spear energies burst forth in unison.

Crack. Fizzle!

A massive golden barrier formed in front of the charging cavalry, literally pulverizing the goblins and mutant dogs they collided with.

Vince, watching from atop the hill, dropped his jaw in disbelief.

‘What kind of unimaginable penetrating power is this!’

Everything in their path, whether monsters, barricades, or shacks, was utterly shredded. Where the cavalry passed, nothing remained but gruesomely crushed red flesh.

Thus, the golden wave swept across the plains, and in less than 20 minutes, the goblin horde, leaving behind thousands of casualties, turned tail and fled in every direction.

(To be continued)
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Kukukung.

As the gates opened, Raul and his cavalry entered Bates Castle with heads held high. Inside the gates, a contingent of troops was lined up to welcome Raul and his party.

Their spears were splintered, and their armors were torn like rags, but the soldiers’ eyes were still alive with vigour. Among them, a young man stepped forward, capturing Raul’s attention.

“Welcome. On behalf of all the residents of the castle, I thank you, Sir Raul, for leading the reinforcements here.”

Although it was one thing for a man in his early thirties to represent them, his attire seemed far from that of nobility.

Dressed in rough brown cotton trousers and a frayed cotton shirt under a leather vest, with hair as unkempt as a magpie’s nest, he looked quite shabby.

Noticing what Raul might be thinking, he immediately spoke.

“My name is Hugh. I work here as a lower-ranking secretary.”

A lower-ranking secretary position was close to the bottom in administrative roles. Yet, his appearance as the representative of the castle implied the severity of the situation without needing further explanation.

As expected, Hugh explained that after the Baron and his kin, along with the knights, fled through a portal, the remaining administrators and merchants had also deserted in the dead of night in search of their own safety.

The castle’s conditions at that time were far from good, with the mood amongst the residents being quite tense.

“Hearing this, I’m even more curious. How have you managed to hold out until now?”

The number of residents left in the castle was about 5,000, with barely 800 soldiers.

Even with the protection of the castle walls, it seemed impossible to fend off monsters numbering in the tens of thousands.

“It’s because of this.”

Hugh handed over a small leather pouch. Opening it slightly, Raul saw it was filled with a yellowish powder.

‘This is…!’

“It’s ground powder of a wild herb called ‘Pike’. For some reason, the monsters outside hate it and scatter in fear.”

Raul was well aware of the substance. After all, it was one of the reasons for his visit. Hugh had discovered the [Pike Powder] due to his keen observation.


Even as the castle came under siege, there were places where monsters hesitated to approach, and diving into the reason, he found it was due to the Pike herb.

Using the information from the residents, he located the Pike fields and formed a special team to secure it. Since then, they had managed to fend off the monsters with judicious use of the Pike Powder.

‘That was lucky.’

Pike indeed was effective against canine monsters. However, it had little effect on other monsters.

Had the assaulting force not been of the Gnoll tribe, defending the castle would have been much more challenging.

Of course, this did not diminish Hugh’s contribution. Discovering Pike and demonstrating the observational skills and decisiveness to employ it in real battle was commendable, but one couldn’t overlook the acumen shown in managing a secluded fortress with a population exceeding 5,000 for nearly five months.

‘I’ll have to verify whether his words hold true, but I quite like him.’

It was a mystery why such a talent was merely occupying a lower-level secretarial position, but he seemed worth recruiting.

“Well done. For starters, I’d like to take a short tour around the fortress, if you wouldn’t mind leading the way.”

Raul praised Hugh for his achievements as they slowly made their way around Bates Fortress. Shortly after, in the lord’s council chamber.

Raul unfolded an exquisite parchment scroll in front of Hugh and the troop commanders.

“Let’s take a look.”

As Hugh carefully reviewed the document, his eyes widened in astonishment, and he cautiously asked,

“Is, is this true? That young master Raul has indeed taken over Bates Territory?”

“Indeed. Just as it is written, including approval from His Majesty the King himself.”

Clang!

Hugh and the commanders suddenly sprang up from their seats, bending at their waists and shouting in unison,

“Greetings to our Lord!”

“Indeed. You have all struggled valiantly to protect a lordless land. Expect appropriate rewards for your valor in the near future.”

“Thank you. We will serve our Lord with utmost loyalty.”


Despite the surprising change in territory, they didn’t hesitate to swear their loyalty to Raul.

Since the former lord had abandoned them, they owed no allegiance, and aligning with a powerful knight under Raul’s command only seemed beneficial from their standpoint.

“Good. Now, let’s get down to business.”

There was much to be done to stabilize the territory swiftly, and for that, the help from those who were well-acquainted with the local matters was crucial.

‘Fortunately, the walls are mostly undamaged, and many of the residents survived. We can move ahead with the plans sooner.’

Raul began devising a plan for normalization of the territory, based on information from Hugh and the commanders.

Several days later. An infantry unit of 2,000 soldiers, including survivors from the village of Medini, arrived as reinforcements.

With the inclusion of existing forces and cavalry, the total force exceeded 3,000, and they immediately commenced a monster eradication campaign centered around the lord’s castle.

In the meantime, Raul, with the help of Rabel, revived the defunct portal, and alongside his knights, cleared a dungeon (a fixed gate) around the lord’s castle.

Swoosh.

Raul flipped through the report in his hand. The report, raised by Kane, contained information about Hugh.

A bastard son from the fallen Baron Bryson household. He had been proceeding with his knight apprenticeship but fell into despair with the downfall of his family.

He then entered the National Administrative Academy on a scholarship as the top entrant but dropped out for some undisclosed reasons.

His whereabouts for the next five years remained unclear, and he had been serving as a lower administrator at Bates Fortress for the past five years.

“Indeed, he was from the academy.”

Administrative capabilities are not developed overnight. Upon examining the way he had managed the castle for the past five months, it was clear that the work was that of a professional.

While it was still uncertain whether he was a trustworthy individual, there was ample time to figure that out. Having made a decision, Raul summoned Hugh.

“Did you call for me?”

Hugh was still merely a lower-ranking secretary. The fact that he was the only administrative official with knowledge about the domain allowed him to have a private audience with Raul, but under normal circumstances, he would have been just a minor official, hardly getting a glimpse of the lord.

He had been contemplating that he might return to his original duties soon, especially since a large number of administrative bureaucrats were included in the new lord’s entourage.


“Sigh. But since he promised a reward, my rank might increase a little, right?”

Important positions were usually filled with the lord’s kinsmen or trusted vassals, anyway.

What’s more, given he was the lord from the prestigious Count Ashton’s family with hundreds of years of history, why bother mentioning it?

No one would consider employing a fallen noble, especially one of low birth.

After dropping out of the academy and roaming through dozens of domains over five years, facing countless disappointments, he finally came to accept reality.

No matter how talented he was or how hard he worked, he could not overcome the limitation of his birth.

Thus, the last five months were tough but also dreamlike in a way. He was able to verify in reality what he had only imagined in his mind, and he felt a sense of fulfillment while protecting the castle.

‘It’s a shame, but I think it was a good experience. Now it’s time to go back to my original place. That’s reality.’

Accepting his feelings of regret, he stood before Raul…

“Hugh Bryson.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“From now on, you’ll be managing Bates Castle.”

“… What do you mean?”

Hugh’s face was painted with confusion, unable to believe what he had just heard.

“It means I’m appointing you as the interim lord and regent of Bates Castle.”

`…!`

What followed was talk of a contract position, a guaranteed three-year term, that military authority would be designated to a separate commander, and discussions of aides, inspectors, and so forth, but none of it entered Hugh’s mind.

He signed the contract as if under a spell and swore loyalty to Raul once more. And finally, when he met the administrative officials Raul had brought along, he had a guess at Raul’s intentions.

‘So this was your plan all along.’

The bureaucrats assigned were either greenhorns who had just completed their academy training or, like Hugh, officials of fallen noble or commoner origin.

Wondering if the administrative work could proceed properly in such a state, yet considering the territory’s situation had become so muddled that everything needed to be reorganized from the beginning, it didn’t seem so bad.

“The lord intends to build the foundation from scratch, utilizing new bureaucrats who haven’t been influenced by anyone. This is a tremendous opportunity!”

The young master seemed to desire a domain of his own, unaffected by his family’s influence.

Moreover, the fact that these were term contracts and he had expressed intentions to inspect their work meant that one could lose their position at any time if they didn’t demonstrate their capabilities.

“I can’t let this opportunity slip by. Given this chance, I must do my best to show what I’m capable of. I’ll become a true vassal to the lord!”

Hugh’s eyes blazed with passion. His mind began to sparkle with ideas on how he could develop the domain.

* * *

Hugh, who had become the acting lord, and McNilan, the high knight appointed as commander of the First Knight Order, were seeing off Raul along with several bureaucrats.

“We have high hopes for the two of you. Please stabilize the territory quickly and prepare to welcome new residents. Contact the chief administrator if you need anything.”

“Leave it to us, my lord.”

“We’ll do our best.”

After bidding farewell, Raul and his knights stepped into the portal.

* * *

Raul, who instantly traversed space with a cold sensation, arrived inside a building. Bernard and Philip, who had been waiting, greeted him with bowed heads.

“Thank you for your hard work, Master.”

“You’ve both been working hard as well. Let’s head to the meeting room.”

As they walked down the corridor, a well-organized city came into view through the large arched windows.

Numerous buildings were being constructed on the outskirts of the city, and another wall was faintly visible beyond the city walls.

While it wasn’t considered a massive city, it was filled with a vibrant and dynamic atmosphere.

Upon reaching the meeting room, Raul’s trusted officers and members were already seated. First Knight Order’s Commander Philip and Vice Commander Jake, along with Sir Pierce, displayed a more solid aura than before.

Dalton, a friend of Raul from the Templeton Ducal Family, was also there. Having gone through repeated battles and training, he had reached the intermediate level of an expert and firmly established himself as a high-level knight in the First Knight Order.

Bernard managed both the First Knight Order and the newly acquired territory without any slack, proving his capabilities once again.

As a wind mage, he had also reached the intermediate level, possessing skills comparable to an average knight.

Sitting inconspicuously beside him was Kane, whom Raul had appointed as the head of intelligence. Over the past six months, he had reassembled his scattered men and trained new informants, now directly gathering useful intelligence.

Lastly, seated was a red-haired beauty, the alchemist Nakia from the Free City of Mira, who had pledged loyalty to Raul.

With the information provided by Raul, she had finally succeeded in curing her younger sister Niki’s illness. Having shed her burden, she had finally joined the group, albeit late.

(To be continued)
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As Raul glanced over the faces seated in the meeting room, a slight smile appeared on his lips before he spoke.

“Shall we get started then?”

Upon those words, Bernard activated the magic screen at the front of the room, bringing up the presentation.

“Let’s begin with the current state of our domains. Currently, our First Knight Order holds a total of four domains. Our main domain, located here, is [Calix]….”

Raul’s domain currently spanned across four areas.

First, the [Calix Domain].

This was a land Raul had received from the count upon reaching adulthood. It was situated at the very southwestern tip of the kingdom, the southernmost among the lands under Count Ashton’s control.

For a baronet’s domain, it was considerably large, with a total population of around 30,000.

Central to the domain was Calix Castle, around which five small villages, each with fewer than 1,000 inhabitants, were subordinate.

To the northwest was a forbidden area, a monster-infested forest, while plains bordered by rivers lay to the south and north. To the east, a moderately sized mountain and forest made for a suitable terrain for the city.

However, further south lay a wasteland and desert, below which lived barbaric tribes—that was the crux of the problem.

These barbarians would occasionally emerge at the end of the harvest season, plundering villages and attacking the castle.

The previous lord had died in battle against these barbarians, and since then, only managers had been dispatched until it became Raul’s domain.

The reason the count had granted such a perilous domain to Raul, despite discouragements, was because Raul had requested it himself.

There was naturally a reason for his choice.

‘When the scenario unfolds, this place will become the hottest spot.’

Once the forbidden area is unlocked and the Southern Continent scenario emerges, this location will become a critical transport hub.

Furthermore, the specialty goods and resources available for extraction here were of exceptionally high utilitarian value.

Thus, since initially receiving the domain, Raul had steadily been developing the city, and now, it had a somewhat established foundation.


The other three domains were acquired after the outbreak of a Gate Outbreak incident that had severely affected the areas.

These were the Francois, Louisin, and Bates domains, all of which belonged to baronial families and shared the commonality of being located in the southwest of the kingdom.

The problem was that these domains were not contiguous but isolated like islands, with other domains nestled in between them.

So, although there might be difficulties in mobilizing troops and moving supplies, Raul was not overly concerned.

If a problem arose, he could instantly deploy an elite group of knights using a portal he operated directly, and there was almost no threatening fief nearby to begin with.

‘Even if a threat arises, it’ll probably happen after the monsters and dungeons have stabilized. That should give us at least a year.’

There was sufficient time to normalize the fief and develop military forces.

Not to mention, the primary reason for acquiring those scattered fiefs with much difficulty was precisely because of the ‘gates’.

Right now, these gates may have been a disaster, devouring countless residents and laying waste to the land, but soon the situation would change drastically as players started to pour in.

Mana stones, monster corpses, and various resources that could be obtained from the gates held tremendous value.

Especially the gates that contained rare materials needed for crafting power armor or magical items, were so valuable that their worth was nearly incalculable.

Eventually, wars would even break out among lords over these precious gates. Raul had preemptively secured a fief where such valuable gates appeared.

He would have liked to acquire more fiefs, but realistically, any further attempts were impractical.

“…therefore, currently, 30,000 in Calix, 12,000 in Francois, 8,000 in Louisin, 6,000 in Bates, totaling 56,000 residents have settled,” one of his subordinates reported.

“How about the refugees from the free cities?”

“Although not precisely counted, it’s estimated to be over 100,000. They are temporarily staying in encampments prepared by our branches, but there are reports that we’ll run out of space soon.”

“Do we have enough food and supplies?”

“We had prepared in advance, and with the cooperation from various markets buying at cost price, we still have some leeway.”

Nearly half of the baronies fell to monsters after the gate incident. Many lordships had fallen, and even if not, it was fair to say that the small villages were almost completely annihilated.

Naturally, countless refugees emerged, many becoming fodder for monsters before reaching the safety of large castles or cities.


However, there were those who were rescued, specifically the residents near the free cities.

Raul had established First Knight Order branches in four free cities and gathered forces well in advance.

After the situation in the capital stabilized, he sent knights and commanders to each branch to save the nearby fief residents.

More than five months had passed, and during that time, over 100,000 residents were rescued.

While some refugees were employed at the construction sites of the free cities and paid wages, most depended on the rations provided by the First Knight Order to survive.

It was an enormous budget that was being expended, but he considered it an investment for the future and bore the cost willingly.

“Have we made enough progress in preparing to receive immigrants?”

“Construction of the outer wall of Calix Castle is expected to be completed soon. It will be able to accommodate up to 100,000 people. Francois and Louisin will also finish their repair works in about a fortnight. That should allow us to accommodate at least 30,000 people.”

“I see. Make sure the staff develops a relocation plan to safely transfer the refugees.”

As the brief on the territorial situation concluded, Pierce reported on the status of the knights and the military forces.

“We’ve expanded the order by 300, bringing our total to 500 members. Out of these, 180 are full-fledged knights of expert level or above, and the remaining 320 are completing their apprenticeship. With our current rate of growth, we expect all of them to reach expert level within six months.”

In the last five months, the trainee knights who have been absorbing experience through actual combat with monsters have rapidly reached the expert level.

It was natural for them to grow quickly, given they were selected for their potential from the start and trained under the Count Ashton’s prestigious swordsmanship, method of training, and combat experience.

With the aid of a system, their growth could have been faster, yet there was a limit to the number of guild positions, preventing everyone from benefiting.

‘We really need a major guild update soon…’

Thanks to consistently building reputation and investing gold, the guild level has reached the maximum medium size of Lv. 10.

However, the number of guild members was capped at 500. This was a source of frustration for Raul.

Nevertheless, it was good news that the knights were accelerating in growth even without the system’s aid.

Eventually, players would catch up, but being on the same level did not mean possessing the same skill.

‘It’s absurd to think that players who grew comfortably with the system’s aid could beat knights who’ve been through years of hard battles.’


That was why Raul insisted on continuously expanding his knight order.

He intended to grow the order to 1,000 members before the full-on chaos began.

“Counting the order, we have 3,000 elite troops, 6,000 territorial soldiers, and 5,000 mercenaries, making a total of 14,000. We plan to recruit more once the relocation is complete.”

“Good. Continue expanding our forces as the budget allows. But we don’t need any mediocrity, so focus on training the recruits. And as our forces expand, reduce the number of mercenaries to eventually transition to all regular troops. Woo useful mercenaries early and encourage their settlement.”

“Understood.”

After discussing the forces, the next topic was the budget.

“Bernard, are there any problems with handling the budget?”

“There are no problems at present. However, frankly, there are many concerns.”

“For example?”

“The military forces are too large for the size of the territory. Last year, the total revenue of the Calix territory was only 200,000 gold. Yet, the current military operating expenses exceed 350,000 gold a month. This is absolutely not a normal budgetary expenditure structure.”

There was logic in Bernard’s words. The annual budget for a typical barony was on average between 100,000 to 200,000 gold.

To be spending more in a month than what a barony would in a year…

“If we’re only looking at the territory, that seems to be the case. But what do you think if the four territories normalize and the planned restructuring efforts are completed?”

“If we base it on a population of 100,000, and if manufacturing and distribution are revitalized as the Master has suggested, we could somehow secure enough for the maintenance costs.”

“Well, that should be sufficient, right? After all, that’s not where the main income comes from.”

“That is true, but I’m worried about how things will turn out once the foreigners you spoke of start to arrive. The prices of mana stones and various magical materials are bound to plummet.”

“It’s okay. We still have a comfortable buffer, and by then, we’ll be able to secure other sources of income.”

The current, unsustainable budget operation was being maintained primarily through revenues from the sale of monster by-products, including mana stones.

Especially mana stones, which are an essential strategic material for the use of various magical circles and power armor.

Normally, mana stones are mined from mana stone mines and very rarely acquired from the bodies of monsters.

However, the monsters inside gates and dungeons had a one in ten chance of containing a mana stone.

Thanks to consistent efforts in conquering gates and dungeons, Raul and the First Knight Order had been able to secure an enormous quantity of mana stones and by-products.

Then, a gate outbreak had occurred.

The already expensive mana stones’ prices had surged drastically, and Raul had been able to make a tremendous amount of money.

And for the foreseeable future, this would continue to be a robust source of income for Raul.

“If we’re short on budget, just say the word. If need be, we can even dip into the high-grade mana stones we’ve stored for later.”

“Understood, Master.”

This was a situation where no matter the cost, time had to be bought. Once players started to flow in, maintaining the current monopolistic status would not be easy.

“Let’s now discuss the oracle, Kane.”

“Yes, Master. I obtained the information just yesterday. The Holy See has declared the highest level of oracle.”

Kane displayed the content of the oracle on a magic screen.

[As the year turns and from a distant place, saviors who will rescue the continent from calamity shall arrive. Welcome them at the place blessed by God.]

The time for the players to appear was drawing near.

(To be continued)
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“The problem is as follows: We have obtained a prophecy that the Holy See has kept hidden and not disclosed.”

[“When the shadow of darkness strengthens, the light of salvation shall be tainted black. Doubt, and doubt again.”]

“By ‘shadow of darkness,’ do they mean the empire’s bastards?” Pierce asked in a detached tone, to which Kane responded.

“For now, it seems the order suspects not a specific force but the gates. They fear something related to ‘darkness’ might emerge from the gates.”

Rabel, who appeared suddenly, looked at the text of the prophecy and said, “That’s a reasonable interpretation. Remember the demons and demonic tribes we saw within the castle’s barrier? It’s possible more of those bastards could pour out in the future.”

Her existence was already known among the leadership, and she often attended meetings concerning matters of magic or monsters.

“Could it be the vanished dark mages reappearing? If the empire begins activities, it seems likely they would reveal themselves too.”

“That’s a possibility. According to the historical records, when the empire was defeated, the dark mages who followed the emperor disappeared as well. It won’t hurt to be cautious.”

Nakia spoke from a mage’s perspective, and Rabel agreed with her. After Nakia joined, the two often exchanged thoughts and conducted research together.

After all, they were the only high-level mages in Raul’s camp at the time. That’s when Raul spoke up.

“The identity of the darkness might not be so important. It could be the empire’s bastards, devil tribes, or dark mages. The critical thing is the fact that those who appeared as saviors might betray us. We must focus on this point and prepare for the future.”

“What are you planning to do?” Philip asked, to which Raul shrugged.

“There’s no set answer. The best course is to prevent situations where betrayal could occur, and the next best is to strengthen our power so that even if there is betrayal, it won’t matter.”

It wasn’t possible to devise detailed plans against those who had yet to appear.

“I plan to use them as much as possible. Since they are called saviors, they will surely be of some help in some way. But I have no intention of just standing by and watching. We are the masters of this world. Peace achieved through others’ hands isn’t going to last.”

“You’re absolutely right. We don’t know what these so-called saviors are made of, but it’s our own people we need to take care of!”

Jake snorted, burning with fighting spirit. Though unspoken, the eyes of Philip and Pierce also shone sharply.

“Kane. Deploy more informants in the sixteen free cities. We have a lot to do there. Don’t worry about the expenses.”

“Understood. I’ve been expanding our intelligence network mainly using the local residents anyway.”


“Sir Philip, please pay a bit more attention to training the knights and soldiers and try to secure as many troops as possible.”

“Leave it to me.”

“And Dalton. Your role is going to be important from now on.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve gained enough experience managing the mercenaries so far. How different could it be with foreigners?”

Dalton had been granted the title of baron for his merits in the previous capital. Frankly, the influence of the Templeton ducal family played a part, but what harm was there in good fortune?

Being a friend of Raul, Dalton was the only person in the leadership who could speak informally with him.

And the reason this was allowed was because of the role Dalton was expected to take on. Raul planned to make Dalton the face of the First Knight Order.

A noble yet flexible and lively young knight with excellent skills, Dalton’s background was solid enough to prevent any disrespect from others.

So, along with managing the players they’ll be signing on in the future, he will also serve as a sort of spokesperson.

He had always preferred a relaxed atmosphere over a stiff knight order, so there were no issues.

“When outsiders appear, the situation will become more chaotic than it is now. However, if they keep walking our path without faltering, I’m confident a glorious future awaits us. I’m counting on each and every one of you moving forward.”

With those words, the last meeting before the New Year concluded.

Over the past year, waking up in the world within the game, they have been doing our utmost in preparation for the future to come.

Whether our efforts will bear fruit, whether they truly can make a difference, will now be put to the test. But Raul was not afraid.

Unlike his past of struggling alone, he now had a strong family and colleagues who believed in him.

There were things he had to protect, things he desired to conquer. Strengthening his will to overcome any obstacle that might come his way, Raul took a determined step forward.

* * *

Fall of 2035.

An article was posted in a gaming community.

[Connect Co., Ltd. achieves success in developing Full Dive Virtual Reality game]


– What’s Full Dive anyway? It’ll probably just be the same old VR rig with a few tweaks and sensors strapped to the limbs.

– The academic world has long since concluded it’s impossible. No need to get excited over nothing.

– The academic world is a joke, does that guy even eat?

– But what company is Connect? I’m hearing about it for the first time.

– Seems like a startup. Shows up as a multinational robotics development company?

– This must be a tabloid trying to play with stocks.

– It’s an unlisted company, though?

– Why is everyone blowing a fuse here? Just wait for the game to come out and judge it then.

Most people thought this was another lie. Since the development of VR games, although the goggles changed form and the resolution improved to almost lifelike quality, the mechanism hadn’t changed.

It involved wearing external equipment, employing sensors and detection functionality to create virtual realities close to real life.

A device that directly links to the brain, like those seen in novels or movies, not only hadn’t been commercialized but there were no reports of its development either.

That’s because the human brain is a sensitive and complicated research subject. And then, out of the blue, a ‘Full Dive’ virtual reality game is announced – who would believe it?

The article seemed to quietly fade away. However, a promotional video (PV) released shortly after reignited the controversy.

[World’s first Full Dive virtual reality game PV Video Released.]

The video began from the sky. Below the viewpoint of a flying bird, vast mountain ranges and dense forests swiftly passed by.

Then, as it lifted its head to look ahead, a small dot-like object could be seen approaching from the distance. The sound of the wings grew louder, and finally, the shape of the dot-like object came into clear view.

“Kwaaaa!”

A large lizard with wings, known as a [Wyvern], was flying straight towards they.

It opened its mouth filled with sharp teeth and dived directly at they.

“Pheeew~!”


The shrill cry of a hawk erupted as the distance between them closed rapidly, and it seemed they would collide at any moment when suddenly the view shifted dramatically.

Clip-clop, clip-clop.

Clang! Crash!

Gwaaaa!

This time, the perspective was that of a knight on horseback.

Knights wearing flashing blue armor on either side drew their swords in unison and charged forward.

Ahead on the plain, a battle was raging, soldiers and monsters clashing together.

“Huff, huff.”

The rough breathing of the knight was audible as the knights’ brigade finally charged into the battlefield.

Slash!

Thud!

A blue sword aura soared as the sword swung, tearing monsters to shreds.

But then, appearing before the knight, was a four-meter-tall terrestrial tyrant, an [Ogre].

Shrrrk, thwack!

“Aaargh!”

The knight and his horse were sent flying, spewing a fountain of blood, as they were struck by the arm of the ogre.

Yet, the knight bravely started to run towards the ogre head-on. The scene changes again to a hill overlooking the battlefield.

Mages in red robes stood on a magical circle made of mysterious blue runes, chanting spells in unison.

Soon, their magic was cast, raining fire down on the back of the monster horde’s formation.

Blaze, boom!

Just as the monster formation seemed to collapse into a sea of flames, small-horned demon-type monsters began pouring out from a sinister black gate that appeared among the flames, followed by a man in a blood-red suit.

A man with two horns and blood-red eyes looked this way, letting out a rotten smile and snapping his fingers.

Whoosh.

Black smoke with the face of a demon engulfed the mages, and the sight went dark.

Then, monsters continued to pour from the gate, filling the plains as they surged forward, accompanied by the text.

[The world of Connect]

People screamed, and castles were set ablaze.

[Has fallen into crisis]

Knights clad in white armor and cloaked in blue mantles gaze down upon the monsters surrounding the castle.

[O Heroes]

The knights charge towards the monsters.

[Save the World]

The view returns to the eyes of a bird at the beginning, revealing the earth now in ruins.

[Coming Soon…]

-What’s this? It feels like a movie trailer.

-The CG is insane, it’s so realistic it gives me chills.

-I mean, the content is predictable, but it’s visually captivating.

-Could this really be actual gameplay footage? If so, this game is legendary.

-Don’t get too excited in the comments. Ever seen a game that lives up to its commercial? Typical.

-The first and the last scene, are those real? Can an eagle really fight a wyvern?

-Fight? More like get swallowed in one bite.

-Anyhow, this has got to be one of the best game PV videos ever.

-So, when is it coming out?

Half-doubtful and half-hopeful, people began to eagerly anticipate the release date after the cinematic PV.

And when the official release schedule was finally announced, the news and online communities exploded with excitement.

[Connect Inc. officially announces the release of their new game ]

[A promotion for early adopters, offering three months of free usage exclusively to the first thousand consoles through a lottery!]

[Revealing the game’s exclusive capsule connection device. Monthly rental plus subscription costs a total of 500,000 won.]

[Game access will be granted through a weekly lottery among applicants.]

-Are you kidding me? A game console subscription costing 500,000 won a month?

-But considering the price, it seems like there’s really something to it. And a capsule, huh? Could it be full-dive VR?

-I’ve already applied. Only 1,000 units available initially adds a rare value, right? If it’s not fun, I could still sell it for a premium.

-Did you even read the article? It’s personal use only. You can’t let others use it, nor sell it. Wanna get caught?

-What’s with the weekly lottery? It’s not even a lottery ticket.

-So you didn’t apply?

-Already did.

-Lol

Despite the controversies over its high price, the number of pre-registration applicants exploded.

The lucky 1,000 selected would have the privilege of using it for free for three months, compelling even the most practiced gamers to apply.

Competition soared as even those looking to profit from the transfer ignored the notification.

When registration finally closed, the competition ratio had surpassed 100,000 to 1.

Over a hundred million people worldwide had applied.

And on December 24th, just before Christmas, the lucky thousand were announced, and the much-rumored capsules began being shipped around the globe.

(To be continued)
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Bustling.

“It’s been a while. It’s completely changed since my last visit, hasn’t it?”

Raul was strolling through the streets of the Free City of Mira with Nakia and Jake.

Nearly a year ago, on his first visit to Mira, the city had felt vast and desolate.

The structure of Mira consisted of the inner city, where the market house and government offices gathered, followed by a simple structure encased by just one outer wall.

However, the distance between the inner and outer walls was incredibly vast, covering an area tens of times larger than that of an average baronial castle.

Considering the city could house over a million people but was home to fewer than a hundred thousand, it was no surprise that the inside looked empty.

Moreover, more than half of the city’s land was being used for agriculture, which could make one think that the long outer wall was unnecessarily built.

But now, a year later.

Mira had changed so much that it truly deserved to be called a city.

Raul, having bought more than a third of the land outside the outer wall of Mira, had divided it into sections and progressed with large-scale civil engineering works.

And now, the fruits of that endeavor lay before their eyes.

“Gosh, can it really change this much in just a year? It might look simple, but in terms of scale, it seems no less grand than Thurium,” Jake remarked.

“I was surprised myself. Buildings were being completed overnight. It’s all thanks to the Master and the First Knight Order,” Nakia responded, having stayed in Mira and witnessed the city’s transformation firsthand.

Indeed, they realized just how quickly buildings could be erected with a set goal and the investment of money and manpower.

Raul had divided the construction project into three main zones.

The first was a commercial district.

Centering around a spacious plaza, various shops, restaurants, and pubs had been planned and built.

As a result, besides the original center, four new commercial hubs were established, boasting weapon stores, armor shops, general stores, grocery stores, and numerous other convenience facilities and outlets densely packed together.


Since the demand wasn’t fully there yet, only the most accessible bustling area had officially opened for business. However, with the introduction of players, more businesses were planned to launch accordingly.

Thud, thud.

The sound of a hammer striking could be heard from a large forge set up behind the weapon store.

As Raul entered the forge, the head blacksmith hurriedly bowed his head in greeting.

“Welcome, Master.”

“You’ve been working hard. Are there any inconveniences in your work?”

“Of course not. A forge filled with such premium equipment from the furnace to the bellows is probably unparalleled, except perhaps directly by the royal forges. Thanks to the magic circles, even the minor issues are resolved, increasing our production several-fold.”

“That’s a relief. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to request it from the guild. How about the apprentices? How are they doing?”

“Where did you manage to find these talents? Their skills are visibly growing by the day. In about six months, I bet they’ll be fully capable of handling their own.”

The forge was bustling with about ten seasoned blacksmiths and dozens of bright-eyed apprentices, all sweating it out together.

When war breaks out, the value of each craftsman becomes immeasurably precious.

With plans to continuously increase the number of soldiers, securing craftsmen responsible for supplying weapons was also crucial.

“Focus on improving skills rather than worrying about production numbers. And as I mentioned before, you and a few other skilled workers will soon be mobilized to create ‘that.’ So, don’t neglect your research.”

“Of course. I’ve been studying the samples you provided both day and night.”

“I’ll continue to send samples as they become available, so don’t hesitate to use them for thorough research. And don’t forget to maintain strict security.”

“I’ll manage it meticulously, rest assured.”

“Thank you; I’m counting on you.”

Raul was planning to start developing and manufacturing ‘Power Armor’ soon.

Until now, only a few mage towers had been exclusively producing them. The biggest issue had been the technical challenges, but more so the difficulty in securing raw materials.

However, with the gate opening and the forbidden zones lifting, the supply of materials would naturally increase.


Preparations to secure materials had already been completed, leaving the task of securing skilled craftsmen and mages.

They managed to solve the issue of craftsmanship to some extent by utilizing the current gate outbreak situation.

Lords fleeing to the capital sought Raul to reclaim their territories, and in exchange for a modest monetary reward and craftsmen, Raul managed to negotiate.

In normal times, skilled workers would never be a bargaining chip, but the lords with immediate crises had no choice.

Some even considered themselves lucky to exchange people instead of money.

Thus, solving requests from about ten places, he secured hundreds of skilled workers from various trades, laying a solid foundation for industrial and commercial revitalization.

‘The problem lies with magic… but I think a solution will emerge soon.’

Although stuck domestically for now and hence postponed, the issue of mages seemed likely to find a solution upon visiting the Leslie Kingdom, abundant with mage towers.

Leaving the forge, Raul and his group visited various production facilities and shops, including leather workshops, accessory workshops, and carpentry shops, before moving on to the next district.

Opposite the square, with bars and restaurants on one side, there was an area formed for lodging and residences.

“Doesn’t it look a bit stuffy, though? It’s better than a barracks, I guess, but I wonder how many people would actually pay to stay here…”

Jake tilted his head as he spoke.

In the residential area, four-story buildings almost identical to each other stood in a neat line.

‘What would players think when they see this?’

Simply put, these four-story buildings had a structure similar to studios or small single rooms.

Rooms just big enough to fit a single bed and a desk filled the buildings.

From Jake’s point of view, it might have been hard to imagine people living in such tiny rooms, but modern people were familiar with this structure.

Raul thought that players didn’t need fancy accommodations anyway, so this should be sufficient. For players, a lodging was merely a place to safely sleep when they returned to reality.

Eventually, even accommodations like these would become scarce due to their limited availability. Land in the Free City was finite, while the number of players continued to increase.

Increasing the capacity, even if it made the rooms a bit smaller, was actually beneficial from the players’ perspective.


‘With preparations like these, the number of people sleeping on the streets should decrease.’

And, of course, Raul’s pockets would grow thicker from the rent. But not all accommodations were four-story single rooms.

As they moved closer to the inner wall, a completely different upscale residential area appeared. Elegant houses with private gardens and spacious yards lined up along walls.

This place was prepared for nobility fleeing from war or wealthy player guilds to use as hideouts. Though the rent was a bit high, given the limited number, people scrambled to get in due to the luxurious and stylish interior.

Passing the upscale residential area towards the downtown, a large building that caught the eye from afar appeared.

[First Hotel]

A 15-story building constructed with a special permit from the market.

In the world of Connect, where architectural techniques had yet to reach modern standards, it was an ambitious project created with the help of mages applying layers of magic circles.

The interior of the building was decorated more lavishly and beautifully than the finest hotels on Earth, and the rooms were equipped with modern conveniences through the use of various magic circles.

This place was intended for guests of special status only, anticipated to become a landmark that would elevate the prestige of the First Knight Order and Raul.

It was already completed and in operation, with some nobles, who had fled to Mira following the Gate incident, occupying its rooms.

Providing the top-floor room for Mayor Reynaldo had led to him conducting more of his official duties here than in his city hall office.

“Welcome, Master. Mayor Reynaldo has been expecting you,” the hotel manager greeted Raul. Having arranged to meet the mayor, who then suggested they convene here, Raul couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride.

Riding the magical levitation elevator to the top floor, Raul entered what could be considered Mayor Reynaldo’s office, where the mayor greeted him with open arms and a bright smile.

“Ahh, young master Raul, it’s been too long! Do make your visits more frequent.”

After Raul was officially granted the title of viscount, it was natural for Mayor Reynaldo to address him with honorifics, to which Raul responded just as naturally.

“It’s been a while, Mayor Reynaldo. I’ve been hearing about your doings. How have you been?”

“Hahaha! Lately, I’ve been enjoying life thanks to you, my lord. Who would’ve thought those haughty nobles would lower their heads like this?”

Reynaldo joyfully recounted moments of previously arrogant local lords desperately seeking help, vividly amused by the turn of events. Raul played along for a while, lifting the mayor’s spirits before bringing up the main topic.

“As I’ve mentioned before, we’re expecting a large influx of foreigners soon. Have the preparations we discussed been arranged?”

“Certainly! Upon your words, I’ve thoroughly prepared everything – from guides to assist the foreigners’ adaptation to training facilities and amenities. They’ll be astounded, trust me.”

“As I’ve said, this is all a matter of competition. We must attract as many players as possible to ensure our investments shine. Please remind your staff of this.”

With a total of 16 free cities in the kingdom, new arrivals were initially assigned randomly, but later players could choose their starting location.

Raul’s goal was to draw as many of the initial players as possible to Mira and other free cities within the Ruben Kingdom, within which he had influence, especially since Mira was close to his own lands.

‘It seemed odd in hindsight,’ thought Raul.

Connect Corp had claimed to select players through a lottery, but the truth likely lay elsewhere.

This was because a significant number of the first 1,000 players to enter Connect had maintained high rankings for a long time.

One might think early access naturally offered advantages, but Connect was different from ordinary games. Here, innate attributes, skill proficiency, and assimilation rate mattered more than level.

‘It was later revealed the assimilation rates of the initial players were exceptionally high.’

And in his past life, Bae Dohyun was among those first chosen.

(To be continued)
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After his conversation with the mayor, Raul left the hotel and headed towards another sector located on the outskirts of the city.

There, a mansion far larger than the Count Ashton’s estate in the capital stood—it was the headquarters of the First Knight Order’s Mira branch.

Enclosed within a large property equipped with high walls and watchtowers, were dozens of houses built exclusively for guild members.

Moreover, the premises were fitted with various facilities including a swimming pool, bathhouse, wine bar, and a private tavern, as well as a spacious training ground and a magic circle for training illusions, similar to those installed at the academy.

Astonishingly, the mansion even had an artificial lake within its grounds, and a mock battlefield suitable for cavalry training had been constructed, showcasing its immense scale.

“To be honest, isn’t this training facility much better than the one at the Count’s main residence? Do you think there was a need to build such a large facility here in Mira, instead of in Calix?” Raul remarked.

“It was a decision made with foreigners in mind. If we recruit them, it’s better for them to settle here instead of Calix.” Jake immediately understood what Raul meant.

“Ah, I see. It would be troublesome if we brought foreigners to Calix only to have them betray us. Still, I can’t help but be jealous of these facilities.”

Jake lamented that there were too many pressing constructions needed in Calix, so they hadn’t been able to focus on training grounds or welfare facilities yet.

“Don’t worry too much, once constructions progress, we’ll attend to the facilities at the main residence as well. Besides, the facilities in Mira are meant to be the flagship of our First Knight Order. They need to be impressive enough to make anyone envious. Seeing your reaction, it seems we’ve achieved that,” Raul reassured.

“If that was the intention, then it’s a complete success. You have to send me here for my vacation!” exclaimed Jake.

As Raul and Jake finished touring the guild branch on horseback and returned to the mansion, Palmer, the branch manager, greeted them.

“Welcome back, Master. Did you enjoy the tour?”

“Yes. It seems the branch manager has taken great care of the facilities. I’m very pleased.”

“What have I done? I’ve merely followed the Master’s orders. With generous funding, ample manpower, and the designs you provided, it would be a problem if I didn’t manage at least this much,” Palmer modestly responded, causing Raul to smile sheepishly and pat his shoulder.

Palmer, who took up the role of First Knight Order’s Mira branch manager, was one of the servants Raul had brought with him when he left his family home.

Like Bernard, Palmer was adept at administration and accounting and had a talent for working with stone. Initially selected for such talents during the recruitment of non-knight personnel at his home, the other servants brought over at that time were also serving as branch managers in various free cities.

“Only a few days left until the foreigners arrive. Please ensure that the guild members adhere to the precautions meticulously.”

“Of course. I’ll take good care of everything to prevent any concern,” Palmer assured.


“And keep a close eye on the individuals listed in the names I’ve sent you.”

The branch managers had been sent a list by Raul, detailing recruitment candidates and those under surveillance.

Though there were no immediate plans for approach or recruitment, it was crucial to gather information in advance to prepare for when the players began their active engagements.

‘I hope there won’t be any major upheavals…’

Honestly, I wasn’t sure this life would unfold exactly like my past life. I had no way to gather information on how the Earth was progressing in this life.

Of course, I wasn’t particularly afraid of any changes that might occur—I had prepared thoroughly, after all. However, I deeply wished that those who had hindered me and even taken my life would log onto Connect.

“I’ll make them pay dearly.”

As I reviewed my plans for revenge and settlement of debts, time flew by, and before I knew it, the new year was upon us.

* * *

With his heart fluttering, Ilwoo glanced at the clock. In just a few minutes, he would finally be able to use the object in front of him.

“I never imagined such luck would come my way.”

It was a moment worth commemorating in a life of 25 years that had seen hardly any good fortune.

Whoosh.

As he pressed the button, the lid of the capsule, as big as a bed and sleekly white, slid open silently.

“Huh.”

Ilwoo took a deep breath and carefully laid down inside the capsule. He had run test operations a few days earlier, but it still felt strangely unfamiliar.

“A real capsule…”

He had never imagined that something that seemed to belong only in movies would appear in reality, and that he would be the one to use it.

The community was already rife with various rumors—claims that it was a sham capsule with only a flashy exterior, a training module used by the military, a leaked piece of equipment for human experimentation, and other baseless rumors were spreading.

Among all this, those who had actually received the capsules kept quiet. It was hard to believe, but this capsule was far from the shoddy item people imagined.


It was a product of over-technology, armed with new technologies that seemed to leap generations ahead.

“I was amazed just by testing it, but how will it be when I actually run a game?”

There was a sense of anticipation among the capsule winners, and Ilwoo was one of them.

As the second hand finally pointed to the new year, Ilwoo pressed the button like he had been waiting to do and began his full dive into the virtual reality.

-Thank you for using the Connect System.

A simple greeting appeared, and a new icon twinkled in front of his eyes. With a trembling heart, he touched the icon labeled ‘Connect’, and soon passed through the introductory guide on how to operate and the character customization process.

And then, finally.

-Welcome to the world of Connect.

When Ilwoo opened his eyes, a completely new world unfolded before him.

The sense of reality and vitality was so perfect it was hard to believe he was inside a game, along with a novel world spreading out before him.

‘Ah…!’

An unknown power overflowed within him, giving him a curious sensation as if he had been reborn.

Ilwoo didn’t know this, but he was experiencing a new sense known as ‘mana’, something humans had never encountered before.

And this sensation became clearer the higher one’s assimilation rate was. In that respect, Ilwoo possessed an unusually high rate of assimilation.

As he savored these new sensations and feelings, he looked around to find several others, like him, moving their bodies in wonder.

‘Is this… a square?’

A grand square with a magnificent golden eagle statue atop a fountain greeted him. And in the square, players dressed in various medieval outfits were looking around.

The excitement of the new environment was short-lived; he couldn’t just stand idly in the square.

‘Hmm, isn’t there a tutorial? Then, the usual thing to do would be to find the village chief….’

In such a vast city, finding a guide like a village chief didn’t seem straightforward.


Just then, the sound of horse hooves came from the far side of the square, and around ten knights leading dozens of soldiers entered the square.

“What, what’s this?”

“Wow, the presence is no joke.”

While the players made various comments, the group surrounded the square, assuming a posture as if waiting for someone.

‘What’s this? Some event just as I arrive?’

Ilwoo observed the knights and soldiers with slight tension when a group of people, escorted by the knights, appeared.

“Greetings, strangers. I am Reynaldo Hart, the mayor of the Free City of Mira. Me and the Free City of Mira sincerely welcome your visit!”

As Reynaldo spread his arms and secretly signaled, citizens who had gathered around the square scattered flower petals, and some soldiers displayed large banners with welcome messages from every direction.

‘What’s that?’

‘What kind of unique opening is this?’

‘It feels quite awakening…’

In front of the players, who had mixed expressions, Reynaldo began his speech with an emotional voice. In these times of grave peril on the Connect Continent, a brave…

Even though it was apparent that an important figure was giving a speech, the players had no choice but to stand there.

However, many couldn’t hide their boredom and yawned openly. Thankfully, an astute secretary cut Reynaldo’s speech short, possibly preventing players from quitting the game within the first 30 minutes of their connection.

“Ahem. For those visiting for the first time, we’ve prepared some light refreshments and an information session. Attendees will also receive a small gift, so we hope to see many of you there.”

As the mayor concluded his speech, villagers, as if they had been waiting for that very moment, approached and handed out small pouches.

Inside these pouches were simple snacks, a map of Mira, and informational booklets. Then, knights stepped forward, guiding the players onwards.

“To assist in your endeavors, a joint information session has been organized by the various associations and temples. For those interested, there will also be opportunities to receive training. Please, follow us!”

Like students following a teacher, players found themselves unwittingly trailing behind the knights.

“Something feels off?”

It was a far cry from what he had expected the game’s beginning to be like. He had heard it was set in a fantasy world, and yet, this felt more like an orientation.

Nevertheless, Ilwoo thought it was better than going in blind and quietly followed the knights.

The information session was excellent. It not only imparted essential knowledge about the world of Connect but also detailed the various monsters inhabiting the region around Mira.

Depending on their unique characteristics, players received advice on training directions and skills from their respective job associations. The highlight of the session was the combat demonstration.

Knights from the ‘First Knight Order’ drew their dazzling mana blades and engaged in mock battles that seemed all too real, leaving players wide-eyed with amazement.

This was followed by a small-scale group battle, including soldiers, and mages demonstrated spellcasting techniques to defeat opponents. Players continuously cheered as they were shown live captures of monsters, learning about their weaknesses and how best to combat them, making no one feel like their time was wasted.

Despite the inclusion of advertisements for the free city of Mira and the First Knight Order, virtually no one felt uncomfortable or pressured.

Being used to product placements in the modern world, this was perhaps an expected reaction.

After the session, players recorded their personal details and were officially registered as residents of Mira.

Supported by the mayor and the First Knight Order, all players were offered free meals and lodging for a week.

Moreover, those interested could receive guidance from instructors at temporary training centers set up by various associations and guilds.

Initially bewildered, the players settled into their first night in Mira, satisfied with the benefits offered.

Their reviews ignited not just the gaming community but various online communities with excitement.

(To be continued)
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After escaping from the capsule, Ilwoo visited a game community he often frequented. He planned to post his experiences of playing games all day, partly to boast.

However, the atmosphere of the bulletin board was unsettling. Numerous posts by those who had logged out earlier were filled with absurd content.

He clicked on the post with the highest number of views:

“[Connect Day 1. Honest Account of Connecting]”

Finally connected to Connect that I’ve been eagerly waiting for. I have so much to say, but I’ll tell you in order. First, the capsule.

I’m telling you, it’s not Earth technology. It’s one thing to do a full dive, but can you imagine lying in a capsule and seeing things?

You get to eat and even go to the bathroom there, so there’s no problem diving for a long time.

And the more important thing is, I played for over ten hours and when I came out, there was zero fatigue, does that make any sense?

So I directly asked Connect, and they said, playing games in Connect is similar to dreaming? I’m more of an arts and literature guy, so I don’t really understand, can you science guys explain this?

There are many other functions, but I won’t explain them here, let’s skip to the game for now.

After hearing a brief explanation and customizing my appearance, I entered the game. But, wow, I don’t know what to call this.

Hey guys, stop watching movies or reading novels and play this.

This is not a game, it’s like moving to another dimension.

The realism, the liveliness is insane.

CG? 3D modeling? If this is graphic processing, then we are just like a bunch of polygons. I guarantee you, you won’t be able to tell the difference from real people.

And after logging in, I felt a strange sensation. You know, like something invisible wrapping around my body.

You get it? That’s mana.

That thing you need to use swords and magic.

You know that moment when you realize it, and a chill runs down your spine? Hey guys, I’m telling you again, stop watching movies and novels, come in and see for yourself. You’ll witness the moment when imagination becomes reality.


Up to this point, he seemed like a complete Connect enthusiast. However, the following content had a completely different tone.

Isn’t it like the ultimate masterpiece when you hear this much? Okay, now let’s talk about the game for real.

After logging in and experiencing that overwhelming tsunami of emotion, I looked around. The immediate thought that came to mind was, ‘Ah, is this what a quiet European countryside village looks like?’

Unpaved dirt roads, crumbling brick buildings that seemed like they would collapse at any moment, and the pungent smell of rotten excrement piercing my nose.

You get the feeling, right?

Up to that point, I could understand it as realism, but the problem is that this is not just a simple experience simulator, but a game.

After logging in, there was no explanation of what to do for almost 30 minutes, no guidance on where to go. Moreover, this rural city was vast, so it was daunting to even figure out where to go.

So, for over 30 minutes, everyone was aimlessly wandering nearby, when someone finally approached us.

A high priest and a steward came with a few soldiers, and they started writing something down after naming us. They then casually mentioned we were now registered as residents and could go about our activities freely before leaving just like that.

Wait, even if it’s the realism aspect, shouldn’t they provide some explanation on what to do?

Feeling too absurd, I approached and asked, only to be met with more questions.

“Why are you asking me about needing a job? You should find one for yourself. What a strange person.”

Can you believe that? I was about to get mad at the extreme realism, but the steward next to me suggested I visit a professional guild like the Mercenary Association.

Anyway, I went to the association, but it turned out there was nothing for a newbie like me to do there.

After wandering around for a while, I finally landed a part-time job at a general store.

I spent the remaining time running errands for some pocket money, but when I went to an inn for a meal and a room, I had almost nothing left.

Instead of that, I thought about going hunting… But you know what? Some people who had entered with me went straight out of town to hunt. They encountered a pack of wild dogs and ended up wiped out.

To sum it up, there’s no doubt about the performance of the capsule and the game’s realism and vitality that are sufficient to be called a top-tier game.

However, the in-game systems are too unfriendly, and the excessive realism and attention to detail may make it too complex and difficult to approach as a game.

Regardless, I can confidently assert that unless a similar level of full-dive virtual reality game emerges, the gaming industry will be dominated by Connect for some time.


I feel like my avatar has finished recovering from fatigue, so I’m going back to dive in. If you end up in the Free City of Riley in the Leslie Kingdom, let’s pretend we know each other.

– It was a true full dive experience? My goodness, when is the next lottery draw!

-A game video was uploaded, and it’s no joke. It’s literally just like the author described.

-Forget about the game, I want to try using magic.

-I’m ditching the dishwashing game and going to play “Lunaazia” instead.

-Are you kidding me? Are there still people playing this nostalgia-selling game?

-Just being able to play games during bedtime makes it a top-tier game. If anyone wants to trade capsules, contact me. 010-xxx-xxxx

-I want to give it a try, but I don’t plan to stress myself out while playing games. I should sign up when a strategy guide comes out later.

After reading the travelogue, Ilwoo realized how lucky he had been.

“Each free city offers a completely different experience, huh?”

In addition to the reviews that made it to the best posts, there were quite a few complaints from players who started in other cities.

While people complained about the hardships endured by players who first grasped the luck, it was clear that they also wanted to experience the game themselves.

After browsing through a few more posts, Ilwoo soon began to write down his own experiences.

Titled “Connect Free City of Mira tour,” Ilwoo’s post initially received little response but quickly skyrocketed to the top of the forum with explosive views.

-“The mayor showed up in person? Seriously?”

-A video was uploaded on the Connect-exclusive board.

-Haha, he looked like the principal of our school.

-Did you see him getting poked in the side by his secretary during his speech? So cute. Haha

-Other cities usually have subordinates handle things, but the class is different here.

-Shouldn’t the scale and facilities be somewhat similar for starting cities? Comparing Riley to Mira in the previous post, the difference seems like comparing a rural town to Seoul, right?


-There’s no rule that they have to be similar. Some people prefer the countryside over complex cities.

-Just saw articles debating, impromptu battles, and videos showcasing mages, and it’s amazing.

-Wow, seeing the swordsmanship up close was impressive, wasn’t it? And they moved so fast that you couldn’t tell what was what.

-Mages are so cool! If only I could cast a Fireball once, I’d have no regrets.

-But is it okay for the gap between starting cities to be this wide? It’s like hitting the jackpot, isn’t it?

Some places have to wash dishes while others get free meals and education. Later on, the level difference will be huge.

– When I asked the game company about it, they said they can’t intervene in the internal aspects of the game. Also, they mentioned that free city selection will be available from the next update.

-Shut up and let’s go to Mira.

– A new post was uploaded on the forum, saying that besides Mira, the starting cities in the Ruben Kingdom also have decent treatment. There doesn’t seem to be a need to insist on Mira.

– Even if you didn’t know at first, it might not be a bad idea to go to a minor place if users start to gather later, as it can be tough to get quests with a crowded place.

– The owner who first posted on the forum went out for a drink after logging out. Lol

– I might quit the game too because I’m getting frustrated. Some people work part-time, and some people get treated well.

– I feel self-loathing for playing like this.

– There was talk from the game company about being able to move to a different free city when they accept the next intake?

– It would be funny if everyone ends up flocking to Mira.

Ilwoo amusedly glanced at the replies to the forum post before heading back to the capsule.

He had already taken a 3-day vacation in preparation for the New Year.

“I need to make a difference before the others come over.”

In the game world, avatars ate and slept just like real people.

Ilwoo planned to focus on leveling up with full dedication when his avatar wasn’t sleeping.

And most players who logged into Mira seemed to have a similar mindset.

The free city of Mira was experiencing a surge in players.

* * *

The day had changed.

Raul enjoyed a small New Year’s party with guild members at the Lord’s Manor in Calix Castle.

He generously rewarded his subordinates who had worked hard and spent time communicating with the newcomers.

Ideally, he would have liked to welcome the New Year with the Ashen Viscount’s family in their nature, but now that he had many people to take care of himself, he anticipated the next moment.

After the party ended and morning passed.

Raul sat in his office with Rabel, waiting for the update time.

The update was based on Earth time, not Connect time, so there was a time difference.

And shortly after.

The awaited announcement popped up.

[Update Completion Notice]

The open beta service update of the Connect System has been successfully completed.

*New players are entering the world of Connect.

-Sixteen free cities are designated as player protection zones.

-No resurrection penalty is imposed in the free city areas.

-During the protection period, new players cannot leave the free city areas.

*The community system has been greatly enhanced.

-Now, you can host private broadcasts using a dedicated platform.

-The video upload function has been updated. Uploaded videos will generate revenue based on views.

-The dedicated browser has been updated. Enjoy browsing the internet freely within Connect.

*The Connect Bank system has been added.

-You can conduct global banking and financial transactions through a Connect exclusive account.

-An item trading site has been established. You can freely trade items and currency with a nominal fee.

-An auction house system has been established. You can easily register items for auction anywhere on the Connect continent.

*The main quest [First Gate Outbreak] has been completed.

-The clear rate is very low. The difficulty has been adjusted. Now, gates will convert to dungeons after a certain time instead of continuing to outbreak.

-Dungeons and gates will not outbreak until the next scenario.

*A new scenario, [Dawn of Chaos], is starting.

-This scenario is a historical scenario that progresses regardless of players.

-A player-exclusive main quest, [Arrival of the Savior], will progress.

-An open commemorative event, [Defeat the Instructor], is ongoing. If you win against the designated instructor in the battle, you can receive special rewards.

Raul stretched after reading the lengthy notice.

The update contents had not changed much since he first logged in.

‘Now, it’s the real start.’

With an excited heart, Raul began preparing to welcome the players.

(To be continued)
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The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 101

				
Chapter 101

Although I checked the update window, I had no immediate plans to head to the Free City. After all, for the time being, players wouldn’t be of any help, and there weren’t any quests or missions in the Free City that Raul could undertake right now.

“The capable players will be taken care of by Kane’s information department and the guild branch, so there’s no need for me to rush in.”

Players posed a threat only when they formed guilds and left the Free City.

For now, it was necessary to check out a new scenario.

Explanation: The Gate Outbreak has struck the Connect Continent. Many villages and territories that failed to respond properly have been swept by monsters’ invasions, leading to the loss of vast territories by humanity.

Moreover, due to the machinations of a certain faction, the ancient seals that were suppressing dimensional gates have all been broken. In the process, the guardians protecting each kingdom have been annihilated, leaving the royal families powerless.

As the balance of power crumbles, the once silent strongholds begin to stir.

Amidst the impending chaos and cutthroat world, what will be your choice?

Raul’s expression darkened slightly after reading the contents. Images of the upcoming situations flashed through his mind.

It was true that the unprecedented event of the Gate Outbreak had brought significant damage to humanity. However, it wasn’t as catastrophic as one might think.

The ones predominantly affected by this incident were the powerless barons and their subjects. Those from prestigious families managed to mitigate the damage to a reasonable extent since the monster levels weren’t exceptionally high to begin with.

Following Raul’s advice, Viscount Ashton evacuated all the villagers to the castle, minimizing casualties, and the territories that were overrun by monsters were reclaimed within a month.

This was possible due to the presence of a powerful knight order and soldiers, a sentiment shared by other noble families.

“That’s the real issue.”

Although for now attention was solely focused on containing the dungeon-fied gates and restricting the movement of troops, once the situation stabilized, everyone would come to realize it.

“Come to think of it, there’s a lot of unclaimed land, isn’t there?”

While there were existing lords or nobles asserting their rights over the land, there were also those who abandoned their territory, property, and people to flee. But did they have the capability to protect that land?

Ideally, the royal family would have balanced and mediated the issues between the nobles. However, the royal family suffered significant losses due to the recent events.

Losing the guardian who secretly protected the royal family, in particular, could be deemed fatal. Although the nobles were unaware of the fact at the moment, it was only a matter of time before it would be revealed.


“Caldenas used to gather the masters every year to assess their achievements and provide advice.”

Given that they all claimed to be the masters’ mentors, it was an expected ritual, but there was also a warning aspect to prevent them from getting too presumptuous.

However, now that Caldenas was no longer in the royal palace, it was inevitable that the masters would notice. Raul was skeptical.

Certainly, the prestigious families, who not only valued honor and tradition but also possessed power and influence, would likely begin to make moves.

The opportune moment to unleash the power that had been accumulated over decades of peaceful times had arrived. Unattended lands.

Lands that could easily be taken with a knight order to drive away monsters and a few soldiers. Greedy nobles who wouldn’t just leave that opportunity be.

“Well, I’ve already gained control of three territories anyway.”

Of course, Raul had paid a fair price. But would other nobles think the same way? Would they also pay a fair price and make their moves?

Perhaps Raul had unknowingly sparked a dangerous fire. Regardless, he had no regrets.

“This is the flow of the times anyway. It’s not like I can stop it alone. So, I should ride along with it and gain as much benefit as I can.”

Raul was not a passionate young man overflowing with altruism and sense of justice. He had no intention of judging right from wrong by modern standards or harboring any ideals to change the world with certain beliefs.

All he desired was the peace and happiness of himself and those within his domain, with a sprinkle of past vengeance added on top.

He simply chose the most efficient and optimal path to achieve his goal. And even before this incident erupted, it was because of his activities in the capital.

“Whether they like it or not, the stability of the royal family is essential to minimize chaos. Regardless of what the king does, the central army in the capital and the residents alone can impose pressure on the nobles. I never dreamt there would be such a significant variable as a guardian…”

“Anyway, I managed to minimize the damage to the residents, who were dying off by more than half in my past life, and by intervening in the royal palace, I also saved a considerable number of palace guards and knights. The royal family will not become completely powerless as it did in my past life.”

And that was sufficient. After all, what Raul wanted the royal family to do was to restrain the nobles from moving too recklessly.

“And to cultivate the strength to resist those targeting our family during that time.”

In the original history, it is likely that Count Ashton would be the first to be sacrificed in this scenario. There wouldn’t have been prey as delicious as a weakened prestigious family like his.

Of course, thanks to Raul’s intervention, Count Ashton’s family hardly suffered any damage during the Gate Incident. Not only that, their reputation in the capital was rising, gradually regaining the glory of the past.

But would the conspiracies against the Ashton household really come to an end? Raul was convinced that it would not.


According to his investigation, the conspiracy against the Ashton household had been prepared for a very long time, and the factions involved were not to be underestimated.

He could either poke at them like poking a sore spot or maybe even rush in with a decisive blow. The important thing was that the bomb aimed at Count Ashton had already been planted. It was just a matter of when the detonating device would be pressed.

Despite his efforts to delay that time as much as possible, he couldn’t continue living with the threat hanging over him indefinitely.

“If we can’t crush those who planted the bomb in the first place, then we have no choice but to dismantle the bomb first.”

And also get rid of their lackeys while we’re at it. Raul planned to complete this task by the end of this scenario, or at least before the next scenario ended, while ensuring the safety of his family first and foremost so that he could move on to the next stage without worries.

As Raul reviewed his plans for the future, Rabel was connected to the updated Connect system.

“What on earth is all this?”

New bulletin boards had appeared in the community section, which she thought was exclusive to Raul and herself, with unfamiliar faces of people appearing and engaging in discussions.

But what caught her eye was the newly appeared browser icon. Alone, she felt an inexplicable urge to press the sparkling icon.

Ssshhh.

As the tip of her extended finger quietly made contact with the icon, a whole new world unfolded before her eyes.

“… Bell. Rabel!”

Someone calling her snapped her back to reality. Rabel, with a vacant expression, disconnected from the Connect System and revealed herself on the Skill Directory.

“Rabel, what’s wrong? I called you several times and got no response, I was worried.”

Raul asked with concern, and Rabel sat quietly on the directory, looking at Raul without saying a word. Then, as if her heart had calmed down, she cautiously opened her mouth.

“Raul, did you know?”

“Know what?”

“That the Connect System is connected to another world.”

“… I knew. I was actually going to talk to Rabel about it. I’m sorry, but just a moment.”

Shooosh.


Raul’s Power Armor, regnator, activated and covered his upper body with a golden glow.

“Caldenas, if it’s not too much trouble, can you join us for a conversation?”

At his request, a shadow extended from the core of the Regnator and soon transformed into a translucent figure of a man. The figure was undoubtedly the Guardian of the Ruben Kingdom, Caldenas.

“This is not a training ground. Is it such an important matter to skip training?”

“Yes, there is something I must tell you.”

“Oh? If you are insisting this much, it must be truly important. Huh? Rabel is here too.”

“Long time no see, Cal.”

Rabel waved her hand lightly from the Skill Directory and greeted him.

Six months ago. In the depths of the royal palace’s seal chamber, facing his final moments, Caldenas decided to walk a new path with Raul.

Following Rabel’s guidance, he settled in the core of Raul’s power armor, regnator.

Although only his soul remained and he could no longer exert power in reality, in an exceptional circumstance, if Raul activated Regnator, he could appear in reality in a semi-physical form like now.

As Caldenas integrated with Regnator, not only did its grade rise by one but the performance also improved, which was a bonus.

[Regnator: Power Armor]

Grade: B+ -> A

State: Bound (Raul), partially open, sealed.

Output: 1.6 -> 1.8 CP (Core Power)

Operating Time: 60 -> 120 min/max

Operating Form: Self-recharge.

Defense Formula: 6 Circles. High-grade Mana Blade defense barrier. 70% reduction in elemental effects.

Special Features: Condemnation (amplifies effectiveness against sworn enemies by 200%), stealthy Predation (can mimic the functions of lower-grade power armors absorbed), illusory Wings (energetically imbued wings are generated), Ego (the power armor can move on its own even if the owner loses consciousness)

Awakening Time: 15 seconds -> 30 seconds

As a token of gratitude for allowing him to reside within, Caldenas decided to watch Raul’s swordsmanship during the daily activation time of the power armor.

While Raul’s swordsmanship did improve considerably, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for only being able to spend two hours training per day.

Nevertheless, Caldenas didn’t mind. After all, he had spent long periods asleep in the seal chamber before, and even when awake, watching the Masters’ training was the same old routine.

Besides, raising Raul’s skills urgently required attention. In Caldenas’s eyes, Raul, who hadn’t even reached the level of a Master, was still like a fledgling.

Should he die unexpectedly in a fierce battle, wouldn’t Caldenas also be at a loss? Moreover, Rabel’s words about expanding Caldenas’s operational range if Raul’s skills continued to improve and Regnator’s grade rose further made sense.

Above all, Raul showed a uniqueness. Not only did he possess remarkable talent, but he also had two treasures close to divinity and a special power bestowed by the gods.

‘If it’s him…’

Raul didn’t even realize he might truly liberate Caldenas from the constraints that bound him.

And so, Caldenas, like Rabel, became a comrade bound to Raul by both spirit and soul, and it was only today that Raul finally revealed the secret he had hidden all this time.

(To be continued)
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“So, Raul, are you saying that you originated from ‘Earth’ just like the outsiders and were reincarnated here after losing your life?”

“Yes, and in the process, I regressed to the past,” Raul explained his past to Rabel and Caldenas without holding back.

He didn’t want to hide the truth from those who had become intertwined with his fate.

With a lot to do in the future when encountering players, he didn’t want to keep repeating explanations like excuses to them.

Then, why did he reveal it now instead of from the beginning? It was such an unbelievable story, even Raul himself wasn’t confident in it.

It was only after confirming the appearance of the players as he remembered and the normal operation of the Connect system that he decided to reveal the truth.

“Now that I’ve heard this, it all makes sense. The information in the Connection Cafe, it wasn’t prophecies about the future, but rather events Raul experienced sorted out,” Rabel realized.

Rabel had thought of the Connect system as something concrete, embodying the power of God. But it turned out that the humans from Earth were tools to access this Connect world.

From Rabel’s perspective, who had thought of Raul as an envoy of God, it was a shocking revelation. However, just for a moment.

‘When you think about it, it’s not entirely wrong, right? It doesn’t make sense for an ordinary human to experience regression and reincarnation. He must have received a clear blessing from God!’

Rabel was convinced. That Raul was reincarnated here to meet her was definitely not a coincidence. Caldenas, who had been deeply lost in thought, seemed to have a similar idea.

“It’s a story that’s hard to believe readily. But one thing is certain, Raul, there must be a reason behind your reincarnation,” Caldenas spoke with a tone tinged with regret.

“Maybe, like me, there might come a moment where you have to make a certain choice, Raul. Those who possess extraordinary power inevitably bear corresponding responsibilities. The crucial thing is that when faced with that moment of choice, you have to make the decision based on no one else but your own will. And to do so, you have to become stronger. Those who are not strong can only be swayed by their surroundings.”

Looking back at the long years spent bound in the seal, Caldenas pondered whether that was truly his own will. Humanity in crisis. The few chosen humans who can prevent it.

At the time, he believed it was his will. A noble sacrifice for the peace of humanity. But now he couldn’t be sure. Perhaps he hadn’t made the decision driven by the lack of other alternatives.

Or maybe it was just self-justification disguised as a sense of righteousness. If only he had the power back then. If he had the power to reverse that irrational choice, would the outcome have been slightly different?

“It’s all in the past anyway.”

His regretful eyes turned to Raul. A young man filled with determination and overflowing potential. It seemed like he was looking at his past self. And perhaps that’s why he didn’t want this young man to tread the same path as him.

He hoped that he could face the injustices and absurdities of the world without being swept away, and break through confidently. There was a newfound strength in Caldenas’s gaze.


* * *

After Raul revealed the past, Rabel and Caldenas began to act more actively. Rabel spent most of his time during the day gathering information from Earth and the internet.

“It’s truly amazing. A sea of information connecting the whole world! I can’t even imagine what we could do with this.”

“The scientific technology on Earth is really fascinating. It would be great if we could utilize it here as well.”

Curious like a fairy, Rabel gathered and studied various information through the internet. Sometimes, he would ask Raul about things he didn’t understand, fueling his passion for learning.

“I thought I would be interested in the diverse cultures and dazzling sights on Earth, but I was wrong.”

Raul reflected on the fact that he had underestimated Rabel based on her appearance alone. Although she looked cute and pretty on the outside, she was a sage who had endured thousands of years in the library.

Raul couldn’t even imagine how vast the knowledge and wisdom she had gained from all those years of reading and learning. Having endured hardships over the years, he hoped to take it easy now. So, he asked subtly if taking it easy would be alright.

“Don’t worry, I’m doing this because I enjoy it. With a little research, I might be able to help Raul. Even if Raul can’t go to Earth, there might be a way to get revenge on those bastards using the internet. Doesn’t that sound promising?”

Rabel was overflowing with enthusiasm, and there was no way to dampen it. The training sessions with Caldenas became much more rigorous.

If it felt like he had just been going through the motions of training before, now Caldenas actively began teaching swordsmanship. As evidence of this, Caldenas formally took Raul as his disciple.

He was a figure who had contributed to the development of swordsmanship in prestigious families of the Ruben Kingdom, including the Ashton household. Naturally, he knew the strengths and weaknesses of swordsmanship well.

“Ashton household’s swordsmanship is undoubtedly excellent. The destructive power utilizing the two-handed greatsword can be considered the best among the kingdom’s swordsmanship. However, a swordsmanship that is too one-sided will gradually reveal its shortcomings as it reaches higher levels.”

Surprisingly, Caldenas personally demonstrated the Ashton Viscount’s swordsmanship, ‘Bear Crush,’ as he explained.

“The reason why Bear Crush has become a great swordsmanship is because of the exceptional physical abilities of your family. It allows you to execute movements that would normally be impossible for ordinary people. However…”

He said firmly as he planted his two-handed sword into the ground.

“It’s not suitable for you.”

“….”

Raul knew it too. Just by looking at his father, Count Melvin, and his older brother, Dylan, he could tell. Their physical abilities exceeded those of ordinary humans. And unfortunately, Raul’s body could never reach their level no matter how hard he trained.

“I’m not telling you to abandon the family’s swordsmanship. It’s practically in your blood. But using it in its current state may torture and damage your body, potentially even leading to your downfall.”


Raul bit his lip. It was a problem he was actually feeling these days. While he had reached the level of an Expert in terms of understanding mana, his physical progress had almost come to a halt.

Although he was trying to compensate for the lack through mana assistance and enhancement techniques, he felt the limits.

Caldenas grabbed Raul’s shoulder and spoke firmly.

“Let me pass down my swordsmanship to you. Since our roots are the same, your progress will be quick. And someday, when you reach the level of mastery, you might be able to refine your family’s swordsmanship to suit yourself. What do you say?”

“Thank you. I’ll do my best, Master.”

And so, Raul set aside the Bear Crush he had mastered so far and began to delve into a new swordsmanship. Although he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of regret, in a way, it was a tremendous opportunity.

Without saying it himself, Caldenas was undoubtedly a master surpassing masters. To have him personally pass down his swordsmanship, how could one possibly have any complaints?

Even though his swordsmanship proficiency had been reset from Intermediate Level 8 to Level 1, it didn’t mean he had regressed in skill.

Caldenas’ swordsmanship was known as the ‘Infinity Sword,’ characterized by endlessly connecting and changing sword forms. As Raul had already been unfolding his swordsmanship in a similar manner, it matched him well, which was likely why Caldenas had recommended it.

However, it was natural for Caldenas not to be impressed by Raul’s skill.

“Don’t obsess over connecting sword forms too much. Keep unfolding it repeatedly, and at some point, you’ll naturally find the way forward for your sword. Right now, just focus on feeling the flow and understanding it.”

With Caldenas’ timely advice and demonstration, along with physically guiding Raul through Regnator, progress was bound to be swift.

* * *

In the morning, he handled estate affairs, in the afternoon, he conquered dungeons and gates on the outskirts of the estate.

Then, in the evening, he trained with Caldenas in the secret training ground beneath the Lord’s Castle, and at night, he briefly conversed with Rabel before drifting off to sleep.

This had been Raul’s daily routine for almost a month. As the estate expanded, the workload he needed to focus on increased.

However, by appropriately arranging deputy lords and managers, the workload had significantly decreased compared to the beginning, and soon it would run smoothly even in Raul’s absence.

The gates and dungeons needed to be managed consistently. Estate guards patrolled regularly to check for any new gates appearing to prevent unnecessary dungeons from increasing.

Managing dungeons was essential at the gate level as closing a dungeon required much more time and effort. For dungeons that generated income or were rich in resources, raid teams were organized mainly by guild members.

Unlike gates, dungeons had free access and no restrictions on the number of entrants. After a certain amount of time, the monsters would regenerate, and the same was true for the guardians.


Within the dungeon existed something called the “Subjugation Gauge,” which would fill up as one repeatedly dealt with monsters and guardians. Upon defeating the final boss, the “Dungeon Administrator,” the dungeon would be destroyed.

Therefore, in lucrative dungeons, players intentionally avoided dealing with guardians or managed the subjugation intervals to prevent the gauge from filling up.

Of course, there was always the risk of an “Outbreak” in dungeons left dormant for a long time; however, for the time being, such events were prevented by difficulty adjustments.

Raul would conquer dungeons and gates whenever time allowed, to increase his level and proficiency. However, as his level exceeded 80, it became inefficient to tackle gates or dungeons.

It was a situation that had to be endured until higher-grade gates appeared.

Clink.

Kane entered the study. Setting down the stack of documents he brought on the desk, he reported, “Here is the list of outsiders you requested, Master. We’ve completed investigations on everyone except for 17 out of the 2,000 individuals who visited in the first and second weeks.”

New players were being added at weekly intervals. As a month had passed, they were already in the third intake.

“We’ve checked all the connections from the free city ‘Ignit’ in the Marcus Kingdom, without missing anyone,” Kane added proudly.

“Good job. You’ve worked hard dispatching operatives and managing them even from afar,” Raul acknowledged.

“It’s just something that needs to be done. Compared to before, we have sufficient budget and support, so it’s enjoyable to work. Hahaha.”

After exchanging a few more words, Kane left the study. Raul took a deep breath and focused on the report Kane had brought, containing information that had piqued his curiosity for a long time.

“Phew. This is nerve-wracking.”

According to the information written here, Raul’s plans were about to reach a turning point. With a pounding heart, he calmly began to read through the report to see which path he would take.
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“Sigh….”

Raul closed his eyes, resting his forehead on his hand with a ring on it. It was nowhere to be found. No matter how much he searched through the list, the name he was looking for was not there.

And desperately browsing the internet, exhaustively digging through all the personal information he knew, but there was no trace.

“Yeah, that’s right. It’s the expected outcome.”

Bae Dohyun.

In his past life, Bae Dohyun reigned as the top player of Connect and the last solo player who fought against power until the end.

The incarnation of Raul was nowhere to be found in this world. There was not a single piece of information related to him left in Connect or on Earth.

What should he do if he ever comes face-to-face with his past self? Should he drag him into his plans or pretend not to know?

He pondered and mulled over countless thoughts. But it all became meaningless contemplation. Now, no one remembered the human Bae Dohyun.

Sniffle.

Tears rolled down from Raul’s eyes.

“What, what’s this. Isn’t this a good thing? Why should I be sad? The biggest variable is gone, so it’s a good thing!”

He tried to comfort himself, but the tears flowing incessantly showed no sign of stopping. No matter if he was an orphan. No matter if he had few close friends. No matter if his life was full of isolation and hardship.

It was his life. There was no trace left as if denying it, meaning there was no place for it to return to now.

“Damn it. Did it have to be this way? Did you think I suddenly wanted to go back to Earth?”

Raul cursed at someone unknown.

Honestly, Raul really wanted to meet Bae Dohyun. Even though he had not succeeded, he had a lot he wanted to do through Bae Dohyun’s presence in this world.

He wanted to find the birth parents he could never find in his past life this time. He wanted to show the world that by supporting Bae Dohyun, even a poor orphan could succeed.

He wanted to find love in reality, create a family, and see happiness.


“Was it all just useless attachment?”

Maybe it was a desire for redemption, a vicarious satisfaction to fix the past failures.

“Hoo….”

Raul, wiping away the tears and erasing the lingering regrets, let out a deep breath.

“Now, all that’s left for me is here.”

Maybe he thought there might be a way back to Earth, but it was meaningless. Now, everything precious to him was here.

This made his goal even clearer. If anyone aimed for his family and territory, he wouldn’t forgive them, even if they were his past friends.

He would turn the whole player base into enemies if needed to protect this place. Raul’s resolve sharpened as his thoughts turned agile once again.

“It’s actually a good thing that Bae Dohyun is not here from my perspective.”

In hindsight, during the time with Bae Dohyun, Raul was a very picky person. He was exclusive in character, abhorred authority figures and vested interests pathologically.

He found it hard to trust people, was self-centered, and seemed to have a lot of dissatisfaction with society.

“When looking at it this way, I seem completely unfit for society full of flaws.”

If he didn’t have talent and hadn’t come across the game Connect, he would have lived a life close to being a loser.

However, on the flip side, he couldn’t stand injustice, had a sense of righteousness, and once he made a decision, he had the determination and confidence to see it through to the end.

Even when faced with difficult situations, his courage to not back down and his spirit of challenge led him to the top of Connect. He also possessed the prudence to think at least three times before taking any action.

If he had been a helpless victim or a social misfit without any abilities, he wouldn’t have been able to reach the top even in a world within a game.

From that perspective of Bae Dohyun, if he were to meet the present Raul, and if Raul were to extend his hand, would he really hold that hand?

“Psh. He probably wouldn’t even pretend to accept it, while cursing me as an unlucky silver spoon brat.”

Bae Dohyun of the past and the current Raul were the same yet completely different people.

The environment had changed him, shifting his once abrasive personality to a gentler one after stepping into the shoes of Raul, born and raised as an heir of a prestigious family.


Being with people, which he used to find difficult, now felt oddly awkward to do alone. His baseless hatred and competitiveness towards the privileged and powerful had also subsided.

“Even if someone were to criticize, saying I’ve been reborn as a rich man reveling in money and power, it wouldn’t matter.”

But Raul didn’t care. He simply utilized the given resources to progress towards his goals.

The opinions of others, someone’s perspective, the tears of the weak, or the circumstances of enemies had no influence on Raul’s choices. He had realized through one failed life what truly mattered.

“If there’s no Bae Dohyun, things will be much easier.”

Exposing Bae Dohyun’s know-how of directly mastering skills to the world would require a considerable amount of time, given the overwhelming skill gap between him, who completed the skill imprint, and other rankers.

Hence, for the time being, it was safe to say there were no players to obstruct Raul’s path. The true worth of players shines when rankers begin to grasp skill imprints in earnest and start utilizing their unique traits.

“If the world has forgotten about Bae Dohyun, I’ll make sure to remind them.”

The void left by Bae Dohyun. Raul had set his mind to reclaim it.

* * *

Around two weeks after Connect had begun its service, one piece of news turned the community upside down.

[Unofficial First Connect Event Held! First Knight Order Academy Recruits Novices]

The free cities of the Ruben Kingdom, which had caught the eye with their radical support for players.

Now, as most new players are choosing the Ruben Kingdom, the First Knight Order, at the heart of its support policies, has established a player-exclusive academy and posted a recruitment notice for novices.

Recruitment is open to all players who have completed their first job advancement, regardless of their class or occupation, with a total of 600 recruits, 150 for each of the 4 branches.

The education program will run for 3 months, and the cost is entirely free. Upon completion of the academy, graduates will be granted the honor of guild membership and will be given priority in receiving quests and missions related to the First Knight Order.

Furthermore, they will be able to utilize various shops and facilities under the First Knight Order at a discounted price and will receive bonus points when recruiting guild members in the future.

Some top-performing novices will have the opportunity to take the official guild membership exam.

Once becoming official guild members, they will receive exclusive equipment and salary based on their rank, and depending on their occupation, they will be sponsored to advance to higher training levels.

The planned recruitment date is February 1st, and the deadline for applications is…


-This is insane! Everyone scream~!!

-I should pack my bags and head to the Ruben Kingdom right now.

-Oh, come on. It was officially confirmed a while ago that we can’t leave the free city zones.

-Just a week ago, I praised myself for taking the portal to Mira.

-Oh, come on. Isn’t this too much? If they keep favoring certain players like this, the balance will be ruined!

-Yes, bring on the next black sheep~

-The First Knight Order is amazing. Has anyone visited their branches? The facilities are amazing, the benefits are amazing, and the guild members are amazing.

-I couldn’t close my mouth. I’m definitely joining the guild no matter what.

-Sure, you won’t get picked. I’ll get in.

-Haha. The losers who can’t even get into the academy are boasting. There’s unofficial information that the incoming students have already been selected. Wake up from your dreams.

-You’re quite the conspiracy theorist. What do they know to have already selected incoming students? Don’t remind me of Korean college entrance exams! If the game keeps going like this, I’ll have a stroke and die.

-I have to apply for this no matter what. The benefits are great, but if I fail this time, I’ll consider it a lost opportunity. The current competition rate is about 5 to 1. It’s expected to be around 50 to 1 in the next quarter.

-For real. Connect, inc. said they’ll select 3,000 people every week moving forward. Will the user count exceed 40,000 in three months?

-Oh no. Why are they holding such a sweet event now? Shouldn’t they gather more players and then conduct it fairly?

-If you have a complaint, go directly to the First Knight Order and talk to them. This is not an event organized by the Connect management team.

– Hey, connect management team, are you watching? If you don’t open events in other countries besides the Ruben Kingdom, I’m going to storm into the headquarters for real!

– Sure, be prepared for the entrance cut.

– The Connect management team might not have any power at all, you know? According to the initial announcement, unless it’s a special case, they can’t intervene. They might be struggling to come up with a solution and holding emergency meetings right now.

– They say the lights at the Connect headquarters have been on all night.

Various Connect-related forums were heating up with discussions. Players who had already logged into Connect were exchanging information about the upcoming entrance exam. There didn’t seem to be anyone who wasn’t planning to apply.

And the majority of prospective players who hadn’t gained access to Connect yet turned their envy into dissatisfaction and successfully bombed the Connect’s website.

The Connect management team reiterated the fact that direct intervention in the activities of in-game NPCs was impossible, and tried to reassure prospective players by mentioning that various events were being prepared for the future.

However, the dissatisfaction of prospective players feeling a sense of relative deprivation showed no signs of subsiding.

Sigh.

Raul, looking through the forums, burst into laughter by himself.

It seemed to Raul that players’ dissatisfaction and mistrust towards the game management had remained unchanged, whether in the past or now.

In Raul’s opinion, game management was no different from politics. No matter how good the events were prepared or balance patches were made, satisfying all players was impossible.

When events for new players were held, veteran players would complain, and when difficult events were held, new players would whine.

Even when events were organized to benefit all players, those who benefited relatively less would express their dissatisfaction.

In the real world, even with dissatisfaction, people are often suppressed by the power and privilege of those in authority. But in the game world, where equality is believed to exist, even a small dissatisfaction is not tolerated, and players rise against the management.

Yet, Raul did not side with the management. In reality, only a tiny fraction of games are operated in a normal manner.

Given that the management team is selected by development companies aiming for maximum profit, operating in line with balance is practically impossible.

Raul briefly felt sorry for the Connect management team who were likely huddled together in a meeting room, trying to devise a plan. But soon, with a cold gaze, Raul stared at the Connect website.

‘Don’t forget. They are my enemies.’

To Raul, the Connect management team was simply another enemy.

(To be continued…)”
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The First Knight Order Academy had been Raul’s brainchild for a long time. It aimed to turn the city mayors into business partners and persuade them to provide support for players.

Naturally, players flocked to the free cities of the prosperous Ruben Kingdom for better treatment, and that was when the First Knight Order mobilized to attract promising early players with potential.

This was a rough outline of the plan, with the finer details still being refined by Bernard and the staff. Through this plan, Raul aimed to achieve three main goals.

Firstly, recruiting and persuading potential high-rankers with a high likelihood of success. He already knew the information and general tendencies of these high-rankers.

So, those available for recruitment would be absorbed into the First Knight Order, while those unavailable would be left with a good impression to potentially form alliances in the future or be employed as mercenaries.

Another goal was to find hidden talents who may have quit the game for various reasons or had not fully blossomed their abilities.

Secondly, seizing the guild’s image and brand effect was essential. The current players were pure and unbiased, signifying no preconceptions about Connect.

Everything they saw, heard, and experienced would guide future players once they logged in. Besides Raul, nobody else showed significant interest in the players yet.

Despite the grand proclamation of a savior, the players who actually appeared were merely civilians who didn’t even know how to fight. Even the noble families, who had sent people out just in case, had lost interest and cut off communication.

This was the perfect time to generously support and open the academy to earn the players’ favor, with potential effects beyond measure.

Being remembered as the first guild to extend goodwill to players, the first to establish an academy, and possessing the greatest influence in the free cities would be crucial.

Most importantly, leaving an impression on players that they were on the “same side” was vital. Once players ventured outside the free cities and the scenarios progressed, conflicts between territories, factions, and nations would escalate.

At that crucial moment, whose side would the players choose to support?

“Moreover, the costs are much lower now.”

The total number was barely reaching ten thousand, a manageable figure even when providing funds to all members. However, even after just six months, the number of users will increase to 100,000, and in a few years, it is expected to exceed 1 billion. The support policy for new users cannot be implemented unless it is a long-term policy.

Later on, competing guilds or factions would surely incur much higher costs to win players’ favor through such policies. Lastly, there was a need to determine how such self-generated events would impact the Connect.

Traditionally, events are prepared and executed by the operators. However, connect is a different world that values free play. I wanted to know if it was possible for NPCs, rather than the operators, to create events and quests independently, and whether there were any restrictions associated with that.

“So far, there doesn’t seem to be any issues.”

There were no constraints on gathering players in the cities of Ruben, recruiting academy students, or any interference with the movements of Raul or the First Knight Order. This was a crucial fact for Raul.


Having crossed the mid-stage of the game in his past life, the Connect operators had lost their original intentions and became henchmen of the powerful.

Events that should have been fair were manipulated to favor guilds sponsored by corporations, and hastily organized events were rampant to push forward nationally sponsored guilds.

Of course, there were limits to direct intervention by the operators since the artificial intelligence maintaining the Connect would block excessive interference.

Nevertheless, the operators’ influence could not be ignored because they could guide players towards specific actions.

“But this time, it will be different.”

Now that the fact that events and quests that could influence players could be hosted within the Connect was known, they wouldn’t just let things flow as the other side wanted.

Or perhaps they didn’t realize that they might be able to manipulate the players from this end.

“You think you can manipulate the players from above? Your plan won’t work.”

Raul swallowed his laughter, imagining the helpless appearance of the operators who could do nothing.

* * *

“Oh, welcome. Young master Raul.”

Reynaldo, who was working, greeted Raul enthusiastically as the mayor. There was a rumor that after the player appeared, Raul seemed to have stiffened up, but fortunately, there seemed to be no change in his attitude towards Raul.

“You must be busy, and here I am without an appointment, excuse my rudeness.”

“Oh, no need for such formalities between us. We both know there’s no need for that kind of etiquette, hahaha.”

‘It seems like he’s in a really good mood.’

Well, it made sense.

Just a year ago, Mira was nothing more than a quiet rural town, but now it was transforming into the central city of the player with a promising future. Everything the player ate and used turned into taxes, filling Mayor Reynaldo’s pockets, and Mira’s influence was even making the nobles uneasy.

Anyway, for Mayor Reynaldo, Raul was not only an excellent business partner but also a benefactor. If Raul hadn’t invested, it would have taken at least a few more years to create a city of this level.

In fact, when comparing Mira to other independent cities and kingdoms, there was already a huge gap, and it would only widen in the future. The principle of the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer applied not only to individuals but also to independent cities.

“So, what brings you here today? If it’s a request from Sir Raul, I can help with anything, so don’t hesitate to tell me.”


Well, even if he said that, if it was a really difficult request, he wouldn’t easily agree. Despite appearing casual, the mayor was also a businessman. Fortunately, Raul’s business today was not something that could be called a request.

“In fact, today I came to introduce someone to you.”

“Oh? I’m curious about this. Raul doesn’t introduce just anyone, you know.”

So far, all the people Raul had introduced to Mayor Reynaldo were high-ranking members of the First Knight Order. Thus, Mayor Reynaldo thought that this person Raul was going to introduce might be a new high-ranking member of the guild…

“Come in.”

At Raul’s call, a stranger with black hair, black eyes, and exotic-looking two-toned eyes appeared. Standing at about 178cm tall, he was close to the average height here, and his handsome face could be considered as belonging to the handsome category.

However, his slightly upturned eye corners made him look sharp, and his tightly closed lips and firm expression were quite impressive.

“I’ll introduce him. This is the player who will be working with me from now on, Bae Dohyun.”

“I am Bae Dohyun. I look forward to working with you.”

The mayor, initially taken aback by the foreigner bowing to greet him, quickly broke into a bright smile and extended his hand to Bae Dohyun.

“Welcome. The one who should be asking for favors more should be me. You will be an important customer for our city, haha.”

Whether by nature or as a politician, the mayor’s face did not seem insincere at all. After exchanging some light banter, the mayor bid farewell to Bae Dohyun with a smile.

“Feel free to come to me whenever you have difficulties. Even if I have to look at Mr. Raul’s face, I will definitely help you.”

“Thank you for your kind words. I will be sure to visit again next time.”

As Bae Dohyun left the mayor’s office, reynaldo, with an expression of admiration, looked at Raul.

“Indeed, Mr. Raul cannot be outdone. When will he roast another foreigner like this?”

The mayor seemed surprised that Raul had introduced a foreigner.

“It was a coincidence that they crossed paths. Despite being a foreigner, he is talented and outstanding, and I introduced him because I believe he has great potential. Remembering him may also be beneficial for you, Mr. Mayor.”

“Haha, if recommended by you, Mr. Raul, there’s no need for further explanation. I will keep an eye on him.”

After finishing their conversation, they left the mayor’s office and boarded the carriage where Bae Dohyun was waiting.


“How was the mayor’s reaction?”

“It wasn’t bad. He doesn’t seem completely convinced, but rather, he seems to be taking a wait-and-see approach.”

Surprisingly, Bae Dohyun was treating Raul as if he was his superior.

“Do you think the mayor noticed anything?”

“I didn’t sense any signs of that. It may sound like boasting, but except for Master, no one has ever caught onto my disguise.”

Giving a slight wink, for a moment, Kane’s face appeared on Raul’s, then vanished.

“Still, be careful. Some people have sharp intuition and may notice, especially among foreigners who possess extraordinary abilities beyond common sense. So, be extra cautious.”

“Understood, Master. I will be careful not to make any mistakes.”

When Raul met with the mayor, he was actually the disguiseds Kane. He successfully imitated Raul’s appearance perfectly, just like his alias ‘Faceless’ suggested.

So, who is Bae Dohyun? It was indeed Raul.

Raul possessed [Gray’s Polymorph Ring], a gift from the sage Gray, which he used to transform into his past self, Bae Dohyun. Additionally, there was another item, the [Second Identity], which perfectly complemented his transformation.

[Second Identity]

Grade: Unique

Effect: Provides the user with a second identity that can be changed at any time. It can be used for ranking calculations, party play, quest acceptance, etc. The user’s achievements and public contributions are calculated separately for each identity.

Caution: May be scrutinized by opponents with significant differences in skills or levels.

Price: 10,000 coins

This item was purchased from the recently unlocked [Player Exclusive Shop] in this update.

The Player Exclusive Shop was a store accessible to all players via the connect system, allowing them to purchase items regardless of time or location.

While the convenience and rarity of items available only in the Player Shop were advantages, the exorbitant prices were the biggest downside, deterring players from frequenting the shop.

For example, if the price of the lowest-grade potion in a real potion shop was 1 gold, in the Player Shop, it would cost 20 coins. Since the values of coins and gold were generally considered the same, this meant a price difference of twentyfold for the same item.

Therefore, the saying “consumables in reality, unique items in the Player Shop” was a common refrain.

Anyway, having changed both his appearance and identity, Raul now acquired a new persona as Bae Dohyun. Going forward, he planned to operate as Raul as an NPC and as Bae Dohyun as a player.

Kane would fill in for him as his stunt double, and important matters could be reported and received through guild communication, so there wouldn’t be any major issues.

“Well, shall we return to our main occupation?”

The forgotten player Bae Dohyun started his activities once again in the world of Connect.

(To be continued)
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A stylish conference room spacious enough to accommodate 20 people comfortably. Employees of various ages were sitting together, exchanging cautious conversations with stern expressions.

“Manager Kim, have you heard anything?”

“I don’t know either. The meeting was suddenly called.”

“What on earth is happening? The head of operations personally calling for a meeting…”

“Could it be because of that matter? The First Knight Order Academy.”

As the surrounding employees reacted in agreement, furrowing their brows, “I heard that news leaked out days ago, yet why is there such a commotion again?”

“Shh, be careful what you say. The director is also present here…”

“No, it’s just frustrating. We can’t do anything about it, so what can we do?”

This was the operation team of Connect, where only managers or higher gathered, yet it was the largest department within Connect, with over 20 members.

Then, the door creaked open, and a man in his late 40s strode into the conference room. With his slightly sharp impression, perhaps due to his rectangular glasses, he was none other than Chae Ilhwan, the planning director and head of operations of Connect.

“I’ve called for this urgent meeting because there is an urgent matter to discuss.”

On the large screen in front of the conference room, the title of the proposal was projected in large letters:

[“Real-time Broadcast and Advertising Negotiation for the Special Program ‘Battle’ in the First Knight Order Academy Entrance Exam”]

The content revolved around Connect directly broadcasting one of the exams, “Battle,” held as part of the entrance exam of the First Knight Order Academy, negotiating with broadcasting companies interested in the rights to broadcast, and engaging an advertising company. However, there was one item that caught the attention of the employees more than the rest…

– Proposers: Young master Raul de Ashton and representative Bae Dohyun of the First Knight Order

– Approver: CEO Mok Jaewoo of Connect (Seal)

“Oh my, the CEO is directly involved in this proposal?”

“The proposers… the First Knight Order? Why would the First Knight Order be involved here?”

The conference room fell silent for various reasons, with both team leaders and employees looking visibly uncomfortable.


Thud.

Director Chae Ilhwan slammed the desk, shouting, “Does this make any sense?”

The room fell silent.

“Although you didn’t say it directly, it was evident that you disappointed the CEO.”

Chae Ilhwan scanned the faces of his employees, his breathing becoming rougher for a moment.

“Why was this proposal initiated by mere game characters and outsiders instead of our own employees!”

“…….”

The employees avoided Chae Ilhwan’s eyes as if feeling ashamed.

“I will keep a close eye on things from now on. It would do you all good to keep your reputation intact by ensuring that such incidents do not happen again. And make sure to prepare the proposal thoroughly for smooth progress.”

“Oh, understood.”

Manager Choi, head of operations, wiped cold sweat off his forehead and bowed to the CEO.

Thud.

As Director Chae Ilhwan left the room, sighs echoed throughout the conference room. But it was short-lived.

The employees sprang to their feet as if fire had ignited beneath them, taking out their smartphones.

“Manager Kim, have you sent the proposal? Get it reviewed and convene a team meeting!”

“Manager Choi, assemble the streaming team immediately and check the equipment!”

“Director Kim, contact the PR team right away….”

The operations team at Connect headquarters swiftly began to take action.

* * *

“One spot left for hunting dog pack elimination. Welcome warriors above level 15!”


“Looking for a party at the entrance to the eastern forest. Level 17 archer looking for a party at the entrance to the eastern forest!”

“Selling two-handed steel axe for warriors, leather greaves. With over 70% durability, no level restriction. Make an offer!”

‘Plaza of Encounters,’ now established as the new central hub in Mira, was bustling with players looking for parties and individuals seeking trades.

Situated in the next sector of the summoning plaza where players were initially summoned, this place was named ‘Plaza of Encounters’ due to an unusual statue of two bears shaking hands in the center.

Surrounded by various restaurants, coffee shops, and pubs, it had become a popular spot frequented by players.

‘Somehow, it feels peaceful here.’

Raul sat on a bench in front of a trickling fountain, watching the passing players. It felt strange to be mingling among the players in the guise of Bae Dohyun, as if he had returned to the pre-rebirth gaming days.

Watching the players as if recharging, listening to the fountain’s sound almost like music, how much time had passed? Raul heard Rabel’s cheerful voice in his head.

“The promotional video and announcements are up on the official website!”

“What’s it about?”

“Just a moment. Wow~ Are they seriously planning to boost the game? It’s everywhere on various portal sites and communities!”

“Great. Inform Bernard and the branch heads to prepare without delay.”

“Got it.”

Unlike the excited Rabel, Raul remained calm. He had anticipated this turn of events anyway.

“You can redirect the players’ complaints elsewhere and promote the company. We can even earn advertising revenue. We can’t afford to prepare sloppily.”

Despite being titled as the first full-dive virtual reality game, the actual number of players was not high due to the constraint on capsule production.

As the issues had not cooled down yet, continuing to fan the flames would be beneficial for the company. This opportunity couldn’t be missed.

In fact, this case was akin to a gamble. Firstly, there was a question of whether the Connect headquarters would recognize the in-game guilds as negotiation partners or not.

If the headquarters were to firmly assert that all rights within Connect belonged to them, Raul’s movements as an NPC would be severely restricted.

However, Connect Corporation not only recognized the First Knight Order as a negotiation partner but also kindly facilitated the establishment of a corporation, complete with representative registration and setting up of accounts.


The smooth progress of the matter was underpinned by a complex economic and political background. Simply put, Connect Corporation had already planned to activate the corporate registration and gold transactions for in-game player guilds and territories.

Knowing this fact, Raul had made the proposal. One slight concern was whether guilds represented by NPCs rather than players would be acknowledged.

Therefore, by using a small trick and appointing Bae Dohyun as a proxy, the proposal had been made, and the outcome was fortunate.

Another issue was how to send the proposal to Connect Corporation through which channel. Despite cosplaying as a player, Bae Dohyun did not exist in the real world.

If the proposal were sent under Bae Dohyun’s name, there was a high possibility of being instructed to visit the headquarters or to meet in person, which was not feasible.

Thus, the conundrum was pondered upon, but Rabel provided the answer.

“Raul mentioned it last time, right? The Connect system is managed not by humans but by an artificial intelligence supercomputer. Why not directly propose it to the administrator?”

“Well? I’ve never heard of directly contacting the administrator… If there’s a problem, the GM (Game Master) who is called in is not the administrator but a member of the operations team.”

“What? Then what’s this? Doesn’t this button work?”

Rabel raised the system menu and pointed at it with her finger, but Raul couldn’t see anything in his eyes.

“This is strange. I can’t see it. What does it say?”

“It says ‘Call System Administrator’.”

“What?”

Raul’s heart started beating faster.

‘W-wait, could it be?’

Various thoughts crossed his mind as his face paled.

‘Could it really mean that I can call the administrator of the Connect system? Maybe then I can find out how I ended up being reincarnated here?’

Not noticing Raul’s complicated feelings, Rabel casually said, “I’ll press it then.”

Rabel’s finger pressed the button on the screen. Suddenly, a small window appeared in front of Raul.

‘…?’

As the cursor appeared in the previously motionless white window, words began to be inscribed.

– Connect System Administrator D Messenger.

– Scanning user.

– Raul de Ashton. Verified 4th level access rights.

– Please enter your message. A usage fee of 100 coins per message will be charged.

“Oh my goodness! It’s really connected?”

Raul exclaimed in surprise as he typed a message on the messenger.

– Who are you?

– I am Connect System Administrator D. 100 coins have been deducted.

– What is your identity?

– I am Connect System Administrator D. 100 coins have been deducted.

– Where are you located?

– Insufficient permissions. 100 coins have been deducted.

…

– Insufficient permissions. 100 coins have been deducted.

“What is this!”

It claimed to be an artificial intelligence, but it was nothing more than a malicious macro bot. And not just any bot; it was a high-end macro devouring valuable coins.

The response to Raul’s question was simply that there was a lack of authority.

– Then how do I increase my authority?

– Proceed with the scenario.

It was such a simplistic and unfriendly answer. Raul decided there was nothing more to expect.

“Raul, you should ask about the real business.”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

He almost got carried away and forgot the original purpose. Raul abandoned his expectations and rewrote his query.

– I have something I would like to propose to the Connect headquarters. Can I submit it here?

– Please upload the proposal. 200 coins have been deducted.

“200 coins for just two sentences!”

Raul pursed his lips and uploaded a copy of the proposal he had written.

– Your submission has been received. A processing fee of 1,000 coins has been deducted. The processing results will be notified to the user’s email within 24 hours.

And even before he could check if there were any usage restrictions, the messenger window closed on its own.

“Raul, the button disappeared!”

Raul frowned at Rabel’s bewildered voice.

“Could it be a scam? Did I fall for it?”

But fortunately, it was not a scam.

In an early-morning email the next day, there was a confirmation of the proposal acceptance along with a scheduled meeting time. And as the complaint processing was completed, Rabel noticed that the call button reappeared.

The meeting with the Connect headquarters was conducted via a video conference, and surprisingly, CEO Mok Jaewoo participated personally. At the First Knight Order, Raul, Bernard, and Bae Dohyun attended, with Raul disguised as Kane, the interpreter.

Negotiations went smoothly, and as previously mentioned, not only was the First Knight Order officially recognized as a corporation, but the distribution of broadcast import related to the academy was also satisfactorily concluded.

However, the unease lingered even after the negotiation ended, due to the meaningful glances CEO Mok Jaewoo kept casting at Bae Dohyun.

The last words from CEO Mok Jaewoo, who even shared his personal contact information, echoed in his ears.

“I have a feeling that I will see Mr. Bae Dohyun quite frequently in the future.”

The meaning behind his smile remained unclear.

(To be continued)
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“Should I start getting up too?”

It was now enough to indulge in the nostalgia at the square. His original purpose for coming to Mira was something else, so he thought it was time to go and attend to his duties little by little.

While slowly moving his feet, the atmosphere in the square suddenly changed.

“Hey! A huge announcement just came up. Quickly check it out!”

“The academy exam guidelines have been released!”

The bustling square suddenly fell silent, and the players’ gazes turned straight ahead, freezing in place. And what filled the square was an eerie fervor.

As players read the announcements and articles on their augmented reality screens, an uneasy energy flowed through the air.

“Ahhh.”

Sensing an unknown danger, Raul quickly left the square. And then,

“Wow!!”

“Wow, that gave me goosebumps!”

“Now’s not the time for that. We need to go hunting, hunting!”

“Disassembling the wolf pack. Anyone up for hunting thorn wolves!”

“Um, what should I do? What do we do?”

“Hey, hold on, let me submit my vacation request to the company first!”

The square was in chaos.

Everyone began to move hurriedly as if being chased by something, and dozens of players who had hastily logged in from where their lodgings were gathered were rushing to the square like prepaid wild boars.

Raul, who had stepped aside to the roadside, watched them with satisfaction while whistling a tune.

“The response seems good. Do your best, everyone.”


After the commotion settled down, Raul headed towards the street lined with shops. His destination was the massive forge belonging to the First Knight Order.

“Welcome. I heard from the master about your request. You want all types of basic armor that we craft in our workshop?”

The chief blacksmith said after scanning Bae Dohyun once over.”Can I take a look at your hand?”

“Yes, of course.”

When Bae Dohyun offered his hand, it revealed severe deformities from calluses and blisters that had repeatedly burst and healed.

The blacksmith, who inspected it carefully, nodded and said, “Doesn’t seem like it’s for decoration. Follow me. We need to adjust the grip and guard to fit your hand properly.”

As they entered the inner warehouse of the workshop, various weapons were neatly displayed on a large table, ranging from swords and spears to axes, maces, daggers, bows, and crossbows.

“These are the basic products of our workshop. What do you think?”

Raul examined the sword, running his fingers along the blade and flicking it with his hand before smiling slightly.

“It’s good. I like it. But did you receive the instructions properly from the master?”

Raul inquired.

The chief blacksmith approached Raul and whispered softly, “Of course. While the form and materials are the same as the basic products, these are top-grade items crafted by the best craftsmen in our workshop. They may look similar to other items at a glance. And as you mentioned, each product has the guild’s logo freshly engraved on them.”

The guild emblem, a golden hawk inlaid with the initials G. H (Golden Hawk), was elegantly embossed near the sword handle. The guild logo was also engraved on the axe blade, spearhead, mace handle, bow holder, and so on.

“It looks really cool, doesn’t it? Many people will soon come looking for weapons with this logo engraved on them.”

“Hmm, is that so? Once you’re done admiring, let’s properly measure them. It will take quite some time for precision adjustments on all of these.”

Leaving the forge behind, Raul headed towards the leather workshop, where he met with the workshop manager to take measurements and fit a set of armor made from ‘Red Fang Wolf’ leather.

Despite its simple design, the red leather armor with the gold logo emblazoned on the chest felt distinctly different.

With a satisfied expression, Raul left the workshop, thinking, “Since this event is broadcasted worldwide, I should promote it properly, right?”

As brand culture had not yet settled in Connect, having weapons and armor with a proper logo would undoubtedly capture the players’ attention.

“I need to do better to stay in the spotlight longer,” Raul thought to himself, as he prepared for the upcoming event.


As Raul made his own preparations, the spark he ignited was spreading uncontrollably, ready to engulf players worldwide in its flames.

* * *

[First Knight Order Academy, selecting 16 out of 600 participants for a special admission….]

[Fight! Seize! The unlimited tournament “Strife” for the Academy entrance ticket is on the line. Global live broadcast confirmed!]

[Connect Inc., deciding to provide round-trip portal tickets for all academy applicants.]

– Everyone, I’m sorry for you~~!!

– Yeah, this kind of event was necessary, indeed~.

– Kekeke. An admissions system made just for me.

– That’s right. They left 584 spots open just for you.

– The thrill of competition is essential!

– Hey, but if you think about it, isn’t this amazing? It’s a worldwide live broadcast! Winning could make you a superstar in no time.

– Kekeke, being a star in a game with only a thousand players? That’s hilarious… I’m laughing so hard I’m doubling over.

– It’s shocking to realize there are idiots who can’t recognize a god-tier game with millions of waiting players.

– Even though it’s broadcast globally, you can’t watch it on terrestrial TV. It got cut by the Broadcasting Communications Review Committee. And it’s rated for viewers over 19 on cable.

– Who watches TV these days? Just watch it on the internet.

– I’m sorry for badmouthing the organizers. Thanks to them, I also submitted my application. If I go to Mira this time and get eliminated, I’m not coming back.

– Oh my gosh~

– Is this a tease? Just send them if they’re going to be eliminated. ㅜㅜ

– In any case, it’s fortunate that everyone is given an opportunity, right? It’s sad that we have to wage an admissions war here too…

– But I wonder if the ratings will be good. Honestly, no matter how much the Game League flies and crawls, the ratings haven’t been that high, right?


– In my opinion, we shouldn’t think of this as just a game. Honestly, look at the visuals, it’s not graphics but real-life.

– It’s like pseudo-sports. Those who keep insisting that games are sports should wipe their feet and go to sleep.

– I smell it, I smell it. The scent of a Toto addict~

– I think this time will be different. Honestly, if you consider the annual game market revenue, it has already grown to a point where it threatens traditional sports. And it’s not just clicking a mouse, but physically moving your body to play. Should we keep ignoring this as a game?

– The Republic of Korea Mom Brigade dislikes this comment.

The community was buzzing with various controversies like this.

And there was someone watching these community responses with a cold gaze. Bang!

“It’s still weak! This level of impact is not enough!” Choi Ilhwan, the head of the operations department, said as he slammed the whiteboard with his hand.

“Mobilize all the employees to ignite the community bulletin board! The content doesn’t matter. You can frame it or cause chaos. Make people fight each other! Even if you have to leave critical comments about the game, it’s okay. What we need right now is ‘attention,’ solely ‘attention.’

Mobilize the reporters, release the part-timers, and make sure the bulletin board is on fire!”

“Got it!”

Dozens of computers were lined up in what had now turned into an emergency situation room, and some employees from each department were on standby 24/7, monitoring the community’s reactions.

There were only 5 days left until the Academy entrance exam.

Choi Ilhwan, the head of the department, stayed in the situation room like someone who had forgotten to go home, controlling every aspect of the situation.

“Even though the plan was completely shut down, I can’t be pulled around by NPCs. I’m not the CEO, and it’s a matter that someone higher up is interested in.”

After pushing the staff a few days ago, choi Ilhwan, the head of the department, had the opportunity to talk to the CEO separately.

What he heard during that conversation was that this plan came down not through himself but through the chairman, and that he was interested in a person named Bae Dohyun.

“The fact that the chairman, who had been shrouded in mystery, has appeared is strange.”

And the person mentioned by the chairman, ‘Bae Dohyun,’ seemed like someone to pay close attention to.

“If this guy turns out to be nothing special…”

The report in Choi Ilhwan’s hand crumpled slightly. However, for now, it was time to prove his abilities by successfully executing the plan.

“Community management team! How is the preparation for the unified bulletin board going?”

“We’ve completed the preparation thoroughly. We’ve also expanded the server to prepare for any emergencies.”

“Good. Planning team, promotion team! Are you prepared for ‘that’ matter?”

“We’ve finished collecting and organizing the data.”

“The promotion team is also ready.”

Clap, clap.

Choi Ilhwan clapped his hands to gather everyone’s attention.

“Now, we’re entering phase two of the operation. Let’s grab people’s attention for sure this time! Launch the bulletin board and post the announcement!”

“Got it!”

The team leaders raised their smartphones and gave orders, while the technicians followed the prepared sequence. Along with the second promotional video that shook the community, an announcement was posted.

[(Connect Inc. Releases Second Official Promotion Video for ‘Strife’)

An empty training ground. A knight with a pair of swords divided in both hands stood with his eyes closed above it. The golden emblem was carved on his blue cloak.

He was none other than Dalton de Templeton, a top-level knight of the First Knights Order.

As he opened his eyes, various individuals armed with weapons and armor appeared on the once-empty training ground. With cries and shouts, people wielded their weapons towards each other, and those surrounding Dalton simultaneously attacked him.

Dalton elegantly moved his dual swords like dancing, fending off the surrounding enemies. Meanwhile, in another training ground.

This time, it was Jake, the deputy commander of the First Knights Order, wielding a massive broadsword clumsily. Similarly, enemies appeared around him, and Jake bravely swung his broadsword, taking down the foes.

Shortly after, Dalton and Jake, standing face-to-face with bloodied weapons, began an impressive duel on the training ground.

The duel scene gradually shifted away to a hilltop, revealing hundreds of knights dressed in white armor and blue cloaks. Mounted on white horses, they placed one hand on their chests and saluted the man in front of the formation.

Slowly turning with his horse, it was none other than Raul de Ashton, the guild master of the First Knight Order. The camera zoomed in, illuminating Raul’s sculpted face.

“Do you want to become the hero?”

Expressionless, Raul asked calmly.

Swoosh.

As Raul unsheathed his sword, the knights also drew their weapons.

“Fight. And conquer!”

Finally, with the knights forming a phalanx behind Raul charging forward, the orc legion’s formation below the hill collapsed effortlessly against their breakthrough.

The knights’ blue cloaks fluttered, and the golden emblem was imprinted on the screen.

– ‘Strife’

– You too can become the hero.

And thus, the second promotional video came to an end.

(To be continued)
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– Check out the video quality.

– Wow, who was that last character that appeared? Seriously, among all the actors I’ve seen, he’s the most handsome. His charisma is off the charts…

-My taste has been attacked~ Does anyone know the name of the actor in this work?

-Didn’t you check under the video? He’s not an actor, he’s the First Knight Order Master. Raul de Ashton. The youngest son of a Count.

-Wait, he was an NPC? Well, it’s unbelievable for a person to have such looks.

-Whether NPC or not, damn, I’m so envious. Knights saluting him from above, it was awesome. He looks young but he’s the Guild Master and the owner of a knights’ order? Was he born not with a silver spoon, but with a diamond spoon in his mouth?

-If he’s both good-looking and skilled, he might truly be the strongest figure in the world.

-Let me predict, he will definitely appear later as an NPC in the main quest.

-Sorry, but isn’t he already appeared? He’s the head of the First Knight Order Academy this time, right?

-I don’t know about that, but I’ve decided to become a fan of Raul from today onwards. So, please upload more videos of Raul, dear uploader.

-Hm-mm. I want to be the white horse Raul rides.

-Suddenly, a concept diverge appeared. And going after the cat theme, buzz off!

– My heart swells with pride. I want to join the knights’ order. I want to join the knights’ order. I want to join the knights’ order.

-Seriously, this is so cool. My heart tickles seeing the fully armored knights’ order.

-I just inquired at the First Knight Order, they said it’s a knights’ order under the guild. So, I’m going to enroll in the academy and join the knights’ order.

-Hey, hey, don’t get carried away. I have my eyes set on that position, you know?

– Guys, not the time for that. A new integrated bulletin board just opened and it’s chaos! There’s a new announcement, and apparently, we’re now battling foreigners over there. We need reinforcements. Grab your keyboards and join the battle!!

-What? What’s going on??

-What battle are we fighting with people we can’t even communicate with?


-Connect is crazy. When you go on the integrated bulletin board, all languages in the world are translated in real-time. Everyone is going crazy there right now.

-Argh. I suffered injuries from the enemies’ attack. Urgent support is needed.

-The enemy dogs are intensively attacking! Join the battle immediately!

-The time has come for me to showcase my typing skills that I honed since childhood. Wait for me, comrades~ Here I go!

The community that was ablaze with excitement about the new promotion video exploded with the introduction of the integrated bulletin board and new announcements.

Immediately, the search rankings of major portal sites around the world were completely dominated by the First Knight Order.

[Green Window Real-Time Search Rankings]

1. Battleground

2. Connect Battleground

3. First Knight Order Master

4. National Championship Battleground

5. Battleground Promotion Video

6. Raul de Ashton

7. 1st Place Reward for Battleground

…

Not only search terms, but also articles one after another attracted people’s attention.

[(Connect Inc., Unveils New Integrated Message Board. Real-time translation in all languages?]

[Connect Event ‘Battleground’. Tremendous rewards for the winner!]

[A new era of national championship begins. Connect’s ‘Battleground’ ignites the hearts of users.]

[World War erupted on Connect’s integrated message board. Who will be the winner?]


‘Who is the mysterious figure in the Battleground promotion video?’

[A new character melting hearts. What is Raul’s true identity?]

‘The operation team is definitely not lacking in ability.’

Raul skimmed through various articles and message boards with a satisfying smile. The promotion video was a collaboration between Raul and Rabel, not from Connect’s side.

Having been a streamer before reincarnation, he was well-versed in shooting and editing game videos.

‘But I made it to the real-time hot searches.’

While the video quality was good, Raul was convinced that Connect’s marketing played a significant role.

Above all, the incredible rewards offered by Connect had captured the current attention, which even Raul couldn’t deny.

Raul navigated to the most popular Connect official integrated message board.

The two notices pinned at the top were the culprits of this situation and the ongoing center of the keyboard battle.

[First Knight Order Academy Special Exam ‘Battleground’. Official reward announcement]

We would like to express our gratitude to all players and prospective players who love Connect and provide information on the official rewards related to this ‘Battleground’.

*Individual Rewards- All 64 finalists will receive a one-month free subscription to Connect.

– The players who advance to the round of 16 will receive 5% of the broadcasting rights revenue from their matches as prize money.

– The winner will receive a prize of ten million won and will be employed as an exclusive model for Connect for six months.

* Special Rewards

– A guaranteed 1% priority draw ticket in the country of origin for the round of 16 players for the following 3 months.

e.g. If there are 3 players from Country A, out of 3,000 capsules, 90 capsules will be allocated to Country A.

– The country of origin for the final winner will receive a 10% priority draw ticket, and all players from that country will be exempt from using fees for a month.

Connect’s management team prepared these rewards with the vision of creating Connect together with the players.


We wish the players good luck, and we hope that prospective players who are still waiting in line will also enjoy the “competition” until the end.

“You’ve thought well. By sharing tournament rewards not only with individuals but also with all players from the respective countries, you’ve framed it as a national showdown; this will definitely attract not only prospective players but also the general public.”

Of course, it will cost a lot, but if you think of it as an investment, the amount won’t be that burdensome. Especially when considering the astronomical profits Connect will make in the future.

And right below was another announcement—the players’ ranking list. The rankings list all players by level, updated every hour, and also provides rankings by country.

Keyboard warriors engaged in fierce battles, assessing their country’s players’ chances of winning based on the level rankings.

Meanwhile, players who fell behind were frantically hunting and completing quests to catch up with others’ levels they checked.

“The atmosphere is really heating up. Can’t wait for that day to come already.”

With a satisfied smile, Raul closed the augmented reality browser.

Just before the browser tab closed, the player ranking window briefly flashed past.

[Real-Time Player Rankings]

1st: Bae Dohyun (Level 23), South Korea

2nd: Luis Blake (Level 21), USA

3rd: Li Jincheng (Level 21), China

……

* * *

Finally, on the morning of February 1st, the sun rose.

As the First Knight Order Academy entrance exam took place today, all eyes from around the world were on the Free City of Mira.

7 a.m.

Raul woke up early and wandered around the guild branch where the entrance exam would be held. The atmosphere was bustling with players who had gathered since dawn, lining up at the guild entrance.

The entrance exam was scheduled to take place over a week, starting from today. Preliminary matches were set for Groups A to H from the 1st to the 3rd day, along with practical skills tests and interviews for non-combat professions.

Starting from the 4th day, the main tournament with 64 participants who passed the preliminaries would span four days, concluding with the semi-finals and finals on the last day. Additionally, general aptitude tests for combat professions would continue for a week, determining the final successful candidates on the last day.

“Even though they said they would filter out, the numbers are still considerable.”

Raul thought to himself.

Approximately 6,500 players applied to the academy. Since 8,000 capsules had been distributed, it was safe to assume that almost all players who reached level 10 had applied. Except for 2,000 applicants, the rest were boldly eliminated in the document screening process.

The criteria were simple: level and login time. Those whose level and login time were relatively lower compared to players in the same cohort were filtered out. Naturally, many were in opposition.

“How can they expect us to manage with our jobs? Are they only recruiting unemployed people?”

“My level is high, yet they attach a rejection sticker on me?”

Protests flooded the bulletin board and the Connect homepage, with players even coming to the guild to complain. However, Raul remained firm. Talent, characteristics, and personality were important, but more crucial was the ability to log in steadily with passion.

“Having a job? Important. But it doesn’t matter to us, right?”

Employing someone who already has a job for a company position would be unthinkable. From their perspective, this place may just be a game, but for Raul, it was reality.

Although skills were essential, a player who logs in consistently with passion, even if slightly lacking in talent, was what they needed. And naturally, growth in level is closely related to login time. Unless there are special circumstances, players who log in for longer periods are expected to grow faster.

Eventually, 2,000 examinees were selected, with 1,600 participating in the “competition” after excluding 400 players from non-combat professions with lower levels.

A while later, in the central square of the guild, Raul, seated on the neatly prepared platform designated for distinguished guests, warmly greeted the guests who had arrived. The first person he encountered was the sage, Gray.

He received a lot of help from him while preparing for this exam. The examination hall for the preliminary exams was a massive, unprecedented facility covered with various magic circles in addition to illusion magic circles.

It was meticulously constructed, with numerous mana stones and expenses allocated, with plans to use it for training in the future. Thanks to Gray’s introductions to relevant mages and his oversight, the examination hall was impeccably completed.

“Thank you once again for your help, Professor.”

“Of course, I had to help when Raul requested it. Personally, while contemplating how to help these foreigners grow, Raul presented a good solution and I was so pleased. Undoubtedly, they will be a great strength in restoring stability to the continent. I hope Raul guides them well.”

After exchanging pleasantries, the venue shifted towards where the mayors of the free cities were gathered. Sixteen free cities, sixteen mayors.

They were all dressed in formal attire, engaging in conversations with smiling faces. However, it seemed that they could be roughly divided into two groups.

One group included those joyfully conversing with bright smiles, such as Mayor Mira and the mayors of the free cities of the Ruben Kingdom.

The other mayors seemed to be smiling, but their eyes revealed annoyance. It was quite understandable. They had all faced difficult times running the free cities together, but while one group was reaping the benefits due to their prior preparations, the others were still struggling.

“Well, they reap what they sow.”

In fact, they were the ones who originally rejected Raul. Unlike the mayors of the free cities in the Ruben Kingdom who accepted the land and partnership eagerly when investment proposals were made, these mayors simply settled for investing at low rates.

They had underestimated Raul, a young noble from another country. Naturally, unable to accept such terms, Raul’s investment funds ended up concentrating in the free cities of the Ruben Kingdom. The results were clear to see.

“Esteemed mayors, thank you for coming from afar.”

“Oh, Master Raul. Congratulations on establishing the academy.”

As Raul bowed first to greet them, the mayors also returned the gesture with smiles. Though they might hide it well on the surface, there must be much bitterness inside.

However, what’s done is done in the past, and moving forward, they would need to cooperate occasionally, so there was no need for them to be embarrassed.

As the dignitaries finished their greetings, all the players had taken their places. It was time to announce the beginning of the First Knight Order Academy.

(To be continued…)
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Bold and grandiose banquet procedures were boldly omitted.

The congratulatory speeches were replaced with a promotional video, and the introduction of the guests in the VIP seats was kept brief.

Of course, there was a burst of cheers when Raul made his appearance. Despite any criticism, he had immediately become the most popular character in Connect.

Next on the agenda was the announcement of the exam details and team arrangements. As the players had been eagerly awaiting this moment, they focused intently, listening carefully.

The one who appeared on the stage was none other than Palmer, the head of the Mir clan. He introduced the ‘Battle’ preliminary rounds through a large magic screen.

“There will be a total of 8 teams divided among the 1,600 applicants. Each team consisting of 200 players will be deployed onto the battlefield simultaneously, engaging in unlimited survival combat until the last one standing.”

Murmurs spread through the crowd.

“We expected this, but is it really a survival match?”

“How will they select the qualifiers then?”

These were some of the questions players were curious about. The criteria for selecting the qualifiers appeared on the screen.

“Each team will have only 8 qualifiers. The last survivor and the top 5 players who eliminate the most opponents will qualify. The remaining 2 spots will be subject to special rules.”

The screen displayed a fragment of the First Knight Order’s emblem, a golden falcon.

“There are small fragments like this scattered throughout the battlefield you will be entering. The two players who collect the first five fragments will qualify. However…”

As the five fragments gathered on the screen, a bright pillar of light shot up into the sky.

“As you can see, when the five fragments are gathered, a pillar of light will appear at that spot for 5 seconds, revealing your location. From then on, if you successfully protect your fragment for 1 minute, you will qualify. If the fragment is seized or if you are killed, the fragment will disappear.”

Then, numbers appeared on the screen.

“The time limit is 100 minutes. If by then there is no final survivor or fragment owner, the qualifiers will be determined based on the kill ranking.”

The numbers disappeared, and Palmer appeared on the screen.

“Lastly, I must remind you that there exist some hidden rules to ensure fair testing. I hope you will experience them firsthand.”


The screen switched, revealing a list of names.

“I will now announce the teams. The team compositions have been fairly arranged based on the players’ nationalities, levels, and entry times. Players belonging to Team A, please follow the instructions to move to the test arena.”

With that, the formal event concluded, and Raul moved to a special booth where the VIP guests could comfortably watch the combat unfold.

* * *

Ilwoo took a deep breath to calm his trembling heart.

‘Of all things, why A group….’

He had done his best to hunt and level up, preparing for this moment. He even resigned from the small company that didn’t pay his salary on time.

Rather than wasting time in an uncertain future, he decided to bet everything on Connect, even if it was considered gambling.

He purchased a month’s supply of capsule-exclusive energy supplements, stayed indoors, and continued to log in to Connect, except for when his avatar was in sleep mode.

Fortunately, his efforts in the virtual world paid off, and he was able to take the exam with some satisfaction. But why did it have to be A group?

‘At least I wanted to watch other groups play and strategize while waiting.’

However, it was a done deal. There was no time to keep expressing his dissatisfaction. While on his way to the exam location, Ilwoo hurriedly searched for the members in the same group as him.

‘The players within the top 100 ranks are the ones that probably matter the most.’

He didn’t think a player’s level necessarily represented their strength, but it was definitely one of the indicators. As Ilwoo scanned the list, he made an ambiguous expression.

The current highest level was Lv. 25, followed by Lv. 24 at second place, and around 30 players were tied for third place at Lv. 23.

It was good that he had avoided the top 1st and 2nd places, but there were more top-ranking players than he had anticipated.

7th, 13th, 16th, 25th, 31st.

Five players at level Lv. 23 were included.

‘There are quite a few players to keep an eye on.’

Luckily, as the vice leader mentioned, there were hardly any players of the same nationality. Apart from two players each from China and Korea in the top 100, the rest were of different nationalities.


For now, there didn’t seem to be much disadvantage in forming a team.

While calculating various scenarios in his mind and walking, someone approached and spoke.

“Excuse me, are you Korean by any chance?”

Ilwoo looked at the person who had approached him after briefly closing the system window and replied.

“Huh?”

The man, who appeared to be in his late twenties, smiled brightly.

“It’s fortunate. Would you mind coming this way for a moment?”

He spoke and gestured to one side, and four players a little distance away were watching them.

“What’s going on?”

Ilwoo asked with a hint of caution, and the man approached, whispering quietly, “Koreans should cooperate with each other. It wouldn’t hurt to hear me out. Come on, follow me.”

As the man pulled his arm, Ilwoo hesitated for a moment before reluctantly following him.

Looking around, Ilwoo noticed that people were already grouping together.

‘The atmosphere is…’

Frankly, he didn’t think it would be a completely fair competition, but he hadn’t expected everyone to gather so openly even before it started.

Out of the 200 members in Group A, there were 20 Koreans, making them the third largest group after China and the United States in terms of national representation. Ilwoo led the Korean players as they gathered in one place.

The friendly man who took the lead in bringing people together was the first to speak up.

“Nice to meet you all. I’m Park Sunho. It feels reassuring to be gathered with fellow Koreans like this.”

‘Park Sunho.’

Ilwoo quickly searched and found that he was at Level 19, ranking 357th overall, 27th among Koreans, and 4th among the Korean members in Group A. Although his rank didn’t seem promising for qualifying, it was hard to judge the actual skills simply based on levels.

Even if the ranking was low, the difference in levels wasn’t significant, especially in low-level gaps, which might not hold much meaning, particularly in a full dive virtual reality like this.


“Most of you may have already realized, but there’s a high possibility that this qualifying round will be a team event. Although it promotes survival, well… how many can really wander around alone?”

The atmosphere around them was already drifting in that direction without him needing to explicitly say it.

“So, what do you suggest?”

A female player pressed with impatience.

“Of course, we should stick together and act. It’s about cooperating. Fortunately, we have a sufficient number of people, so as long as we don’t encounter China and the United States early on, we have a good chance.”

“Well, talking about chances, to be honest, I don’t really see the significance. With only 8 participants, what’s the point of getting along nicely? How meaningful is it to survive in the end?”

Someone expressed discontent, as if finding it difficult to agree. The person seemed like a top-ranking player.

“If most of us move around in groups like this, early kills won’t be crucial. It’s hard to take on a large group alone, and when it turns into group versus group, the kills will be spread out. In the end, it’s about who survives for a long time and consistently gets kills. Isn’t it more likely to be in a group?”

Honestly, it didn’t seem like everyone agreed. But options were limited. If, as Park Sunho suggested, most people formed groups, then solo players had very little they could do.

Ilwoo didn’t particularly have the urge to go against the trend. This place was a full-dive virtual reality closely resembling reality. It wasn’t a place where you could overpower others with items or levels. At least that’s how Ilwoo saw it.

“I believe everyone is in agreement. Then, may I suggest one more thing? Who is Kim Ilwoo here?”

Park Sunho suddenly seeking him out raised suspicions, but in the situation of agreeing to cooperation, he couldn’t hide his identity.

“Yes, that’s me. What is it?”

“Ah, so you are the one. Let’s give a round of applause, everyone. This is the pride of South Korea, Kim Ilwoo, currently ranked 16th globally!”

Clap, clap, clap.

It was a strange atmosphere, but people clapped in sync with Park Sunho’s rhythm.

‘What’s the motive behind this?’

Ilwoo had to bow his head and express gratitude, but he couldn’t shake off the uncomfortable feeling.

And his anticipation wasn’t wrong.

“Ilwoo, as you are no doubt aware, this test also has the aspect of a national competition. Wouldn’t it be better if we had many Koreans among the passers?”

“… And?”

“If it’s not impolite, what do you think about giving some kills to others? Since we are operating as a group, if kills pile up on one person, the chances of reducing the number of passers increase. It’s better to evenly distribute the kills, then verify the overall kill count and solidify our bond internally. Of course, I’m willing to share my kills with others as well. What do you all think?”

There was no need to ask. After all, most of them were at the bottom of the rankings for passing anyway. Who would disagree with fair kill distribution?

“I agree. Since we’re operating as a group, distribution should be fair.”

“I’m fine with that too. With broadcasts going worldwide, shouldn’t we show the unity of Koreans?”

Ilwoo almost blurted out something emotionally but managed to hold back. It was because he knew that getting angry over it would only make him a narrow-minded person.

“Mr. Ilwoo, what will you do? Oh, of course, I’m definitely not pressuring you,” Park Sunho asked, his face looking so smug that Ilwoo wanted to smack him.

His smug thoughts were clearly visible. If the goal was to increase the number of Korean qualifiers, concentrating the kills on one or two individuals would be more effective than spreading them out.

But who would give up on the test to do a favor for others? It was clear from the beginning that he had no such intentions.

‘The reasons put forward are just excuses, trying to restrict me, the most likely qualifying candidate. Will he push me aside in the end? Maybe he’s planning to exclude me from the group.’

Suppressing his rising anger, Ilwoo asked for confirmation, “What will you do if I refuse?”

“Oh, come on, everyone is on board with it. Surely you wouldn’t reject, right? Well, then, nothing can be done. It’s impossible to participate in group activities with someone wanting to play solo, isn’t it? Isn’t that right, everyone?”

People nodded in agreement as if it was obvious. Park Sunho seemed to have become an implicit leader. Ilwoo felt a mixture of awe and scorn as he looked at the players glaring at Park Sunho.

‘Do they really think they can pass the test this way?’

“Understood. I’ll follow the consensus.”

For now, he decided to leave them in their group. There was no intention to genuinely cooperate. Everyone was a competitor. They would use each other to the fullest and cut ties when necessary.

With that settled, the players had arrived at the entrance to the exam site.

‘Ugh, I feel dirty playing politics even before the main game has begun.’

Suddenly, a question arose in his mind. Assuming Park Sunho’s thoughts were correct, he had planned an unlikely plan. But what if the initial assumption was wrong?

What if it wasn’t a team competition but a real individual competition?

‘Kid, I’m curious to see what expression you’ll make.’

And if it came to that, Ilwoo would personally crush his arrogance. With that determination, Ilwoo entered the exam site. The main Group A preliminary round was just around the corner.

(To be continued…)
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The venue for the preliminaries was a large indoor gymnasium. With a seating capacity of 5,000, it had enough space even for basketball or volleyball matches. However, the players entering the gym couldn’t help but feel puzzled.

“Are we really having the preliminaries here? It feels too cramped.”

“Is there still some sort of pre-event going on?”

Objectively speaking, the gym was too small to accommodate 200 people for a survival match. Nevertheless, the players from different nations gathered in the middle of the gymnasium.

Watching from a special seat in the center, Raul chuckled to himself.

“How should I act to be exactly as expected?”

Observing the players carefully, reynald, who was also watching from the VIP seat, asked, “I heard that foreigners are from different nations too. Are they grouped by nations now?”

“Yes, they probably think it’s better to stick together rather than being alone.”

“Isn’t that unfair though? In that way, the larger group will have a significant advantage.”

He expressed a bit of discomfort.

Reynaldo, who had been running the city while considering the kingdom’s interests, might naturally not like the idea of the majority oppressing the minority.

“Of course, if they continue sticking together like that, it may turn out that way. But wouldn’t the meaning of the survival test lose its essence if it’s any different? Don’t worry, just watch. It will be an entertaining scene.”

“Haha, I worried for no reason. This test was directly designed by you, young master Raul. Shall we make a bet on who will win?”

Feeling better, reynald even involved the nearby merchants, setting up a betting board to predict the winner. Of course, the stakes were low, just for fun, and Raul played along with the atmosphere.

“Winning, huh. To be honest, I’m not sure what to expect… It’s just, of all places, you had to show up here.”

With a somewhat worried expression, Raul looked at one of the participants.

—

“Everyone, please get ready. The moment the magic screen’s timer reaches zero, the test will begin.”

The countdown of 60 seconds had begun. The tense trembling of the surrounding players could be felt on the skin.


Ilwoo loosened his tense muscles slowly, preparing for the battle. He couldn’t understand why he was taking the test in such a narrow space, but it seemed like it would inevitably turn into a team battle.

And finally, as the number on the screen changed to 0, *poof*. A light flickered under his feet, and in an instant, he found himself in a new location.

‘What’s this?’

Without a moment of surprise, Ilwoo reflexively sought cover and lowered himself. However, only silence lingered around him, and there was no trace of the players who were nearby just moments ago.

With his movements completely halted, Ilwoo scanned the surroundings with just his eyes, then breathed out quietly, releasing some tension. He was inside a small log cabin, with minimal furnishings; it was more like a temporary shelter, with log walls and a ceiling blocking the place off.

The lack of any signs of life around indicated that players were either absent or deliberately keeping quiet like himself.

‘Anyway, the important thing is that everyone seems to have scattered, right?’

While it wasn’t confirmed, the situation was clear. This meant Park Sunho’s plan had fallen apart, leaving Ilwoo free to act.

‘Hmm?’

At that moment, Ilwoo’s eyes caught something strange. A small object was wedged between the cracks of the log walls and the ceiling. He gently nudged it and pulled it out; it was the very item Chief Jibeom had mentioned, a small lucky charm.

“Lucky! Something tells me things will go well today.”

Then, he noticed something flashing from one side of his vision and upon touching it, a screen resembling a map appeared. The circular map was covered in a black fog, with a blue dot blinking in the lower right corner.

“A mini-map, huh. But why are there 11 zones?”

In the center of the map, there was a large tree picture engraved with the number 1. And at the center of that, there were lines drawn at regular intervals, with numbers assigned to them. The current location of Ilwoo was in the southeastern 4th zone.

“I can’t tell just by looking at this. I think we should do some reconnaissance for now.”

Although there was a small window, the latch looked so worn out that it seemed like it would make a loud noise. He thought it might be better to open and go out the door, but I hesitated because it wasn’t easy to reach out due to the eerie silence enveloping the surroundings.

He wasn’t sure if it was right to expose my presence here. Most players were also grappling with such concerns. While the exam had started, the battlefield was still locked in silence.

Meanwhile, the distinguished guests watching the preliminaries from the VIP seats couldn’t hide their amazement.

“Wow, did all of this come from Young master Raul’s mind?”

“Oh my goodness. I never thought such a thing was possible.”


“Indeed, young people think differently. This is truly amazing.”

“Young master Raul really has the talent to astonish people.”

The mayors, with an average age of 50, all stood up from their seats, praising Raul as they looked down at the gym.

“Haha, I just came up with the concept. It would never have been completed without Gray.”

Raul modestly shifted credit to Gray. In reality, it was also a device that could never have appeared without Gray. In the center of the gym, what appeared after the players disappeared was a massive set piece.

It was as if the terrain had been torn apart and depicted in miniature, creating a three-dimensional and realistic model of the battlefield in the middle of the gym. What was crucial was that it wasn’t just a simple model but was actually moving.

Leaves rustled as if the wind was blowing, and a river-like stream flowed vigorously. From fish jumping out of the river to birds flying in the sky, a perfectly implemented miniature world where everything moved realistically.

And within that, the players were moving. Above the heads of the players, simple profiles were displayed as if it were augmented reality, perfectly replicating their every move and gesture.

Not only the distinguished guests in the VIP seats, but also the players and guild members who filled the stands for watching or spectating, all stood in awe, mouths agape, witnessing the surreal spectacle.

At the top of the giant miniature set above the stage and under the ceiling of the arena, there were four large magic screens and dozens of small ones, magnifying important scenes of the battlefield and showcasing the players in detail.

Raul looked pleased as he observed the faces of the market vendors and the audience.

“Yeah, this kind of reaction is what we need to show.”

This way, the astronomical amount of money poured into completing this place wouldn’t be in vain.

Furthermore, this place would serve as an important venue for the collective training of the First Knight Order and Knights in the future, establishing itself as a special landmark showcasing the status of the First Knight Order.

Many aristocrats who value pride and appearances, as well as upcoming corporate guilds, would undoubtedly knock on the First Knight Order’s door to rent this place.

Reynaldo, who had been gazing down at the set with an ecstatic expression akin to a god looking down upon the earth, suddenly asked Raul.

“It was a great idea to scatter the participants. However, it seems like they have no intention of leaving their spots. How can the match proceed properly like this?”

The players who were separated from the crowd and left alone seemed reluctant to move.

Raul looked at Reynaldo with a slightly mischievous smile and replied, “Of course, it wouldn’t be fun like this. That’s why we’ve prepared a special device. Let’s see, it seems like the time has come.”

And as Raul finished speaking, red lights began to flicker from various places in the miniature set.


—

“Oh, X! Damn it.”

Containing the outburst that was about to erupt from his mouth, Ilwoo forcefully kicked open the door of the cabin and tumbled out.

Thud!

“Argh!”

Without hesitation, he fired the crossbow he was holding, piercing the shoulder of a player who clumsily hid behind a tree.

Then, throwing away the crossbow and drawing a sword and shield from his inventory, Ilwoo charged like a wild bull, hitting the man’s chin with his shield.

With a thud sound, the man staggers backward. He was a black-haired Asian man.

“Y-You…”

Trying to say something while spitting blood, the man was abruptly cut off as Ilwoo mercilessly swung his sword, cutting the man’s throat. Swift profit.

When the sound of an arrow flying from behind reached Ilwoo’s ears, he cursed inwardly, “Damn it,” and swiftly threw himself forward.

Performing a flashy somersault to the front, rolling twice, Ilwoo hid behind a tree and caught his breath for a moment before quickly turning his head to search for something.

“The archer is at twelve o’clock. There’s one hiding at three o’clock, and there’s some distance at six o’clock, right?”

Ilwoo looked down at his hands glowing red and quickly checked the system message.

– You have stayed in the same location for 5 minutes, so a penalty will be imposed. A ‘Location Exposure Beam’ will be attached to your body, exposing your location to all players for 30 seconds.

“They should have warned us about such an important penalty in advance!”

Although he grumbled inwardly feeling a bit cheated, he also felt a strange sense of relief as if he had escaped from a tight situation.

It wasn’t just Ilwoo whose location was exposed.

Looking at the red glowing figure beyond the forest and cabin, Ilwoo raised the corners of his mouth.

“Let’s deal with the archer first.”

With his shield raised, Ilwoo started running through the trees with quick steps.

A moment later.

Utilizing his shield and cover, Ilwoo quickly took care of the archer and tracked down another player he had noted before the exposure beam disappeared.

“Whew, phew.”

Dealing with three opponents in less than 5 minutes made his heart pound as if it would explode.

He had managed to knock them down, but it was his first time actually killing a real person.

Leaning against the cabin where the last opponent was hiding, Ilwoo looked at his blood-soaked hands.

“Am I strange?”

He didn’t feel any remorse for killing a person. Even though they could be resurrected, they were undoubtedly human beings…

Unbeknownst to Ilwoo, it was also one of the functions of the capsule: stabilizing the user’s mind to prevent them from falling into PTSD from killing.

If not, could modern people who had never wielded a knife in their lives easily kill monsters?

Interrupting Ilwoo’s wandering thoughts, a loud bell rang across the battlefield.

Ding-dong-dong-dong~

“What’s going on? What’s about to happen again?”

A notice popped up in front of Ilwoo, who was on high alert.

(To be continued)
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Gugugugugung.

The entire battlefield shook as if an earthquake had occurred.

And Raul and his guests watching from the VIP seats could notice the change much more distinctly.

The miniature set shook as the players wobbled, catching their eye.

“Huh? What’s going on?”

As the people looked surprised, an announcement was simultaneously made to the players and spectators on the battlefield.

– 10 minutes have elapsed since the start of the battlefield. The area with the most players surviving is about to be obliterated. The time limit is 1 minute. Players in that area, please evacuate to another area within the time limit.

– Affected area: Zone 7

As the announcement was made, a bright red aurora rose into the sky from the southwest border of Zone 7.

“Oh, darn it!”

Quickly assessing the situation, some participants from Zone 7 crazily ran towards the direction of the aurora, followed by others finding their way out.

Like swarms of locusts scattering in all directions, the players who escaped Zone 7 found themselves in a battle situation without a moment to catch their breath.

Similarly, players from the sharp-witted Zone 6 and Zone 8 lurked near the borders and launched ambushes.

Thud, swish!

Clang! Clash!

Near the border of Zone 7, it immediately turned into a battlefield.

And the 1-minute time limit passed in the blink of an eye.

“Oh, no!”

Unfortunately, a few players who were hiding in deep buildings, caves, or dense woods failed to leave the area on time.


Bang!

Then, Zone 7 was engulfed by the crimson aurora and swiftly erased from the battlefield.

In the void left behind by Zone 7, there was only pitch-black darkness, void of anything.

Playes engaged in battle near the borders felt an inexplicable fear at the sight of this unreal space and involuntarily took steps back.

And at that moment,

The battlefield shook once again, and the ground on which they stood started moving altogether.

Boom!

Zone 6 and Zone 8, standing face-to-face with Zone 7, filled the vacated space, merging together.

Left behind were the survivors from Zone 7 and the scavengers from Zone 6 and Zone 8.

“Die!”

“Screw you!”

They began to wield their weapons at each other menacingly, making it scary to regain their senses.

***

Park Sunho felt irritation boiling up to the tip of his head.

“Who the hell designed the exam like this?”

He was hunched over in front of a cabin bookshelf, breathing as if he were holding his breath like a dead fish.

“Damn it, where did it all go wrong?”

It wasn’t difficult to organize Korean players into teams. They were strange beings with excuses like patriotism or nationalism, unable to even mutter a word of complaint.

With a large number of players, including high-rankers, everything seemed to go smoothly if the plan was followed, painting a promising picture.

However, as if expecting it, the designer scattered the players from the start.


“Yeah, things didn’t look good from the beginning. But it’s not like I didn’t expect the unexpected.”

Though he was alone, Park Sunho’s plan remained unchanged. First and foremost, he needed to become part of the majority. Being in a powerful group would expand the options available to him.

So, after five minutes, when the players’ positions were exposed, he made a different choice instead of attacking the enemies.

“Everyone, let’s cooperate instead of fighting!”

Utilizing his skill in eloquent speech, Park Sunho decided to pull surrounding players into a team. There was no rule stating that team members had to be Korean. In this insane game, all languages were automatically translated, after all.

The need for a team was not only felt by Park Sunho, and in an instant, seven team members gathered around him. But then, the annoying bell sound echoed.

And when Zone 7 was selected, Park Sunho’s expression turned sour.

“Of all the unlucky things!”

Hastily leaving the zone with his team members, they were swept into a fierce battle.

The hastily-made team awkwardly enjoyed their separate activities to the point where calling them a ‘team’ seemed embarrassing, and when the situation ended, only three, including Park Sunho, were fleeing from the battlefield.

Despite the bad luck, the idea of teamwork did not change, and Park Sunho began to gather team members again. Eventually, he gathered six team members again and decided that it was time to start reaping rewards.

His decision was based on the rapid increase in the kill count of some players while he was gathering his team members.

1st – Brent (USA), 7 kills

2nd – Kim Ilwoo (Korea), 5 kills

2nd – Bang Joyun (China), 5 kills

“Kim Ilwoo…!”

Park Sunho disliked Kim Ilwoo.

The guy who lucked out and made it onto the ranking list as the first pick. If only he had been chosen as the first pick, he would have been the one in that position, not that guy.

“Enjoy it while it lasts. I’ll crush you underfoot soon enough.”

With five good shields to protect him and considering his own abilities close to cheating, catching up to a 3-kill lead was no issue.


Thinking that it wouldn’t be bad to meet and deal with him directly, Park Sunho led his team forward. But once again, someone tripped him up.

Zing.

This time, there was no warning. A fiery red magic circle appeared beneath Park Sunho and his teammates’ feet.

“Duck!”

Park Sunho reflexively shouted as he launched himself into the air, but it was futile. The magic circle stuck to their feet like magnets and swiftly engulfed their bodies.

And once again, Park Sunho found himself falling alone to an unknown location.

“A case of unfair play (timing) has been detected. As a penalty, the players involved will be forcibly relocated to random locations.

“Bastard, damn it!”

The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. They should’ve announced not to do it from the beginning. What kind of message did it send to backstab like this during the exam?

He didn’t know who designed it, but it was clear that they had a twisted personality. Perhaps they were laughing at his current predicament.

“No, they must be, you dirty bastard.”

Park Sunho momentarily put aside his grievances and started thinking again.

Finding teammates from now on was almost impossible. Even if they were gathered, catching up to the kill count wouldn’t be easy.

“Well then…”

“What are you doing there?”

“….!”

So lost in thought, he didn’t notice someone approaching. Park Sunho reflexively aimed his weapon and looked towards the source of the sound.

“Damn it, of all times.”

He had met someone he didn’t want to see at the worst possible moment.

“Oh, Ilwoo! Are you unharmed? I’m so relieved.”

Park Sunho found himself smiling brightly and lowering his weapon as he approached Ilwoo. To an outsider, it would seem as if they were reuniting like brothers separated in war.

And amidst all this, Park Sunho didn’t miss the sight of Ilwoo tucking something away in his pocket.

“Wait. Don’t come any closer.”

Ilwoo raised his sword, stopping Park Sunho in his tracks.

“No need to be defensive. We’re both Koreans, there’s no reason for us to fight, right?”

Park Sunho put down his weapon and spread his arms, indicating that he had no intention to fight.

“Isn’t it fate that we meet again like this? How about cooperating, as we discussed earlier?”

Ilwoo, annoyed by Park Sunho’s bold proposal after their previous altercation, shook his head dismissively.

“I have no interest. Let’s go our separate ways.”

While part of Ilwoo wanted to just go ahead and take down Park Sunho as he had considered earlier, he hesitated knowing that the broadcast was still ongoing.

“Think again… Wait! Behind you!”

Park Sunho, who had persistently clung on, looked surprised and pointed behind Ilwoo.

Clang.

“Oh no…!”

With a loud noise, a tremendous force overwhelmed Ilwoo, who quickly turned around and raised his shield. In front of his eyes, a massive flame dragon opened its mouth wide and swooped down towards him.

“What is this?!”

Ilwoo realized that this was definitely not an opponent a player in their 20s could handle. He clenched his lips tightly and mustered all his strength into the hand holding the shield. The flame dragon engulfed his body.

“…?”

At that moment, Park Sunho, who had concealed a dagger in his sleeve, was stabbing at Ilwoo’s back.

“Haha, fool. Farewell!”

The flame dragon was Park Sunho’s creation. His special ability was ‘Trickster,’ a rare talent of A-level deception and illusion through sophistry and magic. Naturally, the flame dragon was just an illusion, and the real attack was Park Sunho’s backstabbing.

“I did it!”

If he could bring Ilwoo down like this, Sunho was confident he would pass. Ilwoo had clearly hidden pieces of a golden eagle’s talon in his possession. Several pieces, in fact.

Sunho also had three pieces in his possession that he had stolen from fallen players during the chaos of battle. Collecting the pieces would allow him to use his special ability to easily deceive other players.

With the glory of passing looming in front of him, Sunho forcefully plunged the dagger into Ilwoo’s back. However, the sensation he felt was not what he had anticipated.

“What, what is this?”

Surprisingly, a hand holding a shield emerged from behind Ilwoo’s back and blocked the dagger that was aimed at him. And in the next moment, Park Sunho found himself facing Ilwoo’s chillingly burning eyes, and that was his last sight.

Swoosh.

Ilwoo’s sword cleanly sliced through Park Sunho’s neck. Ilwoo collected his weapons and rummaged through Park Sunho’s belongings to retrieve some pieces. His lips were slightly curved upwards as he bowed his head.

* * *

The preliminary round of Group A was over.

*Final day 1- Brent (USA) 11 kills.

*Piece Collector – Kim Ilwoo (Korea) 7 kills, Yang Weilong (China) 4 kills.

*Most kills (excluding existing qualifiers, order based on survival time if kills are the same):

1st place, bang Joyun (China) 8 kills.

2nd place, Satoshi (Japan) 7 kills.

3rd place, Manninger (Germany) 6 kills.

4th place, Vasili (Russia) 5 kills.

5th place, Marcus (Mexico) 5 kills.

Raul, checking the list of qualifiers, let out an incomprehensible sigh.

“Ilwoo. Why did you…”

The skilled participant who was the first to gather pieces in Group A and also secured 7 kills. The only Korean who made it through the preliminary round. But he was not supposed to be here in the first place.

Kim Ilwoo. He was the only friend that Bae Dohyun trusted and relied on in his past life. He was someone who had never connected to Connect even once, as far as Bae Dohyun could remember.

“Is Ilwoo’s life twisted because of me?”

Ilwoo was a fellow orphanage mate of Bae Dohyun. They grew up like brothers since they were young and even after starting their social lives, they occasionally met to comfortably drink together.

While Ilwoo led a normal life working in a stable company, unlike Bae Dohyun who poured his life into the game Connect, he was a reliable pillar for Bae Dohyun, providing a connection with the world and a strong support.

“I thought the ties with Earth were completely severed, but I never expected to meet Ilwoo again here.”

Raul was at a loss on how to accept this fact.

Should he find a way for Ilwoo to live his original life from now on, or should he actively help Ilwoo in his current state?

Raul’s dilemma on which path is truly for Ilwoo deepened.

(To be continued…)
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The first day of the test was over.

The practical test for non-combat roles was held but didn’t attract much attention, as everyone’s focus was rightfully on the matches.

After the preliminary rounds of Groups A and B ended, the community’s reaction was quite heated.

– Are these graphics for real? Is this really a game?

– There are still those who doubt the graphics…

– It’s natural for non-gamers to believe it after watching the broadcast.

– I randomly flipped channels and found out about this. Where can I buy this game?

– No cosplay for regular people. Regular folks posting on the Connect-exclusive board? Caught red-handed lol

– It’s amazing how this detective cracked it. New members are flooding in after watching today’s broadcast. The forums are exploding!

– I didn’t have high hopes when they said it would be a survival during the preliminary rounds, but it was unexpectedly fun. The test designer must have used their head.

– True. I thought it would be the typical scene of everyone ganging up and fighting, but I was proven wrong. Even as a viewer, I was surprised. Imagine how bewildered the players who participated must have been.

– The sense of justice angle was clever. Cheaters should be eradicated. Let’s play the game fairly! Hackers and rude players OUT!

– Wait, isn’t the main issue the organizers not properly explaining the rules and penalizing players? And why is teaming up and playing considered rude? It’s strategy. Honestly, there seems to be a clear conspiracy to expose certain factions.

– Go back to your country’s forums!

– They clearly marked it as survival, so these rules are necessary. Honestly, it was hilarious to see the Chinese players forcibly being teleported. lol

– Let’s be honest. It wasn’t just the Chinese players, but also a lot of Korean players got teleported, right? Some even started political fights and ended up experiencing justice.

– There was one real loser. Honestly, I thought they had good talking skills, so I had expectations, but I didn’t expect them to act like idiots and fail.

– Hey guys. Isn’t now the time to be leisurely chattering like this? Only two Korean players made it through. Honestly, weren’t you a bit disappointed?

– Indeed. I expected at least three or more. There were many top rankers, so what could have been the problem?


– It’s obvious. Isn’t it because they wasted time on useless politics and picking sides?

– Who knows. Maybe this was the original standard? It’s not just a click game in front of a computer, it’s a real virtual reality game. Honestly, how could you compete with Western players in terms of physicality?

– Pessimists, go away. If you’re Korean, shouldn’t you support Korea even if you can’t make it?

– Without reason, nationalism is irritating.

– Even if you don’t get too impatient, those who deserve to move up will eventually move up. In reality, if you look at the rankings of the successful candidates, most of them are at the top, and just by watching their gameplay, you can tell they fight well. There are also many top-ranked players among Koreans, so just trust and wait.

The aftermath of the live broadcast was more remarkable than expected. Not only did the forums explode, but countless articles poured in, and the level of interest was starting to decorate the main news on TV.

[“Strife”

” Internet live broadcast, simultaneous online users exceeding tens of millions.]

[“Strife”

” preliminary highlights video surpasses 100 million views in less than a day!]

[“Strife”

” first day of preliminaries, 2 Korean players confirm advancement to the finals.]

[Connect integrated forum experienced excessive traffic and almost caused a server shutdown.]

[Advertisers flocking to Connect show interest. According to industry insiders, ad slots are sold out until the “Strife”

” finals!]

[Some civic groups file injunction to ban “Strife”

” broadcast, citing excessive violence and brutality.]

As the outside world buzzed on, the players within Connect were also bustling with activity.

Some were focusing on hunting to increase their levels before their turn came, while others were strategizing with their teammates in the same group.

Especially the Chinese players, who represented the largest number of players, were analyzing the exam centered around Li Jincheng, the last person from Group B to qualify.


“How did the video analysis go?”

“Yes, we just finished it. As Li Jincheng mentioned, there was consistency in the rules.”

They were analyzing the most problematic issue, the ‘forced portal’. It was a rule that posed the biggest obstacle from the perspective of the Chinese with the most players.

To increase the passing rate, they needed to know the range of penalties, and now the answer had finally emerged.

“The sample size for analysis is small, so it’s not certain, but if there are 5 or more people, and 3 minutes have passed, the forced portal will open.”

“Good, let’s use that as the basis to create a strategy for our brothers. Tomorrow is the perfect opportunity to widely announce the rise of China to the world.”

It wasn’t information they could use for long. The Chinese players were preparing rigorously for the matches to achieve the best results. And on the second day, the first test.

The results from Group C in the morning ended as expected, with an overwhelming victory for the Chinese. Out of the 8 successful candidates, five were Chinese, and Korea suffered the embarrassment of not producing a single qualified candidate.

The Chinese players paired up two out of the ten zones in advance to roughly determine the joining areas and participated in the match.

For example, let’s say we designate them as Zone 1 and 2, and gather in front of the tallest building or artificially constructed structure in Zone 1.

Teams that successfully joined forces operated strictly in groups of four and maintained a certain distance between teams. In the event of a battle, nearby teams would organically move to join forces.

Ultimately, their decision was the right one, as they overwhelmingly performed in the preliminary rounds, except for conceding the kill rankings to three high-rankers from another country.

“Wow, those Chinese guys are really something.”

“They may be ruthless, but you can see they’ve prepared extensively. How did they accurately grasp the hidden rules in just one day?”

“Are those Chinese guys going to snatch up all the remaining qualifying spots?”

Players who watched the matches couldn’t help but express surprise and concern. Fortunately, the morning qualifiers ended with only one group finishing, allowing other players from different countries to strategize until the next match during lunchtime.

“We should form teams and move like the Chinese guys did.”

“We lack the numbers, so we might have to collaborate with players from other countries.”

The desire to qualify quickly brought players from different countries together in a short amount of time.

In the following afternoon qualifiers, most players moved in groups of four, transforming the survival concept into squad showdowns rather than individual battles. However, Raul did not intervene nor intend to do so.


“I expected it to turn out like this. Although China moved faster than I thought.”

Initially setting the rule of mandatory portal with five or more members was to encourage the formation of four-member squads.

Through this “Strife,” Raul aims to make players into stars. To achieve that, talented players need to stand out. One-on-one matches lacked impact, and gathering too many in one place would lead to individuals getting lost in group combat. Thus, Raul decided on four members as the optimal number. He judged that showcasing outstanding performance was achievable when facing a four-member squad.

Fortunately, the qualifiers proceeded as Raul predicted. Apart from China’s overwhelming performance in Group C of the qualifiers, no country dominated the remaining matches or saw top players being outnumbered and dropping out. Overall, while Chinese players showcased dominance, rankers from various countries managed to highlight their skills and succeed in qualifying. And finally, Bae Dohyun’s last team, team H, was approaching the preliminaries.

[National Qualifiers by Group]

China 14, USA 8, Korea 5, Japan 4, russia 4, UK 2, …

-“I had a feeling, but the results are more disappointing than I expected. Out of the 1,600 participants, nearly 200 are Korean players. Even though it’s the last group, having only 5 members is too much, isn’t it?”

-“It’s all because of those Chinese players. They cause chaos, and the Western players tend to gang up whenever they see someone with black hair. Our players, lacking in numbers, became the target.”

-“I have no words. Those 200 players would have been ranked higher than the USA based on their individual skills, right? The average rank was high. In other words, they didn’t even earn their keep.”

-“If they didn’t play properly despite having high skills, I knew this would happen. They just had strong egos for no reason.”

-“Since the games in Group C, the game feels less fun, honestly. Am I the only one feeling this way?”

-“I agree. I wanted more intense battles, but after the team culling, it feels like it’s just the same old, same old.”

-“Still, there were standout players. If their skills are exceptional, they stand out even if you don’t like them.”

-“Those Chinese players are the worst, pushing with numbers in that crap game they’re playing.”

-“Honestly, I wish there were more flashy and eye-catching players.”

-“With only mediocre players, there’s no fun in cheering for anyone.”

-“Isn’t it worth looking forward to the last group? They have the top ranker there, and he’s a Korean player to boot.”

-“Well, I’m not sure if being the top ranker changes much, but let’s see. After all, he’s Korean.”

Psh.

Raul, or rather Bae Dohyun, closed the system window and smirked.

The forum atmosphere was flowing just the way he wanted.

Of course, he hadn’t expected the Korean players to be in such dire straits, but there was a silver lining.

“Heroes always appear at the end.”

The reason he chose the last group.

It was to make an impact. Raul imagined himself standing at the top of the playership once again as Bae Dohyun. And I had plans to walk a slightly different path than my past life.

Not as a lonely solo player, but as an ‘influencer.’

To do that, I had to leave an impression on other players. Bae Dohyun knew he was different.

‘It’s like the perfect stage set for it.’

The qualifying rounds had transformed into a team battle scenario. And with Korean players unexpectedly pulling off a brilliant performance in the finals.

If Bae Dohyun could show his prowess properly when he appeared at this moment, people would have no choice but to focus on him until the end of the competition.

Of course, such a situation would inevitably lead to various problems. However, ‘Bae Dohyun’ was just a virtual character in the virtual reality world, not existing in the real world.

Pushing ahead with the plan despite knowing this was because he was already well-prepared.

‘It’s going so smoothly, it’s almost scary. Embracing that label was definitely a brilliant move.’

Rabel was truly a genius. In just a month, he had almost perfect understanding of the world. Especially when it came to the internet, he seemed to have surpassed the level of an expert, reaching a different realm.

‘If I were to explain, to me, the internet looks like a magic circle and barrier structure made of mana. The flow of information through the internet network is like the flow of mana through magic circles, and the security system is similar to forming barriers, should I say?’

Honestly, it was difficult to understand what he was saying, but Rabel’s words were not false.

Nonchalantly hacking into the local office computer and displaying the system window, Raul intuitively felt it.

‘I’ve been raising a formidable hacker.’

And Rabel demanded Bae Dohyun’s profile from Raul. Offering to create Bae Dohyun’s real-life identity for him.

‘Well, if I can’t do it, I’ll give up.’

Raul didn’t have high expectations. What he wanted was just to know enough to handle hacking, nothing more. And a few days later.

He couldn’t help but regret messing with a fairy using nothing but a mere human’s shallow knowledge.

(To be continued…)
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Package.

Something small and square was placed on Raul’s palm.

“What, what is this?”

“It’s a gift, Raul. I sent you the details through email.”

It was Bae Dohyun’s resident registration card. An identification card that every South Korean citizen could obtain.

Of course, it was a meaningless item within Connect. A replica that couldn’t be used in reality. But for some reason, it tugged at his heartstrings.

“Thank you, Rabel. How did you come up with making something like this?”

“Just. Even if it’s a past that can’t be returned to, I thought you should have something to remember it by.”

There was a subtle longing in Rabel’s words.

‘Ah…’

Come to think of it, Rabel too had lived a wandering life, having lost her hometown. And not just for a few thousand years. How might she feel, Raul couldn’t help but feel a pang in his chest for a moment.

At least he could learn about Earth through being a player and the internet. But she had truly nothing left. Could this resident registration card contain her longing for her homeland and her kin?

‘Rabel’s kin. I must find them again!’

The possibility was more than enough. The Forbidden Zone, Gates, and the different species that would appear as the scenario progressed.

He had a premonition that he could find them somewhere. And he earnestly hoped that someday she could break free from this narrow world within the book and return to her original life.

“Now, don’t worry about what comes next and just go for it! Raul, or rather, Bae Dohyun, don’t you need to show them who you are?”

Rabel had somehow sat on Raul’s shoulder, extending her fist into the air as she spoke. The refreshing energy emanating from her energized Raul’s body.

“Yes, as you command.”

Raul took a reverent pose like a knight receiving the lady’s command, accepting Rabel’s words.


Seeing him like that, Rabel chuckled and disappeared into the guidebook.

“Now, shall I limber up and prepare?”

Raul, transformed into Bae Dohyun, strode confidently towards the preliminary exam venue.

The indoor gym was bustling with participants. With the final preliminaries underway, the stands were packed to capacity, and the aisles were crowded with onlookers trying to catch a glimpse of the action.

“Team USA, this way!”

“Japan, over here!”

Just like on the first day, players from each country were calling out to gather their fellow participants. With about 30 minutes left until the start of the exam, players seemed restless as they strategized based on the tactics they had learned so far.

Bae Dohyun leisurely assessed the atmosphere as he made his way towards the center of the gym. Suddenly, someone called out to him, either due to keen observation or just luck.

“Excuse me, are you from Korea?”

The petite and cute lady asked.

“Yes, I am Korean.”

“Oh, great. Come this way, everyone is gathering here.”

Seemingly delighted, she led Bae Dohyun towards where the Korean players were assembling.

“Hmm, exceptional latent talent rated A. Why don’t I remember him, given his outstanding qualifications? He was a rare characteristic summoner, a job that should have caught my eye.”

There was a possibility she might have quit the game for some reason, in spite of it being a noticeable job.

“If it was due to in-game reasons, I hope it doesn’t happen again.”

Raul lightly etched the name Han Seohyun, as shown in the status window, in his mind. Regardless of how talented they were, he couldn’t help all who quit the game.

Once they crossed paths and entered the academy or joined the guild, then he would actively lend his assistance.

“Oh, you’re the last person. Welcome. I’m Park Sungjun.”

A young man leading the meeting greeted Raul.


“Hello, I’m Bae Dohyun.”

“…!”

All eyes turned towards Bae Dohyun. Ever since the level rankings were made public, there has been a player who has maintained the top rank in the world without fail. He is known in the community as the last bastion of Korean players.

Moreover, there was a mysterious player whose identity no one knew. And now, he revealed himself. Murmurs spread. It wasn’t just the Korean players who heard his voice; players from other countries around him were also astonished when they saw Raul.

“He looks more ordinary than I thought.”

“What are you talking about? Just look at the armor he’s wearing. It must be Red Fang Wolf leather. And he’s wearing a full set…”

“A Red Fang Wolf? Aren’t those monsters that appear in level 20 high-level zones? I heard they are hard to defeat even in parties.”

“Look at the emblem engraved on it. It seems custom-made, right? You can tell it’s different from dropped items just by looking at it.”

Bae Dohyun garnered attention not just for himself, but also for the armor he wore. Since it was still early in the game, even if someone wanted to spend real money, there were no sellers offering gold, making it impossible. Hence, all the players’ equipment at present were obtained directly through gameplay.

“Damn. Of all people, why did he have to be in the same group…”

“As expected, he won’t be easily visible. I had hoped he was just a high-level player…”

There was envy and wariness in the eyes of the players, along with a sense of competitiveness. However, Bae Dohyun didn’t pay much attention to it; the skill gap was too significant. When the competition started, they would also realize that fact.

“Now that Bae Dohyun is here, shall we resume the meeting? I have been leading, but would it be alright if Bae Dohyun took over?”

Park Sungjun asked calmly.

Among the few players who had barely any change in expression upon learning Bae Dohyun’s true identity, Park Sungjun was one of them. Perhaps it was because he had enough confidence in his own skills. And rightfully so. Excluding Bae Dohyun, Park Sungjun was the only high-ranking player from Team H within the top 100 overall rankings.

“I have no objections. But may I say a few things before we proceed?”

Bae Dohyun opened his mouth as the players nodded silently.

“I plan on playing this preliminary match alone. Please consider this when planning strategies and exclude me.”

There was a moment of silence.

“Does that mean you’re going to be hostile towards us?”


Someone asked, to which Bae Dohyun shook his head.

“No. I won’t touch any of you until I’ve hunted down all players from other countries.”

It may have seemed a bit selfish and arrogant, but no one openly expressed discontent. It was an individual competition, and there was no rule requiring cooperation. Moreover, the words of the player ranked 1st carried weight.

Even if Bae Dohyun chose to go alone, no one thought it was reckless.

“And as a Korean player, there are two things I’d like to ask of you. First, try to get as many kills as possible in the early stages. And second, if things aren’t going well or you’ve collected up to four pieces, come to the 1st zone that opens in the middle of the game. You’ll understand the reason once the game starts.”

With that, Bae Dohyun finished speaking, bowed to the players, and left.

That was the end of the favor he could offer them. Whether they chose to believe his words was up to them.

It didn’t matter to Lyle. It would be nice if more Korean players passed, but that was beside the point. His goal for this preliminary round was clear.

Sitting in a quiet corner away from the clustered players, Lyle quietly opened the system window.

‘Status window open.’

[Name]: Bae Dohyun (Lyle)

[Level]: 26 (84)

[Occupation]: Novice Fire Mage (Intermediate Lv.8 Fire Mage, sword Expert High Knight)

[Affiliation]: None (First Knight Order, Ashen Viscount, Lord of Bates, etc.)

[Stats]: [Strength 41 (75)]

[Agility 45 (79)]

[Stamina 42 (76)]

[Intellect 34 (71)]

[Spirit 48 (80)]

[Mana 46 (79)]

[Energy 49 (82)]

[Sensitivity 48 (81)]

*Unique Ability: Fire Manipulation Master (S+), (4 hidden abilities)

The stats shown were his current ones, with the numbers in parentheses representing Lyle’s abilities.

‘It’s been adjusted quite well to match the level.’

The stats were intentionally adjusted to match the level, considering that there were definitely a few players with the ability to peek at others’ status windows. And the reason he could adjust the stats arbitrarily was thanks to the [Gray’s Polymorph Ring].

[Gray’s Polymorph Ring +5]

Grade: Unique

Effect: Transforms the wearer’s body structure perfectly into the designated appearance. Due to enhancement, now able to adjust ability stats arbitrarily (range: -80% to -5%).

Limitation: When mana is depleted, the wearer will return to their original form, so caution is advised.

Additional Effect: Can summon the creator ‘Gray’ once for a single use.

Yes, Raul purchased enhancement scrolls that appeared in the player shop and reinforced [Gray’s Polymorph Ring] up to +5.

As a result, the option that always reduced ability stats by 30% when worn disappeared, and Raul could now adjust them as desired.

“I might be able to convert the adjustment range to positive if I reinforce it a bit more.”

However, he found it too risky to continue reinforcing with the possibility of the enhancement becoming too gambling-like.

Up to +3, enhancement was a guaranteed success, but thereafter, the success rate plummeted drastically.

Of course, it wasn’t a system where the item would disappear if the enhancement failed. However, the price of enhancement scrolls itself was exorbitant.

The price of enhancement scrolls varied depending on the grade of the item, and for Unique grade items, it cost 10,000 coins per scroll.

It meant consuming the coins obtained from at least completing a B-rank quest.

Raul failed twice before reaching +5, spending 70,000 coins, and any further investment seemed like a waste.

“Even though I earned 200,000 coins by winning the top rewards from the main quest twice, now I have to save.”

There was no guarantee that players could continue monopolizing quests now that other players had appeared.

It was prudent to save special coins for future scenario quests that would be introduced.

“Anyway, thanks to this, I can now act properly as Bae Dohyun.”

The combination of the Polymorph Ring and Second ID was powerful. Now, even if he exposed his stat window, there would be almost no suspicion. And there would be no risk of accidentally unleashing overpower in unconsciousness.

He sometimes wondered if there was a need to hide his power in such a cumbersome way, but it was an inevitable choice for his purpose. As a player, if he wanted to influence other players, he must not let slip that Bae Dohyun was an NPC.

“Of course, I can’t keep my identity hidden forever.”

However, he planned to delay that time as much as possible, and he was confident about it. Besides, even if he restricted his stats, he was still powerful.

Calling it a penalty against newly logged-in players with similar levels and stats seemed amusing. From now on, Bae Dohyun intended to prove that. Even with similar levels and stats, one could become significantly more powerful.

“Well then, shall we start the game?”

(To be continued)
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Uuuung.

With a strange shiver, the scenery in front of me completely changed.

“Hmm, where is this?”

Stone buildings, 3 to 4 stories high, lined up along a narrow alleyway. It felt like a back alley in the city center. I took a moment to catch my breath and feel the energy around me.

“Definitely, the sensitivity of my senses and the detection range of psychokinesis have decreased.”

It was the aftereffect of reverting my skill proficiency to beginner level. Nevertheless, I could still clearly perceive up to around 3 meters and roughly grasp up to 10 meters.

“At least it seems like there are no players within the range.”

Bae Dohyun lightly jumped onto the wall, created a psychokinetic foothold in the air, took a step, and then jumped into a window on the second floor of a building.

Inside the simple room that looked like an inn’s chamber. He swiftly reached under the lonely bed, grasped something, and when he pulled it out, a piece of a golden horse bridle was in his hand.

“It might have seemed like a simple treasure hunt, but it’s actually a bit different.”

Inside the bridle, there was a mana stone fragment emitting a faint wave. Therefore, it was designed so that players with developed senses like Bae Dohyun could feel it even without directly seeing it.

After putting the bridle into his pocket, Bae Dohyun grabbed the window again and this time, he moved up the wall towards the rooftop of the building.

With movements so natural that it could make monkeys envious, he climbed onto the roof and first observed the surrounding terrain.

The expensive arena, created at great cost, offered a different battlefield for each match, living up to its reputation.

“I can think of it as a small baron castle.”

Looking at the mini-map to examine the terrain, he saw that the central area, Zone 1, looked like a small lord’s castle within the castle walls, with surrounding areas designed as residential areas, commercial zones, typical city layouts.

Of course, some areas uniquely had forests and there were wide fields as training areas with military camps. The zone where Bae Dohyun was stationed was Zone 8 on the mini-map, a commercial district in the west.

“Shall we slowly start then?”

The terrain was not advantageous due to the dense buildings and complex roads, with poor visibility and many hiding spots, making it a good terrain for sneaking around.


Of course, this applied to other players as well, but Bae Dohyun’s superior exploration ability was independent of the terrain.

While observing the terrain from the rooftop, he had already spotted three players nearby moving cautiously, hiding their bodies behind terrain features.

Even though they were moving carefully, trying to camouflage themselves, their awkward movements were clearly visible from above.

“It looks like he hasn’t been to the military.”

Indeed, it was natural since there aren’t many countries with conscription systems.

Click.

Bae Dohyun took out a crossbow from his inventory and aimed at a yellow-haired player about 30m away.

He hid behind the terrace railing of the pub, peeking his head out to scan the surroundings.

Boom, thud!

The bolt shot by Dohyun accurately pierced through the player’s forehead.

Right after firing the crossbow, as if he had no intention to see the outcome, Dohyun leaped and crossed over to the roof of a nearby building. In his hand, a javelin about a meter in length was now held.

Thud, thud.

A player with a sword and shield cautiously moving from an alley about 15m away drew Dohyun’s attention. Although the player seemed to be of Asian descent, they were not a Korean player.

Dohyun stealthily closed the distance to about 5m while keeping quiet, then hurled the javelin at the player’s back from the rooftop.

Swoosh!

Startled by the sound, the opponent turned around, but the javelin had already pierced through his side, embedding into the ground.

*Sucking in air*

Silently descending in front of the player who couldn’t even scream, Dohyun coldly thrust a dagger under his chin, extinguishing his breath. With no loud noise, he gently laid the player’s body on the ground and retrieved the javelin.

The golden logo of a falcon engraved on the javelin’s blade looked eerie bathed in the player’s red blood.

“Next is to the east, right?”


Stowing away the javelin in his inventory, Dohyun then took out a bow and arrow, leaped back onto the roof, and began moving stealthily, like a forgotten ruthless hunter in the world.

* * *

“Seohyun, how are you holding up?”

“I’m fine. It seems like there are no enemies within at least one block.”

A party consisting of one woman and three men gathered in the living room of a wooden house, keeping watch in all directions.

They were a party of Korean players. The female player who guided Bae Dohyun was the charming lady, Han Seohyun.

Following the strategy they had devised before the start of the test, they safely met in front of the intersection at the center of Zone 5 and moved towards the boundary of the zone to take their positions.

At that moment, a small silver object came in through the window. It was a cute little baby fox with fluffy and shiny silver fur wrapped around its forelegs, about half the size of a grown fox.

“Kwoolong.”

The fox made a cute sound and walked over, jumping into Seohyun’s arms.

“Good job, our Eunbyeol.”

Seohyun held the fox tightly. Eunbyeol was her summoned creature. Despite its cute appearance, it possessed combat power equivalent to a wolf and had excellent perception, easily detecting enemies in the vicinity.

Thanks to Eunbyeol, her role in this party was reconnaissance, using Eunbyeol to check for any enemies nearby upon their arrival.

However, even after confirming there were no enemies around, Seohyun’s expression didn’t seem very pleased. After hesitating for a moment, she finally spoke up.

“How about we go out to fight now?”

“Wait, wasn’t that discussion already settled? Surely our party decided to prioritize survival.”

“No, I’ve been saying from the beginning that we should actively engage in battle. And my thoughts on that haven’t changed.”

“Why? It’s clear that many qualifiers came from teams that focused on enduring battles until the end rather than engaging in early combat, even after looking at the statistics of the preliminary rounds for a few days. Is it because of that guy’s words?”

“No, that’s biased statistics…”

“Fine. Whether Seohyun agrees or not, we have no intention of moving. If you want, you can go out and fight alone.”


With a sardonic smile, her expression looked quite unlucky. Other players who were watching the argument from a distance whispered to each other.

‘She’s saying that because she can comfortably shoot arrows from the back. Honestly, we’re more likely to die first if a battle breaks out, right?’

‘Hey, quiet down. She can hear us.’

‘So what if she can? Maybe she thinks we’ll just follow along because she’s pretty.’

Seohyun bit her lip and remained silent. They were clearly not people with whom reasoning would work.

‘Of all the rigid people to encounter…’

The statistics the man was shouting about were made up and nonsensical. While it was true that many qualifiers came from teams that survived until the end, the claim that those teams avoided combat in the beginning was a complete fabrication.

In the end, it was the skilled team that survived, and since you need to increase your kill count to pass. They’re tactic of hiding in one place and just trying to survive was not very promising.

And she couldn’t shake off what Bae Dohyun had said. She had a gut feeling that there was absolutely no reason for him to tell her to rack up kills early on.

“Although I’ve already scored two kills, it might be hard to get more kills by sticking with them. But I can’t really move alone either. What should I do?”

Suddenly, she remembered the two statues she had hidden in her pocket. They were the scouting reports brought to her by her partner Eunbyeol.

“If things don’t go well, I might have to go with that man’s advice….”

As she organized her thoughts, it was almost time for the announcement of the first elimination zone.

“Get ready to move. The large-scale movements are as we’ve planned in advance….”

A man who thought of himself as the leader shouted, but Seohyun paid no attention to it because that was not her concern.

After the announcement of the first elimination zone, the real-time kill count of the players would be made public, signaling the start of the intense competition.

Seohyun couldn’t shake off the nagging feeling about the man named Bae Dohyun.

Ding-dong~.

“Great. We’ve cleared our area!”

There were small cheers from the party members. However, Seohyun couldn’t react at all.

“Oh my goodness!”

Her large eyes were fixated on the real-time kill ranking list, with her hands covering her mouth.

1st – Bae Dohyun (South Korea), 21 kills

2nd – Shoichiro (Japan), 3 kills

3rd – Go Garyong (China), 3 kills

……

Number of Survivors: 137

* * *

Swish, clang.

Bae Dohyun wiped the blood off his sword into the air, sheathed it, and stored it in his inventory.

Behind him, two corpses with slit throats and split chests were rolling in pools of blood.

“Hmm. I guess everyone has caught on now.”

Examining the system window, he closed it without hesitation and enlarged the minimap. He was currently in Zone 7, located south of the starting Zone 8.

Similar to the shopping district, the buildings were only about two stories high, with well-maintained roads making movement easy and exposed.

“Now, the real start begins.”

If someone were to hear him, they might think he was talking nonsense about already surpassing the pass line by far.

Up until the previous rounds, the average kill count for the top scorer was barely 10, and even the player with the highest kill count had reached only 13 kills.

Bae Dohyun had already surpassed the highest kill count in the preliminaries by a large margin. But Bae Dohyun’s goal was not simply to pass.

“He will instill an overwhelming sense of power in everyone’s minds. When people think of ‘Connect,’ they will think of Bae Dohyun. And when they think of Bae Dohyun, they will think of the strongest.”

The process had to be convincing to everyone.

“There is still a long way to go.”

Until now, he had been able to harvest kills relatively easily. He had been cutting down players one by one before the players in Zone 8 gathered together.

It was almost like assassination. Although he considered assassination a skillful and valid strategy, he felt it lacked ‘impact.’

People preferred flashy and rich battles over clean and straightforward encounters. They cheered more for those who won fair and square in head-to-head battles rather than through ambush or sneak attacks, regardless of their actual skills.

“So, from now on, I’ll change my approach.”

He had raised his kill count enough; now it was time to meet people’s expectations. With time running out, party formations should be over, and the kill ranking should be up, so players would start moving. If they didn’t move, he would make them move, even if by force.

“And while at it, I’ll also settle the debt with those guys.”

The team formation in Zone H had traces of Raul’s influence. He tried to avoid excessive interference, but there were certain individuals he really wanted to meet.

And Raul had invited ‘those guys’ to this battlefield without hesitation.

“I really, really wanted to meet them.”

Recalling the slaughter list he had carefully stored in his mind, Raul smiled a sinister smile.

(To be continued)
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‘This is outrageous!’

Japanese player Hatofuku Shoichiro stared angrily at the realtime updated ranking list with bloodshot eyes.

‘Is it even logical for me to be ranked below those inferior beings from the peninsula?’

The Koreans had always been a despicable race, known for their cowardly acts behind others’ backs. There was definitely some conspiracy at play.

As a member of a far-right organization in Japan, Shoichiro harbored a deep hatred towards the country of Korea. A nation that repaid countless Japanese favors with enmity and ingratitude.

It was inconceivable that those raised in such a place could engage in proper gameplay. Not only Shoichiro, but other Japanese players nearby also expressed their discontent with muttered words of dissatisfaction.

“My goodness, those Koreans are up to something strange again. This mess will ruin our plans to make Shoichiro the top player!”

“What trick did they use this time? Did they find a way for four or more players to team up?”

“I always felt uncomfortable when Connect had its headquarters in Korea. This must be the operators favoring them!”

Amidst their outbursts of anger, someone suddenly clapped their hands as if they had realized something and spoke up.

“Could it be that they used the same method we were planning to use?”

“No way. Those trash-like individuals couldn’t possibly follow the great Japanese spirit of sacrifice.”

The Japanese players had unanimously agreed to ensure Shoichiro’s success in case of an emergency. The method was simple yet effective.

It involved Japanese players sacrificing their own lives for Shoichiro. If there was no chance of passing, they would rather direct kills towards Shoichiro than die at the hands of players from other countries.

Despite Shoichiro making multiple appearances towards the end of the preliminary rounds, they were making a big fuss over some grand plan. At that moment, Shoichiro spoke with a hardened expression.

“There’s no need to dwell on what’s already happened. I don’t want to be manipulated by the cowardly actions of those Korean scoundrels, but we need to act quickly from now on.”

Regardless of his beliefs, Shoichiro was no fool. If he were, he wouldn’t have been one of the five high-rankers in Japan.

“The situation has escalated due to Dohyun’s continuous kills. We need to increase our kill count quickly too.”

“Huh? Do we really need to hurry…”


“You idiot! Can’t you see the urgency of the situation? Scared players will band together more tightly. Even players from different countries may form alliances. We need to strike a preemptive blow while some are still complacent!”

“I-I understand.”

“What are you waiting for? Are you not going out for reconnaissance?”

“Yes! I’ll leave right away.”

Two players cautiously exited their hideout. Shoichiro flicked his tongue as if in frustration and a sense of unease crept into his mind.

“Would that guy really stop here?”

Logically, it would be best for him not to push his luck, but something about him made Shoichiro doubt that he would act accordingly.

Suddenly, he became concerned about the remaining number of survivors. What if he continued to rampage, causing a sharp decrease in the survivor count? In the end, it might become difficult to find prey.

“Would it really come to that? Ugh.”

Regardless, he hadn’t anticipated the game to become so chaotic. Now that things had turned out this way, he even thought about confronting him sooner rather than later.

He wasn’t sure what trick the guy had up his sleeve, but if he could engage properly, Shoichiro was confident he could easily take him down in no time. No matter what anyone said, he was a specialist in one-on-one combat, a descendant of a “ninja.”

—

Swish, thud.

“Where are you rushing off to like that?”

Bae Dohyun asked, dropping down in front of the players who were running down the alley at a fast pace.

“Whoah, Bae Dohyun?”

The four players were taken aback and instinctively took a step back. Bae Dohyun was armed with a shield engraved with a golden falcon pattern and a mace.

Thump.

Tapping the shield lightly with the mace, Bae Dohyun created a threatening atmosphere and calmly spoke, “You’re not thinking of running away, right? It’s just me here, and there are four of you over there. How about a fair fight?”

The players’ eyes lit up. They had hesitated when looking at the rankings, but after all, wasn’t Bae Dohyun alone?


“Hmph. Do you think the situation calls for a fair fight? Do we really need to bother having a fair duel with you?”

The white player who seemed to be the party leader asked sharply.

It was a natural assumption that they didn’t have the confidence to fight Bae Dohyun alone and win. Even looking at the rankings and kill count, the momentum Dohyun was emitting was extraordinary.

Shrugging his shoulders, Bae Dohyun raised the corner of his mouth slightly and said, “Oh, of course, I’m not talking about a one-on-one. That wouldn’t be fair. All four of you can come at me together. That’s how it should be fair.”

“What?”

“Who does this arrogant guy think he is…!”

“No matter if he’s the top-ranked player, he’s too arrogant!”

The players frowned and expressed their anger. Although they were caught up in the momentum, they were also participants who had gone through competition and battles.

They seemed to think that being only a few levels apart didn’t warrant being underestimated. But contrary to their words, no one dared to rush at Bae Dohyun.

“Heh. The joke ends here.”

The smile disappeared from Bae Dohyun’s face. He raised his shield and positioned his mace to the rear, adjusting his breathing.

An unknown, intense momentum dominated the battlefield, with players biting into it as they prepared for the battle.

“Maintain formation! Even if they’re ranked 1st, they’re alone. Don’t cower and face them properly, we can win!”

“Of course!”

“Since it’s come to this, let’s crush them!”

They were trying to boost each other’s morale, but the fact that they were doing so showed how psychologically charged they were.

Bae Dohyun calmly observed the formation the players had set up, shielding himself as if in no hurry.

“They seem well-prepared for a hasty party disbandment, don’t they?”

At the front, a well-built warrior player held up a shield for defense, while in the middle, a spear wielder and a sword wielder stood, and at the rearguard, an archer nocked an arrow, aiming at Bae Dohyun, waiting for an opportunity.

It was a well-balanced offense-defense combination. Of course, Bae Dohyun paid no attention to it.


“They’re a decent opponent to start with. It’s a bit disappointing there’s no mage.”

With such thoughts, Bae Dohyun finally began to move.

Thud.

A step with a slightly different weight from when he held only the sword.

When using the shield, balance of the body was important, so he had to lower his posture. Thus, his strides shortened slightly, and more power concentrated in his steps.

Swish.

Bae Dohyun nonchalantly avoided the archer’s arrow by tilting his head slightly and accelerated for a dash towards the formation of players.

First, the spear of the spear wielder aimed at his chest and pierced in.

“Well, not a good choice.”

A straightforward body thrust at an opponent holding a shield.

Bae Dohyun slightly bit his tongue and took a step, deflecting the blade of the spear with his shield in his left hand.

As the blade bypassed with a zinging sound, the longsword came slicing diagonally towards him.

Clang!

Simultaneously raising the Morning Star to strike upwards, Bae Dohyun swung it to directly deflect the longsword’s edge, while rotating his body to deflect the shield bash of the shield-wielder with his back.

Bae Dohyun used the rotational force to strike the shield warrior with his left-hand shield. The shield warrior, in a hurry, tried to block Dohyun’s shield with the hand axe he held in the opposite hand, but it ended up backfiring.

“Creak. Ugh!”

Instead of blocking the shield, the hand axe rebounded and smashed into his face, deforming it.

“If he was in charge of defense, he should have maintained his balance instead of going on the offensive.”

Although it seemed like his skill leaned towards physical enhancement, attempting a shield attack just to show off strength proved to be fatal.

Taking advantage of the shield warrior’s loss of balance, Bae Dohyun could penetrate into their formation. The spearman was struggling to maintain his balance, unable to attack properly, while the swordsman was regaining his thrown sword, preparing to attack again.

The archer fired a second arrow at close range, but Bae Dohyun easily blocked it with his shield, then swiftly launched a body slam towards him. Crash!

“Argh!”

The poorly placed bow was snapped in half, and the archer was sent flying backward with a broken rib.

Swoosh.

As a shattering sound came from behind, Bae Dohyun performed a forward somersault, narrowly avoiding the longsword that grazed past his back.

Thunk.

With a swing of his mace, Bae Dohyun finished off the agonizing archer, then turned to face the players.

The bulky shield warrior had half his face caved in, rendering him unable to fight. The spearman and swordsman were aiming their weapons at him with anger.

With only one dead and one forced into a retreat within minutes, they must be feeling a mix of anger and fear.

“Come to think of it, what was the archer’s skill?”

Either he couldn’t use it in time due to the swift defeat, or he wasn’t originally an archer but had to pick up a bow due to their formation.

The sudden recollection of skills occurred because the two players in front of him were now activating their skills.

“Take this, triple Thrust!”

“Sonic Blade!”

Seeing their moves, it became clear why they delayed using their skills until now. Both of them unleashed their skills in grand gestures. Perhaps the shield warrior was blocking their skill activation before.

“If they know how to tactfully modify and unleash their skills, that’s how they grow stronger…”

If they could do that, they might have made a name for themselves as high-rankers. Thud, thud, thud! Clang!

“This, this can’t be!”

“Blocked two from the front at the same time?”

It was rather apologetic that Bae Dohyun was surprised at something so trivial.

As mentioned earlier, stabbing with a spear against shield bearers was not a great choice.

Unless one was a fool, it was easy for shield bearers to block when the spear was directed towards where the blade was.

“In this case, it’s better to swing or thrash rather than stab.”

By utilizing the long spear, even if blocked by a shield, the remaining spearhead could strike the head or shoulder of the shield bearer.

Even if perfectly blocked, a swing or thrash could deliver a much stronger blow than a stab, making it more efficient.

The swordsman, to be honest, fell short of the mark. It seemed like they relied on skills without even having basic swordsmanship training.

Although they grandly called it Sonic Blade, it was merely a slightly quicker swing in reality.

Bae Dohyun was not lenient enough to be repeatedly subjected to such basic skills.

“I should wrap this up soon.”

Though he deliberately allowed the skill to be directly countered in order to create a good show, there seemed to be no more expectations left.

Bae Dohyun first nullified the skill and then rushed towards the swordsman with his weapon awkwardly held.

“Oh, don’t come closer!”

Disregarding the swordsman’s desperate sword swinging, Bae Dohyun deftly evaded the blade as if on a leisurely stroll and approached.

His mace descended upon the swordsman’s head like a divine punishment.

Thunk, crack!

The swordsman tried to block the mace with his long sword, but the mace not only shattered the sword but also crushed the swordsman’s head.

“Mon, monster.”

The spearmen’s widened eyes retreated, trying to swing the spear in a pitiful manner, but it posed no threat at all.

Bae Dohyun threw away the shield and casually caught the swinging spearhead with his left hand as he approached.

“Wha, what?”

When the bewildered spearman tried to pull out the spear again with force, Bae Dohyun simply eased the tension in his left hand.

Snap.

That was the end of it.

Approaching the player who lost balance and squirmed, Bae Dohyun finished him off lightly with his mace.

“G-groan. Agh.”

Realizing there was still a shield warrior left, staggering away as if about to flee.

“Even gave them time to heal with potions… Well, I guess it’s not yet the time for potions to be common.”

Though potions were essential in all games, they were expensive consumables for players around level 20.

Thud.

The mace stained red once again.

(To be continued…)
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Although a four-person party was easily wiped out, Bae Dohyun’s expression remained grim.

“No matter how early it is in the game, they are too weak.”

The players were weaker than expected. It wasn’t a matter of levels or skills in the game, but a fundamental lack of understanding and experience in combat.

“It’s understandable why other nobles or knights would turn up their noses at the players.”

From the perspective of NPCs, the players were nothing more than strong children. Even those who already knew the players’ potential couldn’t help but wonder if they would be of any use.

“Let’s calm down. Let’s reflect on how I was at this stage in my past life.”

Bae Dohyun closed his eyes for a moment and conjured up memories of his past when he was around level 20.

*Sigh*

It came to mind. Back then, Bae Dohyun was cursing the emergence of psychic powers as one of his specialties and engaging in aimless play.

Unable to find a party, he recklessly roamed hunting grounds with the mindset that it didn’t matter if he died.

Feeling that this couldn’t continue, he even went to the Swordsman Association without any relevant skills, declaring that he would wield a weapon in an unrelated field.

He then grabbed anyone he saw, demanding to be taught how to wield a sword. While being treated as crazy, one sympathetic instructor imparted basic public weapon skills, so his struggles were not in vain.

Thanks to that, hunting became possible in some way, enabling him to realize the secret of leveling up and challenge himself to acquire skills despite dying countless times.

Honestly, Bae Dohyun in the early stages of the game was no different than a dropout.

“It wasn’t a situation that others would look down on. After all, many people have not experienced a proper fight.”

The feeling of players being weak might be due to his excessive strength, relative to them. Or perhaps it was due to Raul, who had received systematic swordsmanship training from a young age, unlike modern people.

Regardless, in the current state, it was difficult to make proper use of the players.

“If they want to work with me, they should at least avoid being half-hearted, relying solely on their skills, right?”

That was what the Academy had prepared for. However, no matter how good the educational process was, it was useless if the learners lacked motivation.


Honestly, among the players, there were probably more who were more interested in benefits or rewards than in learning something at the Academy.

“So I have to show them more properly. The fact that there is something beyond skills and levels.”

Then they will surely come to realize the meaning of the Academy once again.

“What should I do this time?”

Bae Dohyun started moving again, pondering which weapon in his inventory to use.

* * *

1st place – Bae Dohyun (Korea), 33 kills

2nd place – Shoichiro (Japan), 5 kills

3rd place – Go Garyong (China), 5 kills

……

Number of survivors: 97

“What the hell. Is he really a monster?”

Shoichiro nervously wiped the blood on his blade with his sleeve.

While he had managed to secure 2 kills against just one party, Bae Dohyun had racked up an impressive 12 kills.

It was at least three parties. Shoichiro couldn’t fathom how such a performance was possible in just 10 minutes.

Ding dong~.

Yet another elimination zone was being designated.

Zones that disappeared every ten minutes were a device to encourage players to engage in frequent combat clashes.

However, with the steep decrease in the number of survivors in this preliminary round, it seemed unnecessary for such encounters.

“It’s only been 20 minutes, and more than half have been eliminated.”


The situation had subtly changed due to Bae Dohyun’s rampage.

“5 kills… It’s a bit ambiguous, isn’t it?”

Although he was in 2nd place, there were nearly twenty players closely behind with a difference of only 1 or 2 kills.

As the number of survivors decreased, it became harder to reverse the kill count, and there was a risk of being unexpectedly overrun.

Increasing the kill count was the surefire way to go.

“The scout needs to come back quickly.”

Fortunately, Kenta, a member of the same party, specialized in scouting.

Even if impatience arose due to the advantage from striking first, they had to wait for him to return.

“Shoichiro, I found him!”

Just then, Kenta returned and spoke with an expression of recollection.

“Why the fuss? … Don’t tell me?”

“Bae Dohyun, I found that guy!”

“…!”

Shoichiro stood up with his two short swords in hand, startled.

“Where is he?”

It was fortunate. He had found Bae Dohyun before Bae Dohyun stumbled upon them!

“He was in combat near the military camp two blocks away with another party.”

“Really? How many are in his party? Are they perhaps accompanied by more than two parties?”

Shoichiro, who thought he could finally find out why that guy’s kill count shot up like crazy, felt his eyes light up.

“Well, I…,” he hesitated.


“Why? Did all the Koreans gather together?”

Shoichiro asked.

“He was alone.”

“What?”

“Just in case, I looked around, but there was nobody else. And I saw with my own eyes, fighting alone against the four of them.”

Shoichiro was momentarily shocked, blinking his eyes without uttering a word.

‘Did he really raise that kill count alone? No, that’s impossible. No matter how high his level is, the difference shouldn’t be that big.’

‘Could it be that the party that was supposed to have his back got exhausted during the battle? Yeah, that’s a high possibility. But why did he attack the four of them then?’

Numerous thoughts raced through his mind, reflecting the complex emotions on his face.

“Hmph. I need to see it with my own eyes first. Get ready, everyone. We’ll strike from behind before the battle ends.”

The guy’s secret didn’t matter. As long as he was alone and they discovered him first, the outcome wouldn’t change.

He would take him down and bask in the spotlight.

‘He worked hard to accumulate those 33 kills. But in the end, the public only remembers the ultimate winner.’

Shoichiro believed in his victory without any doubt.

—

Woosh.

A bright red fireball flew towards them, igniting the air.

The fireball, the size of a child’s head, was incredibly threatening.

‘… Yeah, right. That’s a sigh.’

Bae Dohyun stood still, seemingly with no intention of dodging, and thrust his 3m-long spear directly into it.

Sizzle.

The fireball hit by the spear quivered momentarily. The air pushed by the spear weakened the fireball’s momentum.

Tap, tap.

However, the fireball didn’t dissipate but continued moving towards Bae Dohyun along the spear.

Vwoom.

Bae Dohyun’s spear suddenly spun fiercely. It was a small trick using the rotating technique of the Riva Spear Technique.

Pdudduk, peet.

However, this small trick seemed more than enough to destroy the fireball.

‘Speed, power, stability, all below standard,’

If it were a monster, maybe it would work, but it looked difficult to penetrate for players. However, that was just Bae Dohyun’s thoughts.

“How, how? My ‘Fire Bomb’ that even sends wolves packing in one shot!”

“Geez, isn’t there anything more powerful?”

“Wh-where do you expect me to find something stronger than this?”

As the shield warrior steadfastly protected the mage while the other party members engaged in combat to buy time for spellcasting, he let out a sigh.

“X shots. I must be a fool for expecting more. Mage, you better stay alive. Charge!”

With no more regrets, the shield warrior raised his shield, then charged towards Bae Dohyun with determination.

“He’s wielding a spear, so if I narrow the distance, I might have a chance too.”

Thud, thud!

With each thrust of the spear against his shield, his body slightly recoiled from the impact, but he grit his teeth and strengthened his legs.

While Bae Dohyun was stepping back, trying to thrust his spear, it was evident that the gap was closing between them.

And finally, as the shield warrior narrowed the distance almost to the point where the thrust had little effect, a gleam appeared in his eyes.

“Good. Shield Charge, distance secured!”

Timing his charge as Bae Dohyun was about to retrieve his spear, the shield warrior mentally activated the ‘Shield Charge’ skill as he lunged forward, the force of his body hitting the ground with such power that, shield raised, he flew towards Bae Dohyun.

“He’s smiling?”

In that fleeting moment, the shield warrior could see a slight smirk tugging at the corner of Bae Dohyun’s lips, and then.

Crash! Thud!

Feeling the disorienting sensation of the ground and sky spinning back and forth, the shield warrior tumbled to the ground.

“That was a good play. Next time, pay more attention to the opponent’s hand movements when retrieving their weapon.”

Bae Dohyun pulled out the spear deeply lodged in the ground and thrust it into the shield warrior’s chest.

“Using charge skills may lead to a rough situation if there’s an obstacle ahead.”

Pretending to retrieve his spear, Bae Dohyun swiftly drove the spearhead into the ground in front of the shield warrior just as he activated the charge, causing the shield to collide with the spear shaft and losing balance, with Bae Dohyun slightly tweaking the spear shaft, resulting in both the shield and its owner rolling heavily across the ground.

“The spear shaft is slightly damaged. Even if I managed to evade, facing the shield charge couldn’t be helped.”

Bae Dohyun stored the slightly bent spear in his inventory, then pulled out a crossbow and lightly fired it.

Plunk, thud!

“Argh!”

The magic player who abandoned the shield warrior and tried to flee was pierced through the heart by the crossbow bolt, then collapsed to the ground.

As much as he wanted to finish off the mage with the spear, he didn’t hesitate to move on to the next target since he had to receive the next customer.

“The timing is just right.”

Sensing a sneaky presence as the battle was about to start, Bae Dohyun intentionally delayed, whether by directly seeking out targets or welcoming those who came to him.

“Oh, these guys are more formidable than I thought.”

They were closing in on Bae Dohyun from all four directions like they were surrounding him. It seemed like taking the open space between the military buildings as the battlefield to make them come comfortably had worked out well.

Hmm.

But suddenly, Bae Dohyun’s expression slightly stiffened.

“Is this a familiar presence?”

He felt someone walking with a peculiar rhythm on the roof of the military camp.

A player from Japan who deliberately weakened their presence even when they could just walk leisurely, and the image of Shoichiro who would sneak around and make stealthy movements came to his mind.

“It’s you, Shoichiro!”

A bright smile appeared on Bae Dohyun’s face. However, his black pupils were swirling with unmistakable emotions.

“I can’t be acting like this when meeting an old friend.”

Bae Dohyun’s figure disappeared as if it were a shadow in that spot.

* * *

Plop. Thud.

From afar, Shoichiro saw a mage falling with a crossbow bolt piercing through their back.

“Good grief, am I a bit late?”

Shoichiro clicked his tongue in disappointment. But the situation was not that bad.

He had a rough estimate of the enemies’ locations, and his team members were encircling that place, narrowing down the distance step by step.

Shoichiro was holding a crossbow of a unique design. Unlike a regular crossbow that needed reloading after each shot, it was a three-bolt crossbow that could be pre-loaded with three bolts.

It was quite an expensive item, but the Japanese players had fundraised collectively to purchase it for this tournament.

“Hehehe, no matter how skilled they are, they can’t dodge all the long-range attacks raining down on them.”

He never intended to engage in a head-on confrontation from the start. Where was the need to risk it all for close combat?

The five kills he had gained so far were all achieved by injuring enemies with long-range weapons and finishing them off in a reliable manner.

Even Bae Dohyun wouldn’t be much different. Having surrounded the surroundings, dodging arrows and bolts while rolling vigorously on the ground to avoid his shortsword’s finishing blow was a certainty.

Sneak, sneak.

Today, the unique footwork skill ‘Ninpo’ seemed to be working better. It was a pity that he couldn’t find his main weapon, the ‘Suri-gum,’ but it wouldn’t be bad to earn gold and fame and then make it himself.

“I shall establish a new principle of ninja within this Connect.”

With such unwarranted fantasies in mind, Shoichiro reached the edge of the military camp roof. Now, if he just tilted his head slightly, he would be able to see the enemy.

Taking a deep breath, Shoichiro quickly aimed his three-bolt crossbow towards the open space, locking onto the target.

However…

“… He’s not here?”

A strange sense of unease gripped Shoichiro.

(To be continued)
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Swoosh, thunk.

“Ah!”

A Japanese player stumbled, an arrow piercing their thigh.

“Where are you?”

Shoichiro quickly scanned the direction the arrow had come from, but there was no trace of the assailant.

“Inside the barracks?”

The three-story building barracks had small windows spaced evenly on each floor.

The arrow seemed to have been fired from one of those windows.

Shoichiro urgently signaled to a player on the roof of the barracks.

“Check inside.”

As the player receiving the instructions nodded and cautiously approached the 3rd-floor window connected to the roof, Shoichiro and Kenta on the neighboring buildings moved to secure the blind spots of the building by traversing the rooftops.

Meanwhile, the Japanese player hit by the arrow clenched his teeth, using his shirt to stem the bleeding from his thigh.

Swish, thud!

“Ah!”

Another arrow pierced his shoulder.

Despite having two arrows lodged in his body, he groaned and writhed on the floor.

“It’s on the 2nd floor!”

Shoichiro, now certain of the origin of the arrow, shouted out, and a Japanese player drew his sword and entered the barracks through the 3rd-floor window.

“Kenta! Provide cover from outside!”


With distinctive footwork, Shoichiro leaped down from the building towards the entrance where Bae Dohyun was suspected to be hiding.

“Oh, our plan has fallen apart.”

It was clear that their target had noticed their approach. So he must have taken cover inside the building.

Honestly, given the failure of their long-range interception strategy, he didn’t know if retreating to regroup and come up with another plan would be more prudent.

It had been their approach until now. But retreating ahead of his comrade being attacked? It wasn’t an easy decision.

“If only it weren’t live broadcast…”

Regrets now were meaningless. Anyway, now that things had come to this, finishing him off cleanly would be the end of it.

His three-shot crossbow would be more effective indoors. While his just-arrived comrade was adept with a sword, Shoichiro could deal with Bae Dohyun using the crossbow while he bought time.

With that in mind, Shoichiro swiftly entered the barracks and leaped up to the 2nd floor.

Thud.

“Damn it!”

Shoichiro, aiming his crossbow in the direction where the sound came from, looked disappointed as there was no one other than the Japanese player, who was on the same party, at the opposite end of the corridor.

“Who is it?”

“I couldn’t find him.”

“Damn it. Go back and check from the 3rd floor. I’ll search the 1st floor.”

As they divided their roles and turned around, a terrifying scream was heard from outside the window.

“Ah!”

Hastily looking out the window, Shoichiro saw Kenta grimacing in pain with arrows lodged in his hand and calf.

“X, what happened?”

Seeing Kenta with arrows in his body, Shoichiro realized the arrows came from behind him. When did he even get there?


Feeling completely played by the enemy, Shoichiro furrowed his brows and, along with his remaining team member, used the wall as a shield to peer outside.

However, the wooden door structure blocked their view of the outside.

“Where is he?”

Just as Shoichiro leaned his head slightly to look at the opposite building,

Swoosh, thunk!

An arrow grazed Shoichiro’s ear and left a mark on the wall before bouncing off.

“X.”

Cold sweat dripped down Shoichiro’s back.

Despite having more members on their side and conducting reconnaissance first, the current situation was completely unexpected. Their team found themselves trapped and struggling.

Moreover, the enemy’s vicious act of shooting Kenta and the others with arrows was truly cruel. While their lives weren’t in danger, their ability to continue fighting was compromised.

The enemy was openly asking if they would abandon their injured comrades and flee.

“Honestly, the lives of these bastards mean nothing to me, but…”

Once again, the live broadcast was a hindrance. If they abandoned their comrades and fled, they would not only face repercussions in the academy but also receive public condemnation in real life for their cowardly actions.

Given the circumstances, a change in strategy was necessary. Quickly thinking, Shoichiro shouted loudly.

“Bae Dohyun, you cowardly bastard! Stop hiding and shooting arrows like a coward, let’s fight face to face!”

Since they couldn’t pinpoint the enemy’s location, staying hidden would only make them look pathetic. A direct confrontation seemed more promising. However, what followed was not a response but another scream.

“Argh!”

Swish.

Shoichiro hurriedly aimed my crossbow towards where the sound was coming from, but he couldn’t see the guy anywhere. All that remained there was the sight of my comrade writhing in pain with an arrow stuck in his back.

“Sho, sir Shoichiro! Please help me.”


He was squirming in agony, reaching out to his unreachable back, but Shoichiro had no intention of approaching to help.

“It’s obviously a trap!”

Shoichiro couldn’t do this or that, could only stand helplessly, knowing that if he went to remove the arrow and treat his comrade, he would become an easy target.

“Sho, sir Shoichiro, please…”

The comrade in front of his eyes was pleading pitifully.

“Ack! Help me!”

*Cough.*

Outside the window, two other comrades were screaming in pain after being hit by arrows in different places.

“Goodness, what a mess.”

Unable to bear the unexpected and dire situation, Shoichiro turned away from his comrade’s gaze, gritted his teeth, and shouted, veins bulging on his neck.

“Hey, you X bastard! Stop playing dirty like this and come out now! Come out, you X bastard!!”

—

“This is ridiculous. Why me?”

Watching Shoichiro losing his cool from a distance, Bae Dohyun smirked.

It seemed wicked in a way, yet strangely satisfying. In his past life, Shoichiro was like a cockroach, constantly hindering Bae Dohyun’s every move.

As a key member of the powerful Japanese guild “Rakuen,” he had been engrossed in ninjas long before the emergence of Connect.

The problem was that this otaku guy was carrying right-wing influences on his shoulders and had quite a decent charisma rate. Surprisingly, he also managed to create a ninja-like unit within Connect.

As a part of the giant guild coalition, Shoichiro led the counterfeit ninja unit he had created to the frontline of solo ranker hunting. Not only did they employ dirty and deadly tactics, but they harassed unaffiliated rankers with no hesitation.

Ambushes, assassination attempts, and hunting interferences were their norms, and they even resorted to using NPCs for terrorizing rankers. Kidnapping quest-related NPCs to lure rankers into traps was their trademark.

Bae Dohyun had fallen victim to their scheme multiple times, leading to his quests being thwarted. What was crucial was that they never revealed themselves overtly.

Always manipulating someone or orchestrating events from behind, if a ranker fell into a trap, they would merely harass from a distance with gunfire or bombs, never directly confronting them.

Chasing after the stragglers would only result in catching a few, barely worth mentioning. They referred to themselves as ninjas, yet players often called them “cockroaches”.

“Let’s see you suffer this time. Feel the helplessness of not being able to do anything, of dying without even seeing your opponent’s face,” the words echoed in his mind. An eye for an eye. He was determined to retaliate in kind.

In this life, he hadn’t done anything wrong to him yet, but in their past lives, they had not attacked him for no reason either.

Hence, Bae Dohyun felt no hesitation in attacking Shoichiro. Rather, he felt a tinge of regret that the man didn’t remember their past lives.

“Shall we start wrapping this up?”

Today was not the end. As long as he kept logging into Connect, Bae Dohyun’s revenge would continue. On and on.

Bae Dohyun threw a dagger towards the second-floor window of the camp where Shoichiro was hiding.

Though the angle wasn’t visible, manipulating the direction of the light dagger with psychokinesis was not a difficult task.

“Ouch! You little f**ker! Where are you! Where?!”

The dagger brushed past Shoichiro’s cheek, causing a streak of blood to appear. As Shoichiro aimed a crossbow at the window in a fit, Bae Dohyun used his psychokinesis as a foothold to land in the empty space in front of the opposite window and shot an arrow. Thud.

“Aagh!”

This time, the arrow lodged into his thigh. Losing balance, Shoichiro fell to the ground, followed by another dart flying into his forearm.

“You dirty bastard. Next time we meet, I’ll chop off your h—,”

Shoichiro’s threats were cut off as a bolt from a crossbow flew fiercely down the hallway, piercing his skull completely.

Thud, thump.

Bae Dohyun, who had neatly finished off the remaining Japanese players still alive and groaning, finally opened his eyes and revealed himself in front of Shoichiro’s lifeless body.

“Let’s meet again, buddy.”

Retrieving the dagger, Bae Dohyun casually turned and left his spot. The smile on his face looked refreshingly invigorating. Bae Dohyun had now racked up 41 kills. The remaining survivors numbered 85.

“It’s about time for Zone 1 to open,” his gaze was fixed on the massive gates of the stronghold beyond the closed window.”

* * *

“”Don’t let them get away!”

“Keep running!”

Panting.

An arrow grazed past her ear.

“Pant, pant.”

Seohyun ignored her pounding heart and ran recklessly down the alley.

“Argh! Damn it, you piece of crap!”

“Be careful, they still have energy!”

Her summon, Eunbyeol, was buying time as much as possible by leaping around behind her, but getting caught was only a matter of time.

Given that there were over 10 Chinese players in the group chasing her, it was no surprise.

‘How did this happen?’

Just before the exam started, she had some confidence. With a rare trait of being a summoner that was hard to find and her experience in the archery club up until middle school, handling a bow was a big help.

It wasn’t unreasonable for her to hope for a good grade, even if passing the test was a stretch, with her summon, Eunbyeol. But in the end, she ended up being chased like this.

The teammates who were confidently pushing their opinions even considered the seriousness of the situation after the real-time rankings were announced.

They left the hideout in a hurry, disregarding Seohyun’s opinion that they needed to properly scout out the area even in a rush.

The fools chose to hurry down the alley, hiding somewhat as they moved right into the sight of two poorly equipped players.

Without hesitation, the teammates cast Charge and fell right into an ambush. However, the two players, who appeared to be weak, were actually skilled with solid defense skills.

Thanks to this, in the slight delay, a total of three parties, 12 Chinese players, surrounded them.

Fortunately, with Eunbyeol, an excellent scout pet, Seohyun noticed this ahead of time, managed to escape before being completely surrounded, and had been escaping using any means possible, leveraging the terrain.

But even that was reaching its limits now. Not only was her body tired, but the relentless pursuit by the Chinese players who had wiped out her teammates was forcing her in a certain direction.

‘The gate of Zone 1…’

Before she knew it, a large gate appeared in the distance. If she were to be pushed all the way there before it opened, she would have nowhere else to run.

Recalling the four golden eagle statues that Eunbyeol had handed her, she mustered the last of her strength.

“Now, all I have to trust is that man’s words.”

The words of Bae Dohyun, directing her to head to Zone 1 when the situation becomes dire or when she collects all four statues, echoed in her mind.

Even though Zone 1 hadn’t opened yet, she had no other choice.

“Please…!”

The gate was looming closer before her eyes.

(To be continued…)
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“Is there only one left now?”

The number of survivors is now 81. As soon as it reaches 80, a zone that was locked opens up.

Bae Dohyun, checking the number of survivors, crossed his arms and stared at the fortress in front of him.

The fortress walls were 10m high. Surrounding the fortress, a moat 15m wide was dug out and filled with water. There was only one path leading to the castle gate. A stone bridge, 3m wide, was the only way across.

“They took such care to dig the moat and yet it’s a stone bridge instead of a drawbridge….”

From a structural perspective, it seemed a bit problematic, but since it was a fantastically conjured space, he wondered if it even mattered.

It didn’t make sense for the water in the moat to be rushing like a stream right after the rainy season, nor did it make sense to build a 10m high fortress to guard a small pagoda no more than 50m in diameter.

“It’s all prepared, prepared.”

An artificially shaped terrain designed to secure a geographical advantage if anyone were to occupy it.

Upon Raul’s request to add more tension to the test, Zone 1 had taken on this bizarre form.

And Bae Dohyun had arrived at the front of Zone 1 at this time to utilize this geographical advantage.

“When will they show themselves….”

Taking out a folding chair from his inventory, Bae Dohyun placed it in the middle of the stone bridge and sat back comfortably against the castle gate, gazing out at the city.

There was a courtyard of about 100m between Zone 1 and the other zones. Therefore, if someone approached, they could be easily identified at a glance.

Suddenly, an arrow flew from afar.

“Are you testing me?”

Bae Dohyun didn’t even think of getting up, simply extending his right hand to catch the arrow.

Given that it was accurately aimed at his heart from a distance of over 100m, it was possible that the shooter had skill adjustments or was a real-life archer.

However, Bae Dohyun was not the kind to kindly accept an arrow flying directly at him.


Whether they had sensed his abilities or not, the arrow didn’t come flying back, and there was no sign of the shooter revealing themselves.

But whether they liked it or not, they would eventually come to attack. Once the final 10 minutes of the preliminary time elapsed, all zones except Zone 1 would disappear.

As Bae Dohyun had occupied the only path to Zone 1, the stone bridge, a confrontation was inevitable.

“Well, there’s still time.”

Only 30 minutes had passed now.

Anticipating how other players would move in the remaining hour, Bae Dohyun leisurely hummed a tune, enjoying his relaxation.

* * *

“There he is!”

Seohyun spotted someone standing on the stone bridge in front of the distant castle gate. Although she couldn’t see his face clearly, it was definitely Bae Dohyun.

Who else would display such a nonchalant attitude in the middle of a battlefield like that?

The distance was roughly 100 meters. With the system correction, if she gave her all, she could reach him in about 12 seconds.

Seohyun couldn’t be sure if Bae Dohyun would really help her. Even if he did join her, they were still outnumbered, with over ten pursuers on their heels.

Perhaps she might inadvertently drag Bae Dohyun into trouble because of her own predicament.

“But I have no choice,” she thought.

She hadn’t come here on her own accord, and there was no turning back now. Seohyun took a deep breath, then sprinted out from the alley towards the castle gate at full speed.

Simultaneously, she activated the special skill she obtained upon reaching Level 20.

“[Sense of Reclamation] Activate!”

Suddenly, despite not directly seeing it with her eyes, she sensed the terrain around her and felt new sensations she had never been aware of before.

This was a part of her Inheritance as a Silver Fox Starlight. She had tested this skill a few times before, but using it in such a dire situation was a first for her.

“Running out to the open field to die, are you crazy?”


“Shoot, kill her!”

“No place to hide. The one who catches her first wins!”

The voices of the Chinese players chasing after her echoed in her ears as if she was wearing earphones.

Whizz, ping! Thud!

She felt arrows and bolts being shot towards her exposed back by the pursuers. In the midst of this life-threatening situation where it seemed like the arrows would pierce her at any moment, she surprisingly remained calm.

Thud, swish.

Without even looking back, she deftly evaded around a dozen arrows with just a slight movement of her body.

“What’s going on?”

“She’s playing tricks. Keep shooting!”

However, the danger was far from over. Avoiding the arrows slowed her down, and the Chinese players continued to target her relentlessly.

When Bae Dohyun saw her and stood up from his seat, she shouted loudly, “Watch out!”

She didn’t even know herself why she yelled “Watch out” instead of “Help me.”

Perhaps it was out of guilt for drawing Bae Dohyun into this situation, or maybe it was a newfound sense of pride that didn’t want to accept help from others now.

Either way, it was a futile cry for help. Since Zone 1 had not yet been opened, there seemed to be nowhere to escape to.

As she dodged and weaved, the sensation of impending danger was building within her. Even if she was trying her best, it was impossible to dodge every arrow perfectly.

Several arrows grazed her shoulders, Calves, and forearms, causing sharp pains. As a result, her speed gradually slowed, and her movements became sluggish.

“Just a little more…!”

While she was frantically running, Bae Dohyun passed by her and said, “Keep running straight into the castle gate.”

“…! When?”

She couldn’t believe that someone who was on their feet just a moment ago was now here. However, she didn’t have the luxury to open her mouth, she just had to focus on running forward.


As she was about to reach the gate, a small window popped up in front of her.

“The number of survivors has dropped below 80. Zone 1, previously locked, will now be open.”

Gugugung.

The semi-transparent barrier surrounding the fortress disappeared, and the large wooden castle gate began to open with a slight vibration.

***

“Hmm?”

In the distance, there was a clamorous commotion. The figures of players moving across the roofs of buildings began to be faintly visible.

Finally, the one who appeared was Han Seohyun, a South Korean player who was the summoner that guided him in the exam room. She looked very vulnerable as she was being chased.

“What should I do?”

He honestly didn’t want to get involved in the conflicts between other players. Just because she was a South Korean player didn’t make her special.

He wouldn’t attack first, but he also had no intention of offering help first.

“Well, if she asks for help, I can’t just ignore her.”

As he stood up with those thoughts in mind, Han Seohyun, whom he met eye to eye, seemed like she was about to say something.

“Probably asking for help.”

However, the words “Stay away” popped out of her mouth instead.

“Oh.”

To Dohyun’s surprise, his heart warmed slightly at the unexpected response. He had intended to just let her be, but it seemed like it would be okay to move more actively.

Quietly, Dohyun took out an extra spear from his inventory and activated the “Flicker” skill. Flicker was a teleportation skill in the supernatural ability category.

It had a short distance but could be activated instantly without delay, though it had restrictions on the number of uses and cooldown.

Still, if used well, it could change the situation and even be used as a survival tactic. In the recent battle with the group led by Shoichiro, he could extract their souls precisely because of the combination of Flicker and Psychokinesis.

Pop.

In an instant, Dohyun reduced the distance by 30m, pushing his body with Psychokinesis, accelerating quickly.

Then, swiftly, he passed by Han Seohyun, spinning the spear like a windmill.

Thud. Thwack! Thwack!

Arrows and bolts aimed at Han Seohyun’s back fell to the ground with a rush. Angered Chinese players with a boar-like expression rushed towards Dohyun.

“Where do you think you’re playing the hero? Get lost!”

“You foolish Korean bastard!”

“Die!”

Facing them, each holding a spear, sword, or blade, Dohyun also ran towards them, moving his spear.

Swoosh! Thunk, clunk!

“S-plurt….”

A concise thrust of Dohyun’s spear at the fool’s neck, who even jumped with the spear, made a hole, and the follow-through swing pushed the sword fighter sideways, forcing him to roll on the ground.

Thud, thud.

Without recognizing the opponent’s skill and charging recklessly, the foolish trio failed to properly block Dohyun’s spear, ending up with holes in their necks.

“…Crazy!”

A distant roaring sound faintly echoed.

Thud, whoosh. Of course, arrows kept flying. However, Dohyun simply stepped lightly, shaking his body to dodge the arrows.

Then, he loosened the bow hanging on his back, fired an arrow at the trio as a warning, and as they felt the threat, the attacks that were flying towards him stopped.

“Well, with skill adjustments, you can hit your target while moving, but there’s no need to go that far.”

A brief lull occurred, and Bae Dohyun, taking slow steps back, managed to retreat safely to the upper part of the stone bridge where he originally stood.

“Are you alright?”

When did she climb up there? Han Seohyun was aiming her bow towards the city from right above the castle gate, with blood dripping from various parts of her body, giving the impression that she climbed up to the castle as soon as she entered.

“It’s okay. Let’s treat the wounds first since it’s not like they’ll easily come after us for a while.”

Bae Dohyun comfortably replied, pulling out a chair to sit near the front of the castle gate.

“Just a moment, I’ll come down first.”

As she descended, she immediately bowed deeply.

“Thank you for saving me! And I apologize for attracting the enemies. It wasn’t intentional, and I feel truly ashamed for putting you, Bae Dohyun, in danger.”

A slight smile formed on Bae Dohyun’s lips at her heartfelt apology. Perhaps it was nothing special, but having experienced countless who didn’t even follow these basic manners, it was a rare occurrence.

“It’s okay. I have to take responsibility for what I said before the test started. First, treat the wounds. Otherwise, you might die from excessive bleeding.”

As Bae Dohyun accepted the apology, Han Seohyun seemed to relax, letting out a relieved sigh as she sank down to the floor.

She administered simple first aid using medical supplies from her inventory, while Bae Dohyun kept an eye out for enemies, looking towards the city once again.

After finishing the treatment, Han Seohyun climbed back to the castle ready to fight and asked, “But why are you still here, Bae Dohyun? You’ve already raised your kill count enough. There’s no need for you to keep fighting here. Oh, if it’s an uncomfortable question, you don’t have to answer.”

“Well, there could be several reasons… If I had to say, maybe I want to confirm my abilities with so many players here without worry. Opportunities to fight so freely with this many players don’t come easily.”

Although there was no absolute need to answer her question, it was necessary to provide some explanation, even if just for the viewers watching this scene, to prevent rumors of him being a cold-blooded killer for no reason.

“Oh.”

Han Seohyun somewhat envied Bae Dohyun who confidently spoke words that might seem unfortunate. Who could criticize him when he backed up his words not just with talk but with his skills?

“Could I become as confident as that if I study at the academy?”

And then it suddenly came to her. The fact that there were four pieces of golden feather statues stored in her bosom.

Just as she was about to ask about it, Bae Dohyun stood up from his seat and said, “Someone’s coming again. Get ready to fight.”

Seohyun ‘s expression tensed once more.

(To be continued…)
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“Is this really the best option?”

“At this moment, there seems to be no other choice.”

At a point where the walls of Sector 1 could be seen on and off. Four players gathered inside a small two-story building, quietly discussing among themselves. They were none other than the Korean players, including Park Sungjun.

Having engaged in combat and increased their kill count adequately, the current situation was starkly different from the previous preliminaries.

The appearance of a formidable presence named Bae Dohyun had rapidly decreased the number of survivors by sweeping through kill counts unexpectedly.

As a result, sector 1, which was supposed to open later in the exam, was opened too soon. Sector 1 was significant in many aspects.

Firstly, it was the only area that did not disappear until the end of the exam, so in order to be the final survivor, one had to enter Sector 1 no matter what.

Moreover, due to the terrain advantage, if one secured a position early on, the probability of surviving until the end was very high.

In fact, most of the final survivors and those who passed by kill counts had come from those who entered Sector 1, highlighting its importance.

“Normally, we should join forces with other national parties and secure a position near Sector 1, but…”

Due to the rapid progress of the exam, they did not have the luxury to do so.

Furthermore, they had to increase their kill count by hunting down separate parties, but with the opening of Sector 1, all parties flocked near Sector 1.

As a result, they were now in a deadlock where it was difficult to move freely.

Fortunately, the Park Sungjun party managed to secure a position near the walls, albeit not directly facing them.

With the distance being less than 150m, they could enter the walls in a blink of an eye if they set their minds to it.

“But can we expect other parties to sit back and watch us head towards the walls?”

“And will Bae Dohyun really accept us without resistance? We didn’t inform him beforehand.”

Park Sungjun argued that it would be better to enter the walls now, but the opinions of the opposing team members were not to be taken lightly.

“However, the longer we wait, the more disadvantaged we become. It’s frustrating, but strategically, Korean teams have failed this time.”


Despite having the strongest ace in Bae Dohyun, sticking to mundane strategies without heeding his words was a failure.

If they had no strategy at all, they would have moved according to the situation, but the Korean teams, who had gathered with the mindset of joining forces and seeing how things went, ended up being defeated one by one.

“It’s my fault. I didn’t prepare properly when variables came into play.”

Was the problem that each individual had fallen into arrogance, thinking their skills were the highest among the participating countries?

In any case, the time for regret had already passed. Out of the 25 who had initially entered the test with a numerical advantage, only eight survivors remained, including Bae Dohyun and Han Seohyun.

The moment they realized that the Chinese party had at least twenty soldiers stationed near the outer walls, their options were limited.

‘Either we stay here and get wiped out by the Chinese, or we secure the strategically advantageous Zone 1 at the risk of danger.’

Park Sungjun naturally thought they should head to Zone 1. In the current situation where players were densely packed, increasing their kill count was nearly impossible.

“Let’s get ready. Han Seohyun made it to Zone 1 alone, but there are at least six of us. If we maintain a good formation, we can reach there with minimal casualties.”

With Bae Dohyun securing Zone 1, the Korean team had essentially become public enemies. If they lingered, not only China but other countries might also collaborate to target them.

“Alright. Since it has come to this, let’s secure Zone 1 and sweep them all.”

“We need to time our departure well to avoid penalties. Let’s set off as soon as the second team arrives.”

And so, the operation to enter Zone 1 commenced. The six members of the Korean team dashed from the residential district in the east of the stronghold towards the castle gates, closely huddled like turtles.

“Hey, are those Koreans?”

“It doesn’t matter where they’re from. Intercept them all!”

“Don’t send them near the castle gates!”

Long-range attacks from players of various countries hiding in buildings and covers around the open field started raining down on the Korean team.

Bae Dohyun witnessed the scene unfold.

“What should we do?”

“For now, defend.”


When Han Seohyun raised her bow at the castle walls and asked, Bae Dohyun also drew his bow, ready to respond in kind. The situation was different from when Han Seohyun arrived.

The border regions surrounding Zone 1 were densely occupied by player parties within the penalty limits, leading to a concentrated volley of arrows and long-range attacks aimed at the Korean team.

While Bae Dohyun intended to provide some help as a fellow Korean player, he had no intention of directly attacking to defend, as he had earlier.

“There’s no loyalty that would save them willingly jumping into a concentrated barrage.”

The skills of Korean players looked more solid than I had thought. The formation made of shield walls effectively blocked the hail of arrows and efficiently countered magical attacks.

At the center of it all was Park Sungjun, as expected. He was dashing behind the shield wall, constantly shooting arrows to restrain the enemies and deflecting magic attacks without missing a single one.

“I guess deflecting magic with arrows must be a skill effect, right?”

Normal arrows couldn’t detonate magic. There must be a skill related to their attributes. And a while later, the Korean players transformed into hedgehogs, holding up shield-like barriers, passing through the gate of immunity.

Fortunately, there were no casualties, but everyone inevitably suffered minor to severe injuries.

“It was a good decision.”

“Phew, it was just luck.”

Park Sungjun sighed in response to Bae Dohyun’s words. Their safe arrival was thanks to the fact that the foreign players only launched long-range attacks.

If even one party had rushed out to engage them directly, they would never have reached the immunity gate.

“It’s because there was no coordination among the parties to directly confront them.”

If they had foolishly rushed out, they would have easily become targets of long-range attacks. Who would willingly put a bell on a cat’s neck?

If there had been some sort of agreement between the parties with a little more time passing, the situation would have been different.

Anyway, the Korean players safely arrived at the immunity gate, and the situation on the battlefield had once again changed.

They would somehow try to recapture Zone 1, and Bae Dohyun was determined to thwart that plan completely.

“What to do now?”

Bae Dohyun chuckled, reminiscing about another old connection in the Chinese formation. And there was something he needed to take care of first.


“Miss Han Seohyun , Mr. Park Sungjun, please come see me for a moment.”

Bae Dohyun called out to the two.

“What’s the matter?”

At Park Sungjun’s question, Bae Dohyun turned his head to look at Han Seohyun and spoke, “Seohyun, you’ve almost collected all the statues, right?”

Seohyun looked slightly surprised but immediately nodded in agreement.

“Yes, I’ve collected four.”

“Do you think we can collect enough to join Sungjun’s party as well?”

Bae Dohyun asked, and Sungjun also nodded in response. Bae Dohyun put his hand into his pocket and smoothly took out two statues.

“I’ll give one to Han Seohyun and one to Park Sungjun.”

Seohyun clapped her hands and asked, “Why would you give it to me? They’re yours, Bae Dohyun.”

“I’m keeping my promise. I told you to gather four statues and come to Area 1,” Bae Dohyun explained, then turned to Park Sungjun and said, “You know time is running out, right?

By now, players from other countries are probably also thinking of gathering statues. Park Sungjun, choose one person to represent you.

If it’s not decided within 3 minutes, I’ll only send Han Seohyun .”

“Understood. Let me coordinate,” Park Sungjun said hurriedly, getting up from his seat. Seohyun bit her lip, hesitated for a moment, then spoke with a firm expression.

“I feel like I keep receiving favors and not giving back. Honestly, I don’t think it’s fair to just keep accepting. It’s the right thing to stay until the end and help Bae Dohyun.”

Before Bae Dohyun could respond, Seohyun continued, “But I guess now isn’t the time for me to be stubborn. So today, I’ll accept Bae Dohyun’s kindness. But I’ll definitely repay this debt.”

She then extended her hand for a handshake. Bae Dohyun, looking into her eyes, accepted the handshake after a moment.

“Good luck. I hope you get the result you want, Bae Dohyun.”

“Of course. And Seohyun , I hope you achieve the desired outcome in this test,” Bae Dohyun replied. As the two briefly concluded their meeting, Park Sungjun finalized his decision and returned.

“Wasn’t Sungjun leaving?”

Bae Dohyun chuckled, “I’m good with this.”

Park Sungjun chuckled back, flicking his bowstring lightly. With 5 kills already under his belt, he seemed confident in his skills to pass the remaining battles.

“Let’s get ready. This time, it won’t be easy.”

And then, as Bae Dohyun and the Korean players including Park Sungjun took charge of defending the fortress walls, two bright beams of light suddenly shot up from within the stronghold.

***

“Am I a step too late!”

Go Garyong, a top-ranking Chinese player, clicked his tongue as he looked at the beams of light rising from the stronghold.

“Of all times, it had to be two.”

Judging by the Korea team’s reactions to losing a player while discussing strategies, it seemed like they also had someone in their ranks causing them headaches.

“What should we do, Go Garyong-nim?”

The party leaders gathered around, wearing bewildered expressions, seeking his guidance. He shook his head in response.

“It’s too late. Trying to rush over now won’t align with the timing. Tell everyone to wait.”

“But what if another group manages to take Zone 1 from the others?”

As the beams of light surged, some impatient individuals were already charging towards the stronghold.

Since there was an implicit agreement not to attack each other while preventing the other side from passing the test pieces, many had unsheathed their swords.

“No need to rush. They are already in disarray. Before the united force of China, any individual effort is meaningless.”

The central part of the stronghold was already under the occupation of a Chinese player party, totaling 23 members. Regardless of the faction that captured the fortress, they were confident in their ability to take it back.

Although losing two spots for the test pieces was regrettable, they could claim the remaining five spots by sweeping out all others.

“Come to think of it, did those Korean players already secure three spots?”

He couldn’t help but feel bitter. It was all because of that Bae Dohyun guy.

However, he had no intention of yielding the remaining spots. Even with exceptional individual skills, it was impossible to overcome a unified majority force.

“If the ones who rushed out manage to take the stronghold, there will surely be internal chaos among themselves. If they fail to breach the stronghold, they will be even more disheartened. We will capitalize on that vulnerability and hunt them down. Tell the Southerners if they have any thoughts, to join us.”

“Understood.”

With Southeast Asian players joining in, they would have around 30 individuals. It was a sufficient number to sweep away the chaotic battlefield.

Messengers swiftly relayed orders to each party, and the Chinese and Southeast Asian players began preparing for battle, occupying the strategic points of the city.

“Now, Bae Dohyun. What are you going to do? Can you display your remarkable skills against dozens of opponents?”

Go Garyong watched with keen interest as Bae Dohyun stood alone on the stone bridge.

And finally, around thirty players with various hair colors and skin tones began a full-on attack on Bae Dohyun and the Korean players.

(To be continued…)
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Bang! Boom.

“These idiots.”

Go Garyong licked his lips while watching the high-level combat scene unfold. The 3-meter-wide bridge was narrower than he had imagined.

It was so narrow that not even three players with weapons could pass through at once.

If a top ranker like Bae Dohyun stood on such a narrow path, shouldn’t the others have at least held their formation and advanced carefully?

But the reckless fools charged in without a second thought.

Swish, thud, boom!

Bae Dohyun’s spear easily pierced through the players. Some of them were pushed off their feet and swept away by the rushing waters below.

They became easy prey for the archers on the castle walls. Moreover, with the bottleneck at the bridge, even long-range attacks couldn’t be properly executed.

The assault had already failed. Sure enough, when about six players fell to Bae Dohyun’s spear, the others quickly stopped in their tracks.

Arrows and bolts rained down from the archers on the wall at these players.

“Aack, don’t push!”

“Goodness, it’s a monster!”

As the hesitating players tried to regain their balance, a minute had passed. When the pillar of light disappeared, the players who had charged in realized the situation and decided to retreat.

“Quick, retreat!”

“Wait and see.”

Bae Dohyun stood resolutely on the stone bridge without bothering to chase the retreating players. However, the Korean players on the castle walls relentlessly shot arrows to secure their kills.

The players who retreated in disarray thought they were safe when they saw the city in the distance, but they were greeted with a shower of arrows.

“Wow!”


“Annihilate them all!”

And as the Chinese players poured out, the only option left for the retreating players was to flee once again. In the end, out of nearly forty players, not even ten survived and scattered in all directions.

* * *

“Is it time now?”

Bae Dohyun leaned against the wide-open castle gate and watched the players slowly coming out of the city.

It had been quite some time since the statue battle had ended. The defeated players had scattered and fled, with the Chinese players hunting them down.

Now, there were about 20 minutes left. Once 10 minutes passed, all the zones except for one would disappear.

1st place – Bae Dohyun (Korea), 50 kills

2nd place – Go Garyong (China), 10 kills

3rd place – Park Seongjun (Korea), 9 kills

……

Number of survivors: 34

In the current situation, this battle is expected to be the final one determining the ultimate qualifiers.

The players currently occupying the fortress are Bae Dohyun, Park Seongjun, and three others. The remaining 29 are players from China and other alliances.

Despite being outnumbered, Bae Dohyun’s face remained calm and composed throughout.

“The number of heads doesn’t matter.”

This is not reality, but a fantasy world where extraordinary abilities imagined can be directly displayed. Through this battle, he intended to show the world how much a player has grown.

“Good luck.”

“Let’s show them the power of Korean players!”

“Show off the skills of the strongest!”


Park Seongjun and the players greeted and cheered for Bae Dohyun.

“I hope you all achieve great results.”

And they each took their positions. As expected, Bae Dohyun positioned himself alone at the entrance of the castle’s corridor.

As the first gate opened in Zone 1, once opened, the players couldn’t close it again by themselves.

Thus, the corridor was completely open, but with a width of 3m and a length of 10m, it was the optimal place for Bae Dohyun to block the enemies alone.

“They’re coming!”

The tense voice of a player echoed from the castle tower. Unlike the chaotic rush of the players before them, the Chinese players were forming a formation and gradually closing the distance.

As there was no need to worry about penalties in combat situations, the sight of them slowly advancing behind their shield wall was indeed menacing.

Finally, as they approached within 30m of each other, their advance halted.

Shoo, ping!

Fwoosh!

Various long-range attacks started pouring out from behind the shield wall crafted by the Chinese team.

Thunk, thud.

However, most of the attacks posed no significant threat. The players on the castle wall fired arrows and crossbow bolts through the holes they had prepared for attacks while hiding behind the low parapet.

Anticipating such a scenario, Bae Dohyun securely fixed a large tower shield to the ground, creating an improvised defensive barrier.

At a height of 1.60 meters, the tower shield made of three layers of steel plates and leather showed enough defensive power to block ordinary projectiles without mana and low-level magic spells.

Thud, thud!

Both sides exchanged long-range attacks for a while, but neither side landed a significant blow. Eventually, it was the Chinese side that made the first move.

If they failed to breach the defenses within the time limit, they would face annihilation.

“Half of the shield warriors and melee fighters, deal with Bae Dohyun. The rest of the ranged troops, continue to suppress the crossbowmen on the wall here!”


In response to the high-volume commands, half of the group tightly huddled behind the shields and began crossing the stone bridge.

As the three shield warriors formed a scrum and walked slowly, the corridor felt crowded.

“Are they trying to push me back like this?”

Behind the shield warriors, the spear and sword infantry guarded Bae Dohyun’s approach, while the players behind them aimed their crossbows at the front.

The formation was set up in two layers, intending to push through even if one layer was breached.

“They’ve prepared such a formation in a short time. Are they truly high-caliber players?”

High-caliber players were officials of the Chinese large guild, “Wang Chopae,” who also acted as strategists.

Not only were they skilled themselves, but they were also recognized for their quick thinking and ability to command players.

Naturally, from Bae Dohyun’s perspective, they were formidable opponents. Even with lower-skilled guild members, they managed to hinder him, and during large-scale battles, they often trapped Bae Dohyun in a disadvantageous position.

Most irritatingly, they never easily stepped forward to face him directly. Like most officials of large guilds, they tended to send their guild members ahead rather than taking the lead themselves, making it difficult for Bae Dohyun to get close to them.

Moreover, they would only show up slyly after wearing Bae Dohyun down with sustained attacks, making it hard not to feel resentful.

“But this time is different.”

The gap in skills was incomparable to before, and in this life, Bae Dohyun was not alone.

“First things first, deal with the enemies in front of me.”

Approaching confidently, the enemies were wary of Bae Dohyun but had self-assured expressions, seemingly believing that their sturdy defenses were impenetrable.

However, that was just overconfidence.

Clang, clang, clang!

As Bae Dohyun aimed his 3-meter-long spear at the shield warriors’ heads, they hurriedly raised their shields to block the thrust.

Thanks to this, the formation paused, allowing the crossbowmen to target Bae Dohyun.

But with swift movements, Bae Dohyun dodged the bolts and, like applying adhesive to the soles of his feet, jumped up the wall, bouncing off it straight to the ceiling.

“What, what’s happening?”

“Watch out above!”

Amidst the Chinese players’ surprised exclamations at his simple acrobatics using gravitational force, Bae Dohyun flung his hidden needles between his fingers.

The eight needles, guided by the gravitational force, ignored the shield warriors and plunged into the vital spots of the players behind them.

Thud, thud.

“Gah!”

“Thud!”

“Ah!!”

Five players let out their last breaths with a grunt, and Bae Dohyun ran along the ceiling, leaping down to the second formation.

Thud!!

With a loud crash, Bae Dohyun flattened one player with a shield he pulled out from midair, turning them into a lump of minced meat.

Zip, thwack!

Around Bae Dohyun, a storm of blood erupted. His hands, now holding two hunting knives, swiftly sliced through the surrounding players in a dance-like fashion, where crimson streams spurted up like fountains.

It was the result of learning [Swallow Waltz (A)] from the dagger specialist Kane.

Having swept away the players except for shield warriors, Bae Dohyun wasted no time in attacking the shield warriors.

“Son of a…!”

Whoosh.

As the shield warrior swung his shield frantically, narrowly missing Bae Dohyun’s face, another shield warrior, tackled in the leg, fell, allowing Bae Dohyun’s knife to slash past his neck.

“Ugh! Don’t come near!”

The shield warriors whose formation had completely collapsed desperately resisted by wielding their shields and weapons, but they were ruthlessly overwhelmed by Bae Dohyun, who had grabbed a spear once again.

Ping, thwush!

A long-range attack came from the remaining Chinese player in the formation, but it was already over.

“Phew, exhale.”

Taking cover behind the tower shield, Bae Dohyun regulated his exhausted body with deep breaths.

‘Just as I expected.’

The one-sided outcome of this battle was due to their formation. Where does the strength of players come from? For now, one could not deny the existence of ‘skills.’

Modern people who haven’t even experienced a proper fight naturally rely on skills. However, such a tight formation hindered the activation of skills.

‘Their intent was good, but they dug their own graves.’

In hindsight, it might have been more threatening if players had utilized their individual characteristics and skills to attack instead.

Even for someone like Bae Dohyun, blocking all skills in a state of limited ability was no easy feat.

“Ah!”

“Clank.”

Meanwhile, there were casualties among the Korean players on the castle wall. Apart from Park Seongjun, there were no long-range classes, so this outcome was to be expected.

‘Should I start cleaning up now?’

There were still 14 players remaining on the Chinese side, but all except for the three shield warriors were long-range classes.

It seemed that they could quickly wipe out the enemy if they launched a proper attack. Anyway, even if I stay here, they will come to me eventually, but wouldn’t it be more impactful to offer a visiting service instead? Moreover, he had the skills to match it.

‘Flicker!’

As soon as his skill activated, Bae Dohyun appeared above the formation of Chinese players.

“Haah!”

As Bae Dohyun descended and delivered a piercing attack, three Chinese players had holes pierced through their chests.

“Whoa!”

“Block it!”

Startled by Bae Dohyun’s sudden appearance, the Chinese long-range class players scattered in all directions, but…

Swish, swoosh!

The 3m long spear mercilessly pierced through their backs and torsos.

Furthermore, even if they tried to create some distance, with a swish sound, the thrown dagger flew through the air and penetrated the forehead of a Chinese player.

“Shield charge!”

A shield warrior who realized the situation late rushed towards Bae Dohyun, but as Bae Dohyun struck the ground with his spear, he performed an acrobatic move, soaring into the sky to avoid the shield and landed behind him.

Swoosh.

The small blade at the other end of the spear, Jun, neatly pierced the back of the warrior player’s neck as he charged.

“You!”

“Die!”

The remaining two shield warriors brandished their sword and mace at Bae Dohyun, but the difference in basic skills was too significant.

Bae Dohyun effortlessly knocked aside their weapons with his spear, kicked the shield to knock down one of the warriors, and then thrust the spear into his neck.

The last warrior had the dagger embedded in his forehead and collapsed on the spot.

Whizzing.

In the chilling wind sweeping through the battlefield, all that remained were Bae Dohyun with a composed expression and the crimson-eyed Go Garyong.

“This… this is unbelievable. How can he handle this alone…?”

Go Garyong muttered to himself, his eyes filled with disbelief.

Swoosh.

As a dagger brushed past Go Garyong’s cheek, a thin trickle of blood appeared.

“Aren’t you going to fight back?”

In response to Bae Dohyun’s cold voice, Go Garyong, with his eyes suddenly focused, pointed his sword at Bae Dohyun and shouted, “Don’t think you can easily defeat me! I am Go Garyong, a high-ranker from the People’s Republic of China!”

With a cold wind blowing, his body slightly floated in the air. He was the owner of the A-Grade trait ‘Wind Manipulator.’

He boasted that there were hardly any who could withstand the power of his sword infused with the strength of the wind.

“Haah!”

As he wielded his sword, empowered by the force of the wind, Go Garyong’s swift and sharp movements were formidable.

Thud.

“Too easy, isn’t it?”

Despite his confident demeanor, Go Garyong ended up with a hole in his head from Bae Dohyun’s swift thrust.

And a little while later, the preliminary match of the last group, Group H, came to an end.

(To be continued)
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*Final Survivor – Bae Dohyun (South Korea) 80 kills

*Sculptor – Han Seohyun (South Korea) 4 kills, Lee Jaehyun (South Korea) 3 kills

*Most kills:

1st place, Park Sungjun (South Korea) 11 kills

2nd place, Gao Liang (China) 11 kills

3rd place, Zhang Weilong (China) 8 kills

4th place, Deng Zoyan (China) 7 kills

5th place, Mao Wian (China) 7 kills

After the unexpected results of the H group preliminaries, various articles popped up on the main portals and heated discussions took place in the community forums.

[The true predator who emerged in the final preliminaries, Bae Dohyun]

[The unparalleled skills of the top-ranked player]

[Bae Dohyun. Captivating the attention of people worldwide with overwhelming skills.]

[Victorious reports of Korean players emerging on the last day of the combat preliminaries. Leading the South Korean team, Bae Dohyun.]

While the previous preliminaries had already been successful, the H group preliminaries surpassed all preceding matches.

-Exactly! This is what I was hoping for. Individual and team matches were fine, but we needed these clear and overpowering combat scenes!

-Honestly, the previous matches weren’t without a hint of boredom. It felt like a breath of fresh air. Cheering for Bae Dohyun!

-It’s like downing a whole bottle of soda in one shot. Even in a fantasy setting, there should be this refreshing taste.

-With the heatwave and sunspots, it’s scorching hot outside, so this was a welcome relief.

-They say it’s so pleasant inside the Connect capsules. Even to avoid the heat, let’s log into Connect ASAP.


-The national pride is blazing! With Bae Dohyun around, the victory is definitely Korea’s. Can’t wait for the rankings to update and dive into Connect.

-Honestly, it’s true. Bae Dohyun is the obvious winner. But the question is, how far will he go in the round of 16?

-With the tournament arranging matchups without countries facing each other, Korea has a great advantage.

-Bae Dohyun, sir. I’m your fan from today onwards! So, could you please pick me…?

-Even if you’re the top-ranked player, isn’t the skill gap too significant? This feels like the game balance is completely shattered. Or could it be…?

-Yes, next conspiracy theorist~

-Honestly, I think it’s not about the level but rather that Bae Dohyun’s skills are incredibly remarkable. It felt like a special forces operative fighting against an elementary school student.

– There’s a combat analysis report on Bae Dohyun on overseas portals. According to experts, they say his combat sense is incredible, surpassing skills and physical abilities. They mention his proficiency in handling weapons is at the highest level in each field.

– Surely in reality, unless he’s a martial artist or a special forces operative. Watching him fight shows that he’s not someone with just one or two fighting experiences.

Those who have witnessed Bae Dohyun’s gameplay were amazed by his skills and were convinced that he would become the final winner of the tournament.

While some had doubts due to his overwhelming skills, after seeing the analyses presented by the so-called experts, they seemed somewhat convinced.

And there was one question that captivated people.

– What exactly is Bae Dohyun?

No matter if it’s a game, most opinions were that someone with that level of skill couldn’t be an ordinary person.

Speculations varied from martial artist, active duty soldier, special forces member, to secret intelligence agent, but no one could determine the correct answer.

* * *

Thud.

“What do you mean? It’s untraceable!”

“That’s correct. With our team’s abilities, further investigation seems impossible.”

Director Chae Ilhwan threw the report on the desk and glared at the information team leader. However, the information team leader seemed to have nothing more to say and simply kept his lips tightly shut.


“Ugh. Explain in detail. How come we can’t track the information of the player using our capsules?”

“As you know, Director, all of Connect’s information is managed by the AI system administrator, D. Unless it’s a special case, we cannot obtain the personal information of the members ourselves.”

Chae Ilhwan clicked his tongue. What on earth was upper management thinking by entrusting all information management to AI?

Even the players’ payments and earnings were managed through administrator D, making it difficult for them to obtain accurate data on this end.

While the employees may find it convenient that their workload has decreased, from a managerial standpoint, having an AI in control made them uneasy.

“Besides that obvious explanation. Anyway, if they’ve connected to the game, they must have received the capsules! Do you mean to say that the damn AI messed up and did the delivery itself?”

Capsules are shipped from the factory directly to the player’s home for self-delivery. Considering the price of the capsules, and that Connect’s employees deliver them directly without involving a delivery service, it’s not difficult to check the list and addresses.

“That’s correct. However, the name ‘Bae Dohyun’ was not on that list. He is definitely a player associated with ‘VIPs.'”

“Damn it. How could such words come from the information team leader? Even if he’s a VIP, the information team should have taken care of related information!”

The tone of Chae Ilhwan’s rebuke made the information team leader’s expression stiffen. He responded with a slightly dissatisfied tone.

“Even though you are aware of VIPs, are you saying such words, Director? In any case, there’s nothing more our team can do on this matter. If you wish, please investigate personally. That’s all then.”

With a lowered head, the information team leader left the director’s office. Chae Ilhwan’s hands trembled with discomfort, but he soon suppressed his anger.

The head of the information team was right.

“Seriously, how can such a crappy company exist?”

Despite being promised a hefty salary and bonus upon joining, there were quite a few aspects that he honestly didn’t like. Even though it was advertised as the headquarters, the work here was solely related to game operations.

He had never seen where the amazing capsules and virtual reality games developed by the development and research teams were located.

And the CEO he reported to, Mok Jaewoo, was just a puppet in the true sense. All decisions were made by the upper echelon referred to as “Chairman” and through AI.

And the VIPs.

The shares of Connect Inc. were divided among the Chairman and the VIPs. Surprisingly, these VIPs were government officials from G20 nations and top executives from global corporations.

Of course, the shares with voting rights were all owned by the Chairman, while the shares held by the VIPs were non-voting stocks, so they couldn’t interfere in the company’s management.


However, besides profit sharing, they were given a few privileges, and one of them was “capsule distribution.”

Players believed that everyone received capsules fairly through a random draw, but the world didn’t operate so simply.

The real power holders and privileged class were receiving special treatment without their knowledge.

And those capsules were supplied directly from the “real headquarters.”

“Yes. The real headquarters.”

The headquarters of Connect Inc. located in Seoul was a mystery. The actual location of the headquarters, its members, and how it operated were kept completely confidential.

Chae Ilhwan was frustrated by this. He had joined expecting good treatment and a vision, but in the end, he had become a mere spectator without any real authority.

“If I really want to climb the ranks, I need to be a part of that real headquarters.”

And for some reason, he had a gut feeling that Bae Dohyun held the key to that.

“Bae Dohyun. There must be some connection with the Chairman. It doesn’t seem like I accessed through the typical VIP route.”

While his plan to use the head of the information team had hit a snag, chae Ilhwan was not ready to give up.

“I’ll have to dig deeper, even if it means going through private companies. And it seems like there’s a connection with the First Knight Order, so I’ll have to reveal my true colors through an event.”

It didn’t seem like a bad idea to use his authority to show favors and fake camaraderie.

Looking at the situation unfolding, it seemed highly likely that Bae Dohyun would rise to prominence within Connect in one way or another.

“I don’t really know what your true identity is, but let’s go on nicely,” flames of ambition and greed burned in Chae Ilhwan’s eyes.

* * *

Clack, clack.

“Has it been almost six months?”

Raul slowly spoke as he looked around Ashen Baron’s capital, conford Castle.

Tall castle walls, wide streets, well-maintained buildings.

Everything didn’t look much different from before.

But the number of people wandering around the castle and the bustling atmosphere were incomparable to the past.

It was because when the Gate Incident broke out, the residents of remote villages moved to the castle for shelter, and the mercenaries, who had more job opportunities, were constantly flocking here.

Even now, you could see large mercenary groups being formed going outside the city gates for monster hunting or those returning with carts full of monster corpses after a hunt.

As Conford Castle, the central hub of the Baronate, was often passed through on long-distance expeditions or short-range travels, the area near the castle gate was bustling with people.

Even amidst the disaster of the Gate Incident, the fact that the residents’ faces were bright and the city was lively was also a testament to how well the Baron was handling the situation.

“Hmm. It’s been a while since I’ve been here too.”

Passing through the two outer gates to the inner castle road.

A large training ground for knights and soldiers and a huge stadium where knight ceremonies and tournaments were held came into sight.

The memories of Raul struggling to participate in the tournament with his frail body after waking up as Raul were still vivid, but now it was just a small nostalgic place for him.

“So much has changed and I’ve been through so much, but this place remains the same.”

The youngest son of the frail baron who couldn’t even display proper swordsmanship had become an expert-level swordsman.

The boy who had just come of age had become the lord of hundreds of knights and owned four fiefs. But as he looked at this place welcoming him unchanged, Raul felt a new sense of nostalgia.

“So this is what it feels like to come back home.”

Raul’s face, gazing at his new starting point and the sanctuary of his heart, was now adorned with a warm smile.

“Here we are.”

Gazing at the slowly setting red sun, Raul hurried towards the mansion. He had lost track of time admiring the castle.

“Welcome back, young master Raul.”

“Ivan! How have you been? Anywhere hurting?”

Raul spread his arms and embraced his butler Ivan tightly, a wide smile on his face.

“I’ve been well as always, sir. But please, let me go now.”

“Oh, sorry. I was just so happy to see you.”

Initially awkward and stiff, but in reality, ivan was the one person Raul felt closest to from his memories. Perhaps overflowing with emotions today, Raul found himself embracing Ivan without even realizing it.

Ivan seemed taken aback at first, but then just smiled and spoke up.

“I’m truly relieved to see you return safely. You have no idea how happy I was to hear news of you from afar. How pleased would the late countess have been to see the flourishing appearance of the esteemed young master Raul if she were still with us.”

‘Mother…’

Even though he was reborn in Raul’s body, thoughts of his mother from his past life somehow still touched his heart.

“Oh, I’ve spoken too much. The Viscount has been waiting for you since earlier. Shall we head to the study?”

“That’s what we should do, right? Lead the way.”

Today, he returned home because his father, Count Melvin, had summoned him. Though his father suggested a family dinner after a long time, Raul couldn’t help but wonder if there was another reason behind it.

Knock, knock.

“Come in.”

As they entered the study, Count Melvin was organizing papers on his desk. It was fascinating to watch him deftly move the thin papers with his bear-like hands.

“Raul, please have a seat there, and Ivan, you can leave now.”

However, there was something unsettling in the Count’s voice.

“Yes, Count. Have a pleasant time in here.”

As Ivan left with a subtle smile, the Count pushed aside the paperwork and took brisk steps towards Raul sitting on the couch.

Feeling a vague sense of pressure, Raul flinched, and before he knew it, the Count stood beside him and called out loudly.

“Raul!”

“Yes, sir!”

Surprised, Raul instinctively responded.

“Do you confess your sins?”

Cold sweat trickled down Raul’s forehead.

(To be continued.)
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Raul’s mind was spinning faster than ever before.

“What’s bothering him? Did he bring too many agents from the main house? Or is it about the loot from the dungeon? Maybe he raided the Imperial hideout and wiped his hands clean? Or is it the new territories causing trouble?”

There were more than just one thing on his mind, making it hard for him to speak easily.

Suddenly, when Count Melvin grabbed Raul’s shoulders with his large hands, Raul’s heart pounded like a roller coaster.

“Raul! Didn’t we make a promise?”

Melvin thundered.

As Raul’s body was lifted up in the air like a paper doll, he couldn’t help but think, “Deja vu? Feels like this has happened before.”

Despite Raul’s height now exceeding 190cm and his weight over 80kg, the Count effortlessly lifted him as if he was a balloon.

‘Come to think of it, what promise was that?’

Raul struggled to remember, his mind jumbled as he was being shaken.

Realizing he couldn’t recall, he decided to…

“I’m sorry, Father!”

A moment later, the lecture commenced after the suspension in mid-air.

“… Wandering around outside without a word of contact is reckless, even for Lawrence! Especially you, Raul…”

Fortunately, Raul realized his father’s anger had nothing to do with the worries that had been plaguing his mind.

“Ah, right. During the expedition last time, we agreed that I would visit the main house at least once a month,” Raul thought back.

Six months ago, after the incident in the capital settled down, Raul visited the main house. It was to finalize the transfer of responsibilities of the “Calix” territory assigned to him and to seek support for additional territories.

Although he wanted to handle everything independently, he found it overwhelming to establish administrative, military, and logistical systems for the new territories within six months.

Ultimately, he had to seek his father’s assistance, and they agreed that he would report on the progress and spar at least once a month during his visits.


Despite Raul’s successful developments, his father, as a Count, would still worry about him, especially since he seemed like a newly adult.

“But in the end, I never visited once,” Raul reflected.

He had his excuses—busy securing three territories and the mana stone consumption for using portals. With so many expenses, he couldn’t afford to spend millions on each portal trip.

If he mentioned all this, the sermon would never end.

“I apologize, Father. I will make sure to keep my promises from now on!”

“Hmph, just keeping your mouth alive. Shouldn’t you at least contact us to say you can’t make it? If something like this happens again next time, I’ll confine you to the estate for a month and give you special training, so keep that in mind!”

‘It would really be a disaster to be confined for a month…’

It was scary because it seemed like it wasn’t just a joke, but something that would actually be carried out. It seemed like I would have to find time even if it meant tearing apart my schedule to visit my hometown frequently.

Right on cue.

“Meal preparations are ready.”

Just then, butler Ivan appeared. The Count finally relaxed his expression and patted Raul on the back before saying, “Let’s go eat.”

* * *

Mealtime passed in a warm and cheerful atmosphere. Eldest brother Dylan still showed off his robust physique, while Sister-in-law, as the impeccable hostess of Count Ashton, led the conversation.

Niece Libby, now four years old, had grown into a charming little princess, running around the dining room calling out “Grandfather” and “Uncle” with her little steps that were beyond adorable.

And second eldest brother Lawrence was once again absent.

Having never properly faced him since waking up as Raul, the thought of how he should react if they were to meet made him anxious.

After finishing their meal, they moved back to Count Melvin’s study. This time, even eldest brother Dylan was present.

“Come to think of it, why did you summon me?”

It wasn’t just to scold Raul or simply to have a meal together.

“Ahem. It would have been better to discuss this in Lawrence’s presence, but we can’t help it if he doesn’t come when called.”


After a brief exchange of pleasantries, the Count broached the main topic.

“Everyone is aware of the chaotic situation not only in the territories but throughout the continent these days. I had planned to proceed after the situation settles, but it seems we can no longer delay it.”

Clunk, clunk.

The Count brought over a small box that had been on his desk and handed it to Dylan.

“What’s this?”

“This is the family crest. Dylan, from today onwards, you are the official heir of Count Ashton and the acting head of the family business. I trust that even in my absence, you will lead the County without wavering.”

“…!”

While Dylan had implicitly received treatment as the heir until now, officially becoming the heir was a completely different story.

So far, if the Count decided, he could have chosen Lawrence or Raul as the heir without anyone raising objections. But once the Count’s heir was officially determined, even if the Count wished to change the heir to someone other than Dylan, he could no longer do so at will.

Those who had pledged loyalty to the Count would also pledge loyalty to the official heir, and the family members would start preparing for what came after the power transfer in their own ways.

And once that process was completed and unless any special variables arose, Dylan would become the next lord of the Ashton County.

“I will take responsibility and work hard.”

“Congratulations, Dylan hyung.”

Despite an important decision being made, the atmosphere was relaxed. It was just a matter of timing, as the outcome had already been determined.

Dylan seemed to be firm and determined behind his composed expression, while the Count appeared somewhat relieved, as if a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.

And Raul let out a deep sigh of relief inwardly.

‘Finally, I can breathe a sigh of relief.’

When the incident occurred with Count Ashton in his past life, Dylan, the eldest brother, had not been officially recognized as the successor.

Therefore, with the sudden passing of the Count, the entire County was shaken, and there were aspects that were not properly handled in the confused situation.

‘And one more thing.’


Until now, there had been no one other than Dylan suitable to become the Count’s successor.

The second son, Lawrence, seemed to have no interest in estate affairs and was wandering outside, so he was out of the question.

The youngest, Raul, was a mischievous troublemaker who lacked the ability to take on the County.

However, over the course of nearly a year, Raul’s abilities and reputation had skyrocketed.

Of course, this didn’t mean the Count would easily change his mind, but his subordinates and family members were different.

In any group, there were bound to be dissatisfied individuals with the existing powers, and amidst the hidden forces eyeing the County, a new successor candidate had emerged.

‘It’s a good situation for those who want to shake up the successorship without my consent.’

In fact, not long ago, there was a report that such signs were emerging within the County, which Kane had brought up.

Count Melvin also seemed to know of this fact, which might have been why he somewhat hastily solidified Dylan’s position, unlike in his past life.

Anyway, it was a satisfying situation for Raul. The position of the Ashton County was like a poisoned chalice to him.

‘Just as I thought before, as long as the main house serves as a reliable backup, it’s sufficient.’

While organizing his thoughts in that manner, Dylan asked the Count, “But why did you make this decision at such a time? Isn’t it unnecessary to rush like this?”

Selecting a successor was a politically sensitive issue, and it was somewhat burdensome to proceed amidst the ongoing turmoil throughout the regions.

Usually, opinions were gathered through family councils and estate meetings.

“Well, it seems I will have to be absent for a while.”

“What? Suddenly, for what reason…”

As Dylan and Raul exchanged puzzled looks, the Count chuckled.

“It seems I’ve found a clue about the ‘wall’.”

“Congratulations!”

“Congratulations indeed!”

Dylan and Raul jumped up from their seats with excited expressions, extending their congratulations.

Enlightenment.

Ascending to the position of Sword Master was the dream of every knight and swordsman. It was also the fervent wish of the Count Ashton, who had failed to produce a Sword Master for three generations.

“What can we help you with?”

“Do you need anything?”

Count Melvin, smiling contently at his sons’ enthusiastic reactions, Calmed them down and spoke, “There’s no need to be overly eager. I’d like you two to take some time, maybe about two months, to reflect on your recent experiences in a quiet place. Dylan, even if I leave, you can manage the territory well, right?”

“Please trust me, father. I’ll do my best to live up to your expectations.”

The Count patted Dylan on the shoulder.

“All right, I trust you. I’m sorry for burdening you with heavy responsibilities during difficult times. And Raul!”

“Yes, father.”

The Count, placing a hand on Raul’s shoulder as well, said, “I understand that you’re busy with various matters. But remember, your roots lie with the Ashton County. Always keep that in mind and lead the territory well with your brother.”

“I will keep that in mind.”

“Well, now that we’re done talking, shall we go stretch our bodies a bit?”

As Count Melvin put on his finger cots and started stretching, his muscles swelled as if his shirt was about to burst.

“We’ve been waiting for this. With Raul here today, it should be a bit different.”

Dylan laughed and flexed his arm, causing the sleeve to tear.

“These crazy physical monsters!”

Raul, trying to avert his eyes from the daunting muscles, felt his body itching.

Just this morning, after competing in the round of 32 tournament matches, he had returned to the main house.

Of course, the match had ended with a decisive victory for Bae Dohyun, and Raul had entrusted the aftermath to Kane before stepping into the portal.

“Honestly, I didn’t even have a proper warm-up opponent.”

It had been a few days since he sparred properly with the knights, as he was busy pretending to be Bae Dohyun. And it had been over a year since he had properly wielded a sword with his father, Count Melvin, back during his academy days.

“Let’s see how it goes this time.”

With a hint of self-assurance, Raul headed to the underground training ground with the two physical monsters.

* * *

Kwaaang!

“Kek.”

Raul let out a groan as he pushed himself up from the wall of the training ground, unknowingly. Two streaks of marks, about 5 meters long, were etched on the ground before him. They were the footprints that were left as Raul was pushed back.

“Uracha!”

“No way!”

Thud. Clang!

Two monstrous beings were colliding in the middle of the training ground. The bright yellow energies filled the training ground.

And of course, Dylan was slowly being pushed back.

“Dylan! Still relying on your physical strength!”

“If it weren’t for your powerful energy, you would have been lying in front of me by now, father!”

Thump, thump!

The collision of the two great swords caused the entire training ground to vibrate. However, to Raul’s eyes, it seemed like they were evenly matched.

‘Both my brother and father are pushing with pure physical force…’

Literally, the energy swords were just tools. It was hard to tell if they were human or ogres.

Despite Raul using mana to assist his physical body and even employing the reinforcement of energy, he was effortlessly repelled when colliding head-on with the Marquis.

Spitting out a curse, Raul leaped back into the battlefield.

‘This time, I shouldn’t go all out.’

If he charged head-on again, he was bound to suffer defeat once more.

“Hahaha. Raul, this guy! Stop showing off tricks and charge in!”

“That’s why I said let’s train together. First, build your muscles before using your strength!”

‘These muscle-heads!’

Although Raul was irritated, he couldn’t afford to be provoked. He had his own way of doing things.

“Activate the Radiant Aura!”

Raul’s body was enveloped in a golden radiance, and suddenly, around 20 daggers appeared behind him, gleaming with golden energy.

“Let’s get serious now!”

With agile movements, Raul rushed towards Count Melvin.

(To be continued)
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“Haa, it’s really different,” Raul admitted defeat.

Despite facing Dylan and Raul at the same time, Count Melvin effortlessly defended against their attacks and eventually forced them to surrender.

Expert-level swordsmanship.

Level 8 Intermediate Psychokinesis.

Various buff skills and abilities like Flicker.

Even though Raul had employed most of the techniques he could currently use, it was all in vain against Count Melvin.

“I thought there was only a slight gap between us…”

It seemed he had underestimated the situation too easily.

The levels of a Sword Expert are divided based on proficiency in manipulating Mana Blades.

Basic level – creating Mana Blades.

Intermediate level – transforming forms.

Advanced level – projecting outward.

And the highest level – temporarily creating an Aura Blade.

However, this classification system was just a rough guideline and fell short in evaluating true abilities.

In reality, Raul had sometimes won against Intermediate and Advanced knights in bouts despite being at the Basic level.

Even knights of the same level varied greatly in skill.

Yet, even taking that into account, Count Melvin’s skill was overwhelming.

‘Comparable to the Sword Master I fought in my past life… No, in some aspects, he could be considered superior.’

In his past life, Bae Dohyun had multiple battles against a Sword Master as an Advanced Psychokinesis user.


He easily defeated player Sword Masters, but facing NPC Sword Masters was a different story.

Partly due to the Power Armor that chewed up players, NPC Masters’ sword skills were simply unmatched.

Now, with his somewhat regained past skills, Raul judged that Count Melvin’s actual skill level was worthy of comparison to those NPC Masters. It was almost strange that he had not yet reached the rank of a Sword Master.

“What on earth is the problem?”

Just looking at the analysis, it was difficult to guess the Count’s status.

[Level 99. 99.99999…%]

The level and experience bar of the Count remained unchanged from the first time Raul saw him until now.

Even though a year had passed, the stats in the status window seemed fixed without any change.

Philip, who reached the highest rank as an expert six months ago, was also at Level 99, just like before.

However, there was a slight increase in experience points, and it had crossed the 10% mark before anyone noticed.

“In truth, there are some guesses I can make…”

If that was indeed the case, it was an incredibly cruel truth for Count Melvin, who had dedicated decades to swordsmanship training.

As Raul, pondering how to turn his father into a Sword Master, felt the Count’s large hand patting his shoulder.

“Why the long face? Are you so indignant towards this father of yours for being broken like that?”

“Oh, no. It’s not that, fathrer.”

The Count chuckled while ruffling Raul’s hair.

“You’ve really grown a lot. I knew your skills had improved through reports, but I didn’t expect this much. If I had noticed your potential a little sooner, I wouldn’t have made you suffer so much…”

The Count still seemed to see Raul as the struggling figure he was before becoming an adult.

“No, father. Because of the process, I am who I am today.”

Then, Dylan, who was doing push-ups next to them, turned his head slightly to Raul and spoke.


“I’m sorry I didn’t pay much attention. Even if you were struggling, I should have passed down the perfect physical training your brothers had since childhood.”

‘Ha…! If that had really happened, Raul would probably have gone to the heavenly realm early.’

Raul lowered his head in a chill that he couldn’t quite understand.

“But brother, isn’t rolling your body like that right after sparring a form of torture, not training?”

It was just after a sparring session that lasted for almost 30 minutes. Honestly, Raul was so exhausted that he could barely lift a finger.

“Tsk. That’s something you say because you don’t know what you’re talking about, Raul. The more you roll your body, the more it develops. By struggling like this, your muscles grow more. And the reason you were able to win against Raul and still lose to me is that my muscles are still immature. Where’s the time to rest, huh?”

Raul glanced at Dylan’s uneven muscles with a disgusted look in his eyes. How in the world could he further develop muscles beyond this point?

“All right, Dylan. It’s really good that you’re realizing your shortcomings and striving to improve. But as I’ve mentioned before, focus only half of your attention on physical conditioning and invest more in swordsmanship. Who knows, you might be able to catch up to my toe’s level then, haha.”

“Just laughing like that won’t last long. I’ll show you the full power of a perfected physique soon. Then, maybe even you will think about toughening up those ‘weak muscles’ a bit more.”

“What! Weak? Did you even think about saying that after seeing this perfectly balanced physique? It seems like you’re so obsessed with muscles that even your brain has turned into muscle. Come on, let’s fight. I’ll break you barehanded!”

“Oh, brother, are you trying to boost your pride just because it’s in front of Raul? Fine. Let’s have a hearty physical conversation after a long time!”

Bang! Thud thud thud.

The two of them started to wrestle with their foreheads locked and fingers interlocked, straining against each other.

The floor of the training ground couldn’t withstand the force of the two and creaked and cracked. Watching the two, Raul let out a deep sigh.

To Raul, who had already completed his perfect physique, hearing them boast about muscles and physique made him feel alienated.

‘I guess it was a good decision to learn swordsmanship from Lord Caldenas again.’

He was once again certain of how foolish it was to try to learn the family’s swordsmanship with a human body.

And the showdown between the two ended in a draw. As the magically reinforced training ground was half destroyed, the steward Ivan arrived.

The moment the word ‘budget’ came out of Ivan’s mouth, the two turned mild and had to clean up the training ground themselves.

* * *


Late at night after the duel. Raul and his older brother Dylan were having a separate conversation.

“So, is Lawrence keeping in touch?”

“Yeah. Even though he’s the one who left home, I can’t help but worry. Occasionally, the knights by Lawrence’s side send updates.”

“That’s a relief. But where is he now that he didn’t even return home on a day like today?”

“He’s been staying at the ‘Wall’ ever since the Gate incident broke out.”

“Could it be that ‘Wall’?”

“Wall.”

Barrier. It was said to be the most enormous fortress ever constructed by mankind. Decades ago, during the war with the Empire, the Kingdom Alliance managed to push the Empire to the northwest of the continent before being able to end the war.

The point that served as the border was a vast geographical feature known as the ‘Canyon of Despair’.

The steep mountain ranges that seemed to pierce the sky and the immense canyon of unknown depth formed an insurmountable natural barrier for humans to cross.

However, there was a passage that could penetrate through the Canyon of Despair, known as the ‘Corpse Road’, where many lost their lives during the war, earning its grim nickname.

This passage, with a width of 1 km and a length of hundreds of kilometers, apart from the Empire, was the only path connecting various kingdoms.

Feeling intimidated by the Empire’s might, the Kingdom Alliance decided to completely block off the Corpse Road by constructing a massive fortress after overthrowing the Empire, giving rise to the structure known as the ‘Wall’.

They erected a long wall spanning over a thousand kilometers along the Canyon of Despair.

Initially, if they had only blocked the entrance to the Corpse Road, it would not have exceeded 5 km, but out of fear that people from the Empire might cross the canyon, they ended up building the wall even within the canyon.

If not for the efforts of Gray and other great sages to curb this madness, the kingdoms might have ended up building walls all along the canyon, extending for thousands of kilometers.

However, what is currently referred to as the ‘Wall’ and managed is precisely the 5 km section blocking the entrance to the Corpse Road.

The wall, averaging a height of 100 meters, housed the united forces dispatched from each kingdom, along with numerous mercenaries and knights facing monsters beyond the wall on the Corpse Road.

“Surely we’re not staying here because of the quota assigned to our family?”

To dispatch the united forces to the wall, the Ruben Kingdom had set the quota of troops allocated to noble families of viscount rank or higher.

The Count Ashton household had been sending knights and troops to the wall annually, and Raul was curious whether his second brother was staying at the wall for that reason.

“No. He’s not the type to follow orders blindly. He’s probably just unnecessarily wielding his sword against monsters over there. Since the incident with the gates, reports have come in stating an alarming increase in monsters beyond the wall.”

“Hmm. Is the situation really that serious?”

“Well, the knights say the situation is peculiar.”

“Peculiar?”

Even Raul, who had experienced past lives, had little information about the wall during this period since players couldn’t leave the free city in the first place.

“As you know, that area is infested with ‘Undead’ due to the antics of the Empire’s lunatics, so the story goes that they’re fighting among themselves now that normal monsters are pouring out of the gates. Thus, the situation in how to handle it has become a dilemma for the united forces headquarters.”

“Hmm. It sounds like quite a vague situation.”

“If only that Lawrence lad would stop doing pointless things and return to his home… If only he had honed his swordsmanship skills a bit more through physical training, he might have been able to compete on equal terms with Father by now. Tsk tsk.”

“That seems a bit off…”

Within Raul’s memory, Lawrence, to the count’s standards, fell slightly short but was in a perfectly developed physical state.

While the count and Dylan had thick bones and muscular bodies, Lawrence had a sprinter-like physique with long limbs and compressed muscles.

“The issue lies elsewhere.”

According to the scenario from his past life, a significant event was about to occur at the ‘Wall’ in the near future.

Due to this event, which was nothing short of the empire’s invasion frontline battle, the allied forces would suffer near-total annihilation, and if the second brother got involved, it would be a huge problem. Raul harbored a rational suspicion that Lawrence’s disappearance in his past life might have been related to that event.

“I should visit the Wall not too late.”

When he visited in his past life, only traces remained, but this time, he might actually see that famous Wall with his own eyes.

Additionally, he had high expectations for the real genius of the Ashton household, the second brother.

“By the way, how should I turn the tide in my favor?”

In reality, the reason why Raul had made a separate arrangement with Dylan at a late hour was due to a special matter at hand. The story about the second brother Lawrence was just going through the motions; the real deal was about to start.

“Brother, do you remember the proposal I made before?”

“Huh? What proposal?”

“Um, the guild I created. First Knight Order.”

“Ah, that. I clearly remember rejecting it back then.”

When Dylan spoke with a satisfied expression, Raul straightened himself up and cautiously continued, “I would like to propose again, no, I am earnestly asking. Brother, would you be willing to take on the role of the chief of First Knight Order?”

“Hmm.”

Six months ago, Raul had also asked the count, Melvin, and his elder brother Dylan to join the First Knight Order. He thoroughly explained that the First Knight Order was not just a simple guild but a means to share the ‘blessing of the gods,’ among other advantages. However, despite this, both his father and elder brother adamantly refused.

“Raul, in any organization, orders and command structure must be clear. No matter how well you’ve created the organization and call yourself a master, the moment I join, the hierarchy could be destabilized. That is particularly fatal for a nascent organization.”

Upon hearing those words, Raul realized that indeed, the position of the head of the Ashton household was not something that anyone could take lightly.

(To be continued…)
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The Count’s words were not wrong.

Most of the early members of the First Knight Order were Count Ashton’s descendants.

The moment the Count joined the guild, there would be confusion about whose orders to prioritize regardless of the position he took.

There was even a risk of the First Knight Order itself turning into an organization belonging to the Count, not to Raul.

“And Father doesn’t want to leverage the power of that ‘system.’

He believes in the path he had been training on so far, and he plans to reach enlightenment solely through his own strength. I think it is a matter of respect for the ancestors and mentors who have led me to this point. So, Raul, I will only accept your proposal in my heart. I am truly grateful for your concern for Father.”

Raul could no longer ask the Count to join the guild after his words.

His older brother was the same. He firmly refused to interfere with the organization his younger brother had created. But now, the situation had changed.

The First Knight Order was perfectly under Raul’s control to the point where they didn’t have to worry.

They had recruited individuals with diverse backgrounds into the guild, and after various battles and territory reconstruction tasks following the Gate incident, they firmly engraved where their loyalty belonged.

Now, no matter who else joins the guild, it has become a solid organization that cannot shake Raul’s status.

“Even so, I don’t feel inclined to join your personal organization, Raul.”

“Don’t overthink it. Now that I am in charge of the guild, you’ll have to communicate with me a lot too. Think of it as a means of communication you can use comfortably anytime, even if you’re far away.”

“That’s true, but….”

He still seemed hesitant. Raul decided to play his trump card.

“If you join and receive the blessing of the gods, your cool and excellent physique will develop much more perfectly and gorgeously!”

“….! I-is that so?”

Dylan’s biceps twitched. It was clearly a sign of his interest being piqued.

‘In that case, let’s throw the final trump card!’


“Brother! By using the system, you can chat with your wife whenever you want, 24 hours a day! Plus, you can even track her location, so it would be a huge help in case of emergencies!”

Raul was convinced. He believed that his brother, who loved his wife more than anyone, wouldn’t miss such a perfect opportunity.

“Uh, Raul?”

But his brother’s expression was a bit strange. Could it be that his pupils were shaking right now?

“Are you saying that this function can be used between each other, so, for example, my wife can also use that feature…?”

It seemed like there was a lack of explanation. Raul replied with a bright smile, “Of course! If sister-in-law wants, she can contact you anytime, right? Isn’t that great? After I tell my brother, I was planning to also recruit your sister-in-law into the guild….”

“Wait!!”

Dylan urgently grabbed both of Raul’s shoulders and asked with a stern expression, “You didn’t happen to, by any chance, already tell your sister-in-law about this, did you?”

His brother’s gaze was unsettling. And the energy emanating from his body, it couldn’t be hostility, could it?

Feeling a sense of pressure, Raul swallowed his saliva and cautiously replied, “Ah, I haven’t told her yet, have I?”

Phew. A large sigh escaped from his brother’s lips, easing the tense atmosphere.

‘What, what’s going on? Did I do something wrong?’

Perplexed, Raul made a puzzled expression, and Dylan spoke with a tired face that seemed to have gained an additional wrinkle, “Youngest one.”

“Yes, brother.”

“I’ll handle whatever torture or task you want, but let’s make one promise.”

‘Just as I thought!’

With a smile in his heart, Raul replied, “Yes, please tell me!”

“Keep it a secret from your sister-in-law. Actually, it’d be better if you didn’t mention anything about this matter at all.”

“Huh?”

‘Why? How come? For what reason?’


Seeing Raul’s puzzled expression, Dylan forced a smile and said, “This kind of thing would probably be better if I explained it directly. And as you know, your sister-in-law isn’t good at refusal. If you tell her, she might join reluctantly even if it makes her uncomfortable, right? You wouldn’t want that, would you? Besides….”

While wondering if his brother had always been this talkative, Raul realized that his thoughts were short.

“You’re right, brother. I was being hasty. It’s probably more romantic for you to tell sister-in-law directly, right? I’ll keep my mouth shut.”

With that, Raul let out a sly chuckle and winked.

“Y-yeah. Thanks.”

For the first time since birth, Dylan felt the urge to grab his younger brother and give him a good punch.

“Yeah. He’s still young and doesn’t understand things well yet. That’s how it is.”

Even in a loving relationship, Raul, a confirmed lifelong bachelor over 50, was too innocent to know that some things must be kept guarded.

Nevertheless, Raul accepted Dylan as a disciple in the First Knight Order as he desired.

If he could soon acquire combat skills befitting his brother’s physique, another monster might be born in the Ashton County.

By the way, about a month later, Raul could confirm his brother’s name on the roster of the First Knight Order.

“How fortunate. I was going to force him to join even if it caused a rift in the family when we go back to our ancestral home.”

As dark hands aiming for the county gradually revealed their true colors, joining the guild became a necessity for the safety of his brother-in-law.

Thanks to this, Raul could breathe a sigh of relief, and someone who almost faced disaster by a stroke of bad timing could also escape the crisis.

***

The 6th day of the Academy’s entrance exam, ‘Strife,’ had arrived unnoticed.

After going through the preliminaries and advancing to the main tournament, the 64 players were able to compete in the long-awaited round of 16 today.

“Hello, viewers. This is caster Park Jinhwan in charge of the Strife round of 16 broadcast. Today, we have invited analysts Lee Jaehyun and Kang Sangsoo. Hello!”

“Hello.”

“Nice to meet you.”


Connect Inc. had recently opened its own internet broadcasting station to broadcast various events, including ‘Strife.’

Having sold broadcasting rights, they hosted live broadcasts on various channels, but as a self-run station, connect provided the most detailed and systematic information, making it the most-watched channel.

They were in charge of the Korean channel among them.

“Yesterday, the list of 16 round qualifiers was finalized. Many people were looking forward to the success of Korean players. Let’s organize the list of 16 round qualifiers by country.”

[16 Round Qualifiers]

China 4 – Li Jincheng, Jin Muyang, Wang Chunmyung, Zhou Gaoxing

Korea 3 – Bae Dohyun, Kim Ilwoo, Han Seohyun

United States 2 – Brent, Blake

Japan – Morikawa Shigeru

UK – Byron

France – Pierson

…

“As expected, China, which produced the most participants in the round of 64, has four players…”

The commentators briefly introduced the players from each country before moving on to the Korean players.

“Korea has secured three players in the round of 16. This guarantees them 90 lottery tickets every time for the next three months. This is quite rare news. Now, the question remains about who will take the champion’s spot. Do our two analysts have any predictions on who will win?”

“It will be Bae Dohyun.”

“Of course, it’s going to be Bae Dohyun, the player, right?”

There seemed to be no room for disagreement. Bae Dohyun had shown overwhelming skills in the preliminary rounds, crushing his opponents mercilessly in the round of 64 and 32.

“Haha, I agree. Let’s discuss about other players then. What do you think about Kim Ilwoo and Han Seohyun in terms of their performance?”

“Kim Ilwoo has a solid foundation, and he excels in skill and attribute combinations. I believe he can easily make it to the quarterfinals.”

“I agree. Depending on the matchups, he might even reach the semifinals. However, Han Seohyun might face a challenge in the round of 16. So far, she has leveraged her strengths in recovery and agility, but both are at a mediocre level. It might be difficult for her to showcase her skills against the round of 16 contestants, don’t you think?”

With various data, the analysts cautiously assessed the potential of the Korean players.

‘Their analysis is sharper than expected.’

As Bae Dohyun watched the broadcast before the round of 16, he thought of Kim Ilwoo and Han Seohyun, a slight smile forming on his face.

After all, it was Bae Dohyun who designed the tournament bracket.

Although it was claimed that the matches were fairly scheduled based on the results of the preliminary rounds, there was some bias involved.

Kim Ilwoo had the skills to advance to the round of 16 no matter where he was placed, but honestly, Han Seohyun did not have the ability to reach the round of 16.

However, due to the potential for her to become a star with the Summoner’s attribute, and the judgment that she could be of help to Bae Dohyun, he slightly favored her in the matchups.

“Now, it’s up to each player’s skills.”

Since he was sure to claim the championship anyway, he wasn’t too concerned about the other results.

After giving some players he wanted to help a good beating in the round of 64 and 32, he planned to proceed with the matches by giving his opponents some breathing room.

“These players are potential talents that can be recruited into the First Knight Order later on.”

Having firmly impressed everyone with his overwhelming skills, he now needed to gain the favor of the players. And so, the round of 16 began.

Bae Dohyun’s opponent was the American player, Blake.

“Wow, player Blake! With remarkable combinations of various martial arts skills and flashy movements, he is overwhelming Bae Dohyun with his skills!”

“Wow! Jumping over 2 meters and spinning mid-air kick. Indeed, scenes like this are only possible to see in Connect, right?”

“Moreover, if Bae Dohyun didn’t accept, this kind of performance would be hard to display in this match. Bae Dohyun, who advanced to the round of 16, seems very relaxed as he calmly accepts the opponent’s techniques.”

The commentary team continued to exclaim in awe as the flashy and thrilling martial arts performances continued.

Blake, perhaps understanding Bae Dohyun’s intentions, unleashed all the skills and techniques he could display without hesitation.

And Bae Dohyun, facing off against a martial artist like Blake without any weapons, adjusted his strength to match the blows with big, deliberate movements.

Thud.

In the end, a spectacular mid-air 3-step spinning kick landed on Blake’s jaw, causing him to fall down unable to hold himself up, admitting defeat.

“Bae Dohyun wins!”

As the referee’s decision was announced and cheers erupted from the audience, Bae Dohyun reached out to help Blake up.

“It was a good match.”

“I’ve learned a lot. It seems I can’t beat you after all, Bae Dohyun.”

Blake, who shook hands with Bae Dohyun, seemed very bright.

Honestly, when Blake found out he would be facing Bae Dohyun, he was in a self-deprecating state. He knew very well that he couldn’t handle such an expert with his own skills.

Furthermore, seeing how Bae Dohyun overwhelmingly defeated his opponents in the tournament and crushed them literally, he felt fear as well.

However, once the actual match started, Bae Dohyun led the game very courteously, allowing him to fully demonstrate his abilities.

‘Did he acknowledge and respect my skills?’

Although Bae Dohyun couldn’t figure out what was going on in Blake’s mind, the gratitude was indeed real.

“Thank you for accommodating me today. If it’s not too much trouble, could I request another match in the future?”

When Blake politely asked, Bae Dohyun coolly replied,

“Of course. Battles with skilled individuals are always welcome. Since we attend the same academy, I look forward to working with you in the future.”

“Oh, I’m really looking forward to it. Uh, can I get your contact information…?”

In this way, strengthening friendships with the players, Bae Dohyun progressed through the tournament and finally found himself on the verge of the final match.

(To be continued…)
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Bae Dohyun’s opponent for the final match was chosen to be the Chinese player, Wang Chunmyung.

Wang Chunmyung, the last survivor of Group C, was one of the top-ranked players in China along with Li Jincheng. He had been training with a sword for over ten years in real life and had shown a significant skill gap, although not as great as Bae Dohyun’s, by defeating opponents in tournaments.

‘Wang Chunmyung. It’s been a while.’

He was one of the figures still lingering in Bae Dohyun’s memory. This was because he was a top solo player among Chinese players until the very end.

Maintaining a ranking within the top 100 players since the early stages of the game, he remained as one of the top-ranked players even at the time of Bae Dohyun’s death.

In a way, he could be considered one of the closest acquaintances among the players who connected and interacted in Connect.

“I knew you would make it to the finals.”

He had fully anticipated this result since he first saw the tournament bracket.

Among other players, there were many who would later rank as top players, but there were few who trained in martial arts in real life and could be considered masters.

His special trait was the nearly top-tier [S-Grade Ki Swordsmanship].

Being a master of swordsmanship with the trait of swordsmanship, if Bae Dohyun had not been there, he would undoubtedly have won the championship.

In fact, Wang Chunmyung was a skilled player to the extent that he once held the top spot in the early days of Connect.

‘Well, that’s enough praise for now.’

While their past relationship was true, it was built on mutual respect forged over more than ten years. Currently, they were merely strangers to each other.

Moreover, their encounters in past lives were not particularly pleasant. Before the final match, in the players’ waiting room.

Squeeze.

Strength could be felt in the handshake. Was he intending to test their strength?

“Mr. Bae Dohyun, I enjoyed watching your qualifying matches. You have an exceptional skill.”

Squeeze.


“Yes. I also enjoyed watching your match, Mr. Wang Chunmyung. Your swordsmanship is quite impressive, isn’t it?”

Grip.

The two clasped hands turned pale as the blood circulation was cut off.

“Why does this guy have such a problem with me?”

Bae Dohyun thought about exerting more force but decided against it. It wouldn’t be fun to kill the excitement before the main game even began.

“Tsk. I acknowledge your skills. However, I can’t sense the dignity befitting them. Any strong individual should not boast about their power but should show consideration for the weak and respect their opponents. Don’t you think so?”

What kind of fresh nonsense is this?

“As expected, people don’t change easily.”

Wang Chunmyung, known for spouting pretentious and unfamiliar words about the chivalry and romance of martial arts novels, often had others reluctantly accept his words as he was a high-ranker.

Eventually, Bae Dohyun started behaving like a true swordsman due to Wang Chunmyung’s influence, which sometimes led to disagreements between them as Bae Dohyun didn’t fancy insincere behavior or speech.

“Well, I have rarely thought of myself as a strong person. I just do my best in every moment.”

“Even if you try to avoid responsibility in that way, it’s futile. I will hold you accountable on behalf of the players unfairly eliminated in the preliminaries!”

With that, he forcefully pulled away the hand they had shaken. It seemed like his hand hurt a little.

“Anyway, he’s meddlesome.”

Bae Dohyun peered sharply into Wang Chunmyung’s eyes and asked,

“Rather, I wonder. Wang Chunmyung, you passed in Group C, right? In Group C, Chinese players formed teams to slaughter players from other countries and secure their spots. What do you think about that? From what I saw, it didn’t seem like a very dignified act…?”

“Th-that was purely a strategic move. Compared to mindlessly slaughtering players like you…”

“Oh, did you show consideration for the weak and respect your opponent by overwhelming them with a significant numerical advantage? Can you guarantee that no unfairly eliminated player existed in that process? I’m sorry, but I believe Wang Chunmyung’s argument is nothing but a forced one.”

Seemingly at a loss for words, Wang Chunmyung bit his lip for a moment before forcing a smile and speaking again.

“Hmph. You may think that way, but your play style was clearly flawed. I…”


“Enough. Let’s stop this argument. I don’t know what kind of responsibility you’re trying to assign, but if you can, prove it. Actions speak louder than words.”

Cutting off Wang Chunmyung’s words, Bae Dohyun strode towards the stage for the final match.

After all, he was not someone who could be persuaded with just words.

“He’s not a fundamentally bad guy, but his perspective is too narrow. I need to help him get out of that stubbornness a little faster this time. If that happens, he might turn out to be quite a useful ally. So, let’s try to get along for now.”

Bae Dohyun clenched his fist with a mischievous expression.

* * *

The live broadcast of the finals was attracting more attention than expected. While most people acknowledged the high likelihood of Bae Dohyun winning with his overwhelming skills, some also hoped for an unexpected outcome.

[First Knight Order Academy Special Admission Test ‘Strife’. Live broadcast of the finals – CNT Sports]

On Connect’s own broadcasting channel, many viewers were tuning in, flooding the chat rooms with their discussions.

– Hey. Bae Dohyun! He’s going to win anyway! Let’s go!

– Hasty guesses are forbidden. Haven’t you seen Wang Chunmyung’s games? Honestly, except for the massacre in the preliminaries, Bae Dohyun didn’t have any outstanding performances.

– That’s a funny thing to say. Maybe he didn’t need to show his skills. Because he couldn’t handle his opponents one on one.

– Korean guys winning with their minds. Didn’t you see that Bae Dohyun struggled since the round of 16? He barely managed to advance after facing strong opponents.

– He was just lucky with the match-ups. How could he avoid facing skilled players and make it to the finals? We should investigate if Korean guys manipulated the brackets.

– Yeah. If we Chinese players faced anyone, they would have failed miserably. Kekeke.

– It’s unbelievable. Are Chinese guys really thinking like that?

– Korea has always been famous for winning with their minds. Just watch, Wang Chunmyung will crush Bae Dohyun. The problem is the small country trying to beat the big country from the start.

– You crossed the line. Saying that small country versus big country in the 21st century.

– It’s not wrong though. Why are you like that? China is a big country, so does that mean Korea is a big country too?

– (Content cannot be verified due to report.)


– (Content cannot be verified due to report.)

“For those using the chat, please refrain from excessive profanity or personal attacks. Our CNT Sports channel abides by broadcasting review regulations and guidelines regarding malicious comments in chat rooms. We ask for your understanding that you may be blocked from accessing due to sanctions. Now, let’s continue with the analysis. Panelist, what kind of strategy do you think Bae Dohyun will adopt in this final match?”

“Well, our player Bae Dohyun is capable of handling a wide range of weapons proficiently, which makes it difficult to predict his strategy. However, considering that Wang Chunmyung excels in swordsmanship, I think Bae Dohyun might have an advantage if he chooses weapons like polearms with longer reach or long-range weaponry.”

“So, what do you estimate his chances of winning to be…?”

“Among the experts, opinions are about fifty-fifty or 6:4 in favor of Bae Dohyun. However, personally, I predict Bae Dohyun’s victory by a margin of 9:1 or more.”

“May I ask for the reason?”

The commentator scratched his head slightly and answered with a smile.

“Well, isn’t the aura visibly different? Bae Dohyun seems very relaxed, while Wang Chunmyung looks like he’s ready to spit fire from his eyes. Although it’s called the final, there’s a strong sense of champion versus challenger.”

“Yes, that’s true. Any other reasons?”

“My gut feeling, honed through a life in martial arts, tells me so. Bae Dohyun is guaranteed to win. That’s what this strong intuition is telling me.”

“Ah… I see. In that case, next….”

Reporter Park Jinhwan had a feeling that he might not see this analyst on the next broadcast.

* * *

The final match began.

Wang Chunmyung, as usual, was wearing traditional attire that could appear in Chinese martial arts dramas on top of his leather armor.

“His concept is consistent.”

To be honest, it was not entirely a concept; there were rumors that he had actually trained with a sword in a volcanic faction.

Even if his outfit seemed a bit amateurish, it resembled the real training attire of the volcanic faction.

Not only did he have the appearance, but his skill was outstanding, creating quite a fandom among the Chinese.

Holding up his longsword, dressed in the martial artist attire, Wang Chunmyung looked quite convincing.

“Today, I will defeat you here and prove that the Mount Hua’s sword is the best in the world!”

“Oh, my. I feel like my hands and feet are getting cramped.”

While it was somewhat bearable when watching martial arts novels or movies, hearing such words directly before his eyes made him lose his composure.

Bae Dohyun deliberately maintained a calm expression as he pulled out a longsword similar to Wang Chunmyung’s from his inventory.

“I’m sorry, Wang Chunmyung, but I believe the skill gap between us is too significant to engage in an ordinary battle.”

Clash.

Bae Dohyun drove his longsword into the center of the training ground floor and drew a small circle around himself.

“So, I will not step out of this circle during this final match. If even one foot goes beyond this point, I will admit defeat.”

Like a master in the martial world showing mercy to a lesser opponent, Bae Dohyun decided to impose this penalty on himself.

This action not only caught the attention of Wang Chunmyung but also stirred up the spectators watching the match.

– Crazy. Is he seriously deluding himself into thinking he’s an absolute master or something?

– Such arrogance. This is a disrespect to all Chinese players!

– Why making it a big deal suddenly involving the whole of China…?

– Shut up, arrogant Koreans. Just because you excel a bit in the game, you act all high and mighty! This is crossing the line.

– Well, this might turn out well. Let Wang Chunmyung crush that arrogant guy and bring the next Connect TO to our China!

The Chinese fans were ecstatic, while the Korean side didn’t respond with such refined remarks.

– Why the fuss? Can’t he just win? What if he gets careless and loses our spot for TO?

– Seriously, representing the country, shouldn’t he give his best even in a minor match! Such a lack of character.

– I’m also a bit frustrated, but still, he’s not representing the country, right? This is an academy entrance exam after all…

– I don’t know. If he loses, I’ll really go find Bae Dohyun and give him a piece of my mind! Why did he get the seeding right for himself?

– You want trouble? Meeting Bae Dohyun in real life might not end well. I’ll pray for you in advance.

– It’s a bit disappointing as fellow Koreans. It would be nice if Bae Dohyun wins, but even if not, what right do we have to curse him? The country hasn’t done anything, and he’s the one who made it to the final with his own efforts.

The chatroom was not the only place where such discussions were happening; even the broadcasters from various countries voiced their concerns.

Many questioned the need to take such risks and put on such a performance. Despite the external reactions, how would Wang Chunmyung, the main character, feel about this?

“I thought he was a reasonable opponent, but I was foolish. Bring it on with all you’ve got!”

With his face flushed red, Wang Chunmyung shouted in apparent frustration.

“Hmm. I did as he asked, why is he getting angry? Consideration for the weak, respect for the opponent. What’s the problem here?”

As Bae Dohyun smirked, the final match finally began.

(To be continued…)
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Clang! Swish!

The clash of swords produced sparks as they collided.

The scene of swords clashing multiple times in a second provided a level of flashy excitement and thrill that could not exist in reality.

The dazzling movements and swift swordplay, made possible by Connect, captivated the onlookers with their flamboyance and intensity.

The only problem was that despite their flashiness and intensity, these moves were not yielding any results.

Swish!

‘Damn. Why won’t he budge?’

Wang Chunmyung unleashed all the skills and swordsmanship he possessed to attack Bae Dohyun, but to no avail. None of his attacks were landing.

Bae Dohyun not only stayed within the circle he drew on the floor as promised, but he hadn’t moved a single step since the start of the confrontation.

Slish, thunk!

He even deflected the sword coming at his back without turning his body, simply extending his sword over his shoulder to block it.

The frustration that initially led Wang Chunmyung to rage slowly morphed into a look of defeat on his face.

He had faced many players before, but this was the first time he couldn’t see a way out.

“Hoo.”

For the first time since the final match began, the offense came to a halt.

Wang Chunmyung took a step back to catch his breath.

“So he’s not taking the bait, as expected.”

With no time limit in the final match and Bae Dohyun’s self-imposed restriction, Wang Chunmyung could catch his breath without any qualms.

But that didn’t mean he could just drag out the match. With the broadcast reaching audiences worldwide, he couldn’t afford to show a pathetic performance.


“It’s frustrating, but there’s no winning like this. Shall I change tactics a bit?”

While people thought he only knew how to handle a sword, in reality, on Connect, he had wielded various weapons.

Wang Chunmyung put away his sword and took out a bow and arrow from his inventory.

Twang!

As he shot the arrow, Bae Dohyun deftly dodged it.

“Alright. So he can dodge that much.”

But could he continue to dodge?

Since he had set his own limits, Bae Dohyun’s room to dodge was confined to the small circle. Wang Chunmyung began shooting arrows in rapid succession.

The arrows flying at a distance of just 10 meters were incredibly threatening, as if they would pierce Bae Dohyun’s body any moment. However…

Ping. Clang!

“Trying to block or dodge all of this? Is that possible?”

In reality, Wang Chunmyung’s archery skills, honed through practice, were quite impressive. He could shoot approximately one arrow every 3 seconds by slightly adjusting his position.

His power and accuracy were decent enough to allow him to hunt without a sword in basic hunting grounds. Yet, it was all futile.

Despite shooting until both quivers were empty, he couldn’t even touch a single hair on Bae Dohyun.

“Damn…”

Still feeling challenged, Wang Chunmyung was about to draw the third quiver when suddenly…

Swish, thud!

The bow he was holding snapped in half in response to the rain of arrows unleashed by Bae Dohyun. Subsequently, two arrows flew past on either side of his armpits.

Whizzing through the air, a chilling wind seeped into the gap created by the brushing arrows, sending a shiver down Wang Chunmyung’s spine. Bae Dohyun aimed his bow at him with an icy stare.

“Is your archery better than mine?”


Although grumbling inwardly, Wang Chunmyung reluctantly set aside the broken bow and drew his sword once again. Seeing this, Bae Dohyun calmly stored his bow back into his inventory.

Wang Chunmyung bit his lips in frustration. He never imagined someone would outclass him to such an extent.

As if challenging him to try his best, Bae Dohyun maintained his composed expression throughout.

“Let’s see how long you can keep that expression!”

In the end, Wang Chunmyung made up his mind to use his ultimate skill.

Through the preliminaries and the tournament, some analysis had been made regarding Bae Dohyun’s skills and characteristics. Probably, he possessed psychokinesis.

Psychokinesis was a skill that couldn’t be obtained through normal means, so it wasn’t surprising. Additionally, his skills were roughly classified as general weapon-related skill, psychokinesis, and lastly, short-range teleportation.

“It’s a common argument among analysts that psychic abilities don’t have significant power in the early stages.”

In reality, Bae Dohyun’s psychokinesis couldn’t be considered powerful. His talent lied in utilizing it effectively in various situations.

The general weapon skill could be helpful in using different weapons, but its own power was proven to be lacking.

The short-range teleportation device may pose a great threat in short-range combat, but it was fine for Bae Dohyun to not worry about it since he had put a restraint on himself.

“This is something you won’t be able to withstand.”

His unique characteristic, Ki Swordsmanship (S-), surpassed the realm of swordsmanship and allowed him to use “mana” in this world. Wang Chunmyung tightly gripped his sword and activated his special skill [Ki Sword (氣檢)].

Whooong.

A powerful mana energy filled the sword and was transmitted to Wang Chunmyung through the sword hilt. With a hint of bluish energy emanating from the sword, it seemed to be ready to conclude the match with a sharp momentum, flying towards Bae Dohyun.

“It’s over!”

Wang Chunmyung shouted confidently. Ki Sword, known here as Mana Sword, was a formidable skill that could easily cut through ordinary weapons in one blow.

If the weapon did not contain mana, there was no way to defend against this attack. However, Wang Chunmyung’s confidence quickly deflated like a balloon losing air.

Crack. Crack!

“What? Huh?”


Although there was definitely a bluish aura of mana on his sword, why was Bae Dohyun’s sword unscathed? When Ki Sword was activated, the power of the sword increased several times, so how could he casually withstand it like that?

Wang Chunmyung, in a flustered state, unconsciously continued his attack, but once his secret move was blocked, the outcome of the match was already decided. And the result of not focusing on the duel was catastrophic.

Swish, whoosh.

The whip attached to Bae Dohyun’s sword wrapped around Wang Chunmyung’s left ankle, pulling him inside the circle.

“What!”

Wang Chunmyung tried to push back belatedly but, already off balance, he was being drawn closer to Bae Dohyun’s range.

Clang!

When Bae Dohyun struck with his sword, Wang Chunmyung’s grip shattered, and the sword flew away.

“Do they teach fist techniques at Mount Hua?”

Bae Dohyun casually inquired as he swiftly threw his own sword to the side.

“Come to think of it, do they teach fist techniques properly?”

Before Wang Chunmyung could give a response, Bae Dohyun’s fist landed coolly on his face, followed by a series of punches and kicks, leaving Wang Chunmyung dazed and bewildered.

Wang Chunmyung, covering his face with both arms, tried to widen the distance to escape by any means, but it was impossible due to his ankles being tied up.

“Ha, haaa…”

Unable to bear the pain any longer, he attempted to surrender, but Bae Dohyun was ruthless.

“Now, where do you think you’re going?”

Just because he took a few hits while happily attacking, he thought he could surrender? Bae Dohyun wasn’t someone with a soft personality.

Thud, thud, crack.

In the end, Wang Chunmyung was beaten until he lost consciousness and even more, until he actually died.

Due to the city’s feature of being able to resurrect without penalties, Bae Dohyun believed that it was better to cleanly die and come back to life rather than having a half-hearted grip on survival.

“Well, after beating him up like this, he might not spout nonsense when we meet next time.”

“Respect for the Strong.”

A phrase often seen in martial arts novels, isn’t it?

He hoped that Wang Chunmyung realized that with his petty sense of justice, he could also be exposed.

And so, the final match concluded with Bae Dohyun’s overwhelming victory.

* * *

The news of Bae Dohyun’s victory dominated the main pages of various portal sites.

Expert speculators who predicted Wang Chunmyung’s victory or anticipated an intense battle were left speechless by the unexpectedly one-sided outcome.

While posts saying “I knew this would happen” flooded the community, those who doubted Bae Dohyun’s position as the top player in Connect were nowhere to be found.

And those who had been cursing Bae Dohyun in Korean online communities quickly switched sides to praising him.

Thanks to Bae Dohyun’s victory, Korea secured an additional 12% of Connect lottery tickets for the next three months, and prospective players cheered with joy.

Existing Korean players also expressed their gratitude to Bae Dohyun while enjoying a one-month exemption from user fees.

On the other hand, connect, which garnered tremendous promotional effects through this tournament broadcast and succeeded in driving hype, pushed forward with establishing a system for popular players’ personal broadcasting.

With various benefits and support to attract viewers from platforms like YouTube, twitch, and PAPRIKA, Connect players started engaging in full-fledged streaming activities.

Despite the announcement that Bae Dohyun’s personal channel and First Knight Order’s official channel would not conduct live streaming, they attracted the most subscribers.

Videos compiling Bae Dohyun’s achievements during the tournament skyrocketed in views as soon as they were uploaded, gaining millions of views explosively.

The First Knight Order’s official channel also received significant attention from the public.

Witnessing videos being uploaded even though they weren’t affiliated with any player yet, some viewers seemed to mistake the First Knight Order channel for Connect’s promotional channel.

But in reality, the one managing the official Connect channel was none other than Rabel.

She utilized Bae Dohyun’s know-how in his past life, from operating a personal channel and materials studied through the internet to edit videos herself, and the quality was enough to make even the so-called experts step aside.

Currently, she was mainly uploading videos focusing on Academy news, but she planned to utilize it as a strategic means in the future, rather than just a simple promotional channel.

The final list of accepted candidates for the First Knight Order Academy was announced. Among the 600 players who obtained the qualification as first-year students of the academy, there were about 60 non-combat occupational candidates.

The accepted students were provided with basic necessities during the three-month training period.

Players couldn’t help but be amazed by the accommodations comparable to top-notch 5-star hotels, luxurious buffet-style restaurants, and neat training uniforms provided daily.

As the videos filmed by players who started their own broadcasts and received permission from the academy began to be uploaded, not only other players but also general viewers felt envious.

-Oh, here I am having meals with plain bread and a glass of milk, while someone gets to enjoy a luxury buffet for every meal. It’s so unfair.ㅠㅠ

-So jealous. Their accommodations are way better than my studio apartment….

-Wish to get out of the basic provided clothes. After one hunting trip, the clothes are all smudged with monster blood and sweat, and the smell is unbearable.

-It’s almost like hitting the jackpot. It’s almost impossible for ordinary players to catch up with the academy students, isn’t it?

-Really. Even after hunting all day, once you take care of the meals, equipment repairs, laundry, there’s hardly anything left. It’s almost like reality, and there are not just one or two things to take care of.

-When will the next recruitment be? Did they announce it by any chance?

-It’s a 3-month course, so maybe they won’t recruit again after it’s over?

-So much discrimination from the start. I wish the academy didn’t exist at all.

-Instead of complaining, how about improving your skills to aim for the next batch?

For the 16 who passed through the competition, much more aggressive rewards and treatments were provided. Upgraded accommodations were provided, along with specialized equipment tailored to each individual’s characteristics.

Additionally, during the academy’s training period, they were given a ‘Portal Pass’ that allowed them to freely move between starting cities and were also issued entry permits to Thurium, the capital of the Ruben Kingdom.

In other words, new players were freed from the constraint of not being able to leave the free city area. Moreover, in the case of the portal, if not approved at the destination point, its use was restricted.

Therefore, in general, players had to arrive in the respective city on foot to receive a residence permit, but they were able to skip that process and immediately head to the capital.

The winner, Bae Dohyun, received special rewards. Regardless of academy graduation, he immediately gained guild member status and could receive guild quests.

However, this announcement was simply a pretext for him to operate as Raul going forward, as he planned to participate only in some practical exercises and the graduation exams without attending academy classes.

With Raul absent, an uneasy atmosphere was felt around the territory. It was time for his to return to his main profession.

(To be continued…)
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The Calix Estate conference room, which reflects Raul’s true nature. As the executives, including Philip and Bernard, gathered, the head of the information team, Kane, was delivering a briefing.

“… Unusual signs have been discovered in three estates.”

The information reported by Kane was updated on the map attached to the front of the conference room. Three satellite estates of Raul, slightly distant from each other, and three adjacent baron estates were marked.

“This is… too blatant, isn’t it?”

Bernard furrowed his brows and spoke. After the Gate incident, the baron estates struggled to reinforce their forces and secure their estates, focusing purely on survival.

However, at some point, reconnaissance troops witnessed the monsters being driven out, with the defense lines of the estates being secured by their troops. And leading these forces, there was a group of knights numbering in the dozens, hardly recognizable as the baron’s knight order.

“Do we know which family the knights belong to?”

At Philip’s question, Kane shook his head.

“The knights’ armor, weapons, shields, nowhere did they have the family crest engraved.”

“A mysterious knight order…”

“Have they instigated any conflicts or crossed the estate borders?”

“After confirming the presence of our reconnaissance troops, they quietly retreated.”

It was time for the estates that had secured their safety to start paying attention to the outside world. Probably, like Raul, there would be an increase in situations where some price would be paid to dispatch a knight order or lend soldiers.

And there might even be cases where estates were seized. However, in any situation, it was rare for a family to conceal their affiliation and act covertly. Knights took great pride in their own lineage and family.

The fact that they hid the family insignia?

It was clear that something fishy was going on. And the fact that such incidents were occurring right next to the estates Raul had recently acquired was not something to be taken lightly.

“It’s not common for a barony to mobilize dozens of knights. There must be someone behind him or a collaborator,” Raul nodded at Bernard’s words and asked Kane.

“Have any prestigious families or factions shown any unusual movements?”

“For now, among the prestigious warrior families, both the Templeton Duchy and the Greer Marquessate are quiet. They are families that seldom engage in political activities. As for the McNeil Marquessate, they were the quickest to stabilize after the chaos, aside from our Ashton County. There are reports that the Master, Marquess Clifford de McNeil, took action personally, suggesting they had prepared in advance.”


“The McNeil Marquessate, huh.”

Raul’s mind grew complicated.

‘I need to sort things out someday…’

The truth was, from the perspective of the Ashton Viscount, the most troublesome family would probably be the Rendall Viscount. They always seemed to stir up trouble.

However, when looking at the entire Ruben Kingdom, the McNeil Marquessate was the one to be most cautious of.

“The McNeil Marquessate was a traitor to the kingdom.”

After the empire invaded in his past life, the Ruben Kingdom rallied around the Templeton Duchy to resist. But there were families that refused to join and sided with the empire, one of them being the McNeil Marquessate.

Fortunately, due to an internal whistleblower, the Viscountcy didn’t turn the tables on them, but there was still a power vacuum.

“The issue is when the Viscountcy was co-opted by the empire. If there hasn’t been contact yet, we should try to persuade them to our side as much as possible. If not…”

They needed to act before things deteriorated. They still had time before the empire invaded. Kane’s informants were working hard, so they would soon have enough information.

“… The suspicious families are McNeil Marquessate, Randal County, and the movements of the Viscount Jaden’s faction that Master mentioned aren’t reassuring either.”

“I see. What is my uncle currently up to?”

“Viscount Jaden, who had laid low since the Gate incident, seems to have returned to the capital recently. It seems he’s scheming with his faction members, and it’s likely related to the recent territorial dispute.”

“For now, strengthen surveillance, and report immediately if any special information comes in.”

Based on the information so far, one of the knight orders appearing in nearby territories seemed to be one of them. Raul could roughly guess who they were up against.

‘It seems they’re planning to start poking around here, but… Will things go as they expect?’

The information they had about Raul and the First Knight Order was from when they were active in the capital seven months ago. They probably thought nothing much had changed in less than a year, not knowing that player time flowed differently from NPC time.

“Philip. The Knight Order will be on high alert for the time being. All knights are to remain in the city ready to portal immediately should a situation arise.”

“Yes, Master!”

“Jake. The gate management and suppression missions previously handled by the Knight Order will now be transferred to guild forces. How far along is the transition to cavalry units?”


“We have completed the transition to cavalry units for 2,500 out of the current 3,000 guild forces. If we secure enough mounts for the remaining troops, we can mobilize them at full capacity immediately.”

Bernard interjected in response to Jake’s report, “We can acquire an additional thousand steeds by the end of this month. We anticipate a stable supply through ranch operations thereafter.”

“Good. The key to our troop deployment is securing mobility. Once the cavalry formation is completed, continue training all territorial troops with the goal of transitioning them to cavalry units as well.”

“Yes, Master!”

Locking eyes with his subordinates present at the meeting, Raul spoke, “I’m sure you all feel it too – the hostile forces against our territory and us are beginning to move in earnest. They may think of us as easy prey, but is that really the case?”

“No!”

“They mistakenly believe themselves to be the hunters, ignorant of who their true adversaries are. How should we deal with such fools?”

“Show them our true strength!”

“We should beat some sense into them!”

“They should pay the price for recklessly provoking us!”

Everyone clenched their fists and shouted in agreement.

“Let’s use this opportunity to crush our enemies and make the power of the First Knight Order and Ashton County known to the world. We will lead the nation from now on! Are you all ready for this?”

“Of course!”

“Count on us!”

With everyone rallying together, the meeting came to a close.

As Raul was about to leave, he called Bernard back and gave him special instructions, “It looks like I’ll have to stay in the capital for a while. If you can’t reach me and something happens to my father, take Nakia back to our home as quickly as possible as we discussed before. If we need to mobilize troops, seek assistance from Knight Philip.”

“Understood. I will act according to your instructions in case of any unforeseen events.”

“Good. Also, if any orders or requests for cooperation come from our home, ignore them unless they are specifically from Dylan. I’ll take full responsibility.”

They had not yet fully identified all the traitors or collaborators among their household members. It was necessary to consider all possibilities.

“Their plans might have gone astray somewhat, but their target probably hasn’t changed much. They’ll definitely aim for Father first.”


If Count Melvin was in good health and attempted something, they would truly be fools.

Count Melvin’s influence and control were solid. Dissenting factions or potential traitors wouldn’t be able to do anything if the Count was in good shape. If the opponent couldn’t even grasp that level of situation, Raul wouldn’t need to intervene.

“It probably won’t come to that.”

Ideally, preemptively dismantling any plots to target the Count would solve any issues, but unfortunately, Raul had no way to do so in this case. Even in his past life, he found treatments but couldn’t uncover the cause.

“And in a way, this could also be an opportunity.”

He couldn’t proceed with the scenario while leaving hidden dangers within the family estate. Just like pathogens should be eradicated early on; treating them after an outbreak was never a good solution. Raul intended to take care of all such potential risks this time. Since basic precautions had been taken, immediate issues were unlikely to arise.

“So, I should handle the postponed matters first.”

* * *

The capital of the Ruben Kingdom, thurium.

Although there were significant damages due to the Gate incident, the situation was slowly recovering. Buildings that had collapsed were being rebuilt, and residents, after mourning their lost ones, were returning to their daily lives.

The central army forces that had stayed within the castle for a while left on expeditions to clear the surrounding monsters and reclaim villages affected by the Gate incident. Mercenaries, hired at a high cost by the lords, also headed to the provinces.

As nobles and knights remaining in the capital left to deal with monsters on their territories, the city felt quieter than ever.

Yet, there was one place where people bustled and moved energetically – the Thurium branch of the First Knight Order.

“Have you arrived, Master?”

Lowering his head in greeting was Elias, the branch manager.

He was one of the six trainees who followed Raul in the early days, originating from the Golden Bear Knights. Now, he had reached the level of an Expert and was rightfully one of the top executives of the First Knight Order.

“It’s been a while, Elias.”

“It’s been a while since you last visited.”

It had been a few months since Raul had visited Thurium. During that time, he had been busy with his newly acquired territories and player-related matters, and there was no urgent business in the capital that required his attention.

“Well, Branch Manager Elias has been handling things so well that there was no need for me to come anyway.”

Raul joked as he walked into the branch. Inside the long stretch of walls, he could see a wide garden, training grounds, and the imposing main building.

It was perhaps too grand and sophisticated to be used as a guild branch; it looked more like a noble mansion.

This place was one of the rewards given by the royal family after the Gate Incident. It was one of the mansions of the nobles associated with the Imperial spy, Viscount Plank, which Raul had acquired and renovated.

In addition to the Thurium branch, there were 500 guild troops and about 20 knights that he had recruited.

Upon the royal request, they were managing several dungeons near the capital and also undertaking missions from other nobles and residents.

As he headed towards the meeting room in the mansion, he was greeted by a few knights and individuals who seemed to be adventurers waiting for him.

“It’s been a while.”

“Nice to see you again, Master.”

These knights were none other than Raul’s academy classmates who had applied to the First Knight Order.

Dalton was managing the guild academy in the free city of Mira, but the others had stayed in the capital to deal with the nobles.

As promising members of the Academy’s S Class, being part of the guild and receiving system assistance had accelerated their growth significantly.

Having been at the upper tier of Advanced Sword users, they were all aiming to reach the Intermediate level, surpassing the Expert’s barrier effortlessly.

After exchanging some light conversation to catch up, Raul slowly brought up the purpose of his visit.

“I heard you found the entrance to the ancient dungeon. Could I hear more about it?”

“Our guide will explain that to you.”

Then, the adventurer who had been patiently waiting since the introduction, finally spoke up.

“I discovered the place about a week ago. Originally, I was exploring the new gates that appeared…”

As the adventurer explained about the ancient dungeon, a sense of certainty began to grow on Raul’s face.

“Definitely. I finally found it.”

Raul had finally uncovered the ancient dungeon he had been searching for.

(To be continued)
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There are two types of dungeons in Connect.

One is where an unresolved gate has become stuck and merged with the Connect world. It constantly spawns monsters and can only be destroyed by meeting specific conditions.

The other type consists of various dungeons that have existed before the gate appeared. These include the mage’s laboratory, hidden temples, dragon nests, collectively referred to as ‘ancient dungeons’ that have undefined secrets.

Stuck gates and regular dungeons have a semi-transparent barrier at the entrance, with the interior serving as a kind of dimensional passageway connected to a parallel dimension.

On the other hand, ancient dungeons are a part of the Connect world itself. They are created by digging into the real ground or using spatial expansion magic circles and barriers.

As a result, newly created regular dungeons are quickly discovered, but ancient dungeons, despite existing for a long time, are rarely found in reality.

“… So, it is presumed that this dungeon is the ‘Zeinak’s Dungeon’ whose entrance disappeared a few years ago.”

After receiving the report, Raul praised the adventurers who discovered the dungeon and rewarded them generously before sending them on their way.

“What is the current situation in the dungeon?”

“The knights and soldiers are guarding it meticulously. Information is strictly controlled.”

Fortunately, the location that was discovered was near the dungeon assigned to the First Knight Order, so securing the entrance was not difficult.

In fact, even if it were to be exposed, it was not a dungeon that would cause significant problems.

Zeinak’s Dungeon.

It had been a well-explored dungeon by many adventurers and explorers even before, classified with the highest level of danger. Although exploration had been limited to just the entrance area, quite a number of artifacts and ancient texts had been discovered.

However, beyond the entrance, it was a place that had such a notorious reputation that few adventurers and mercenaries returned, and a few years ago, the entrance of the dungeon collapsed after an expedition by a noble’s party.

Naturally, even after excavating the collapsed area, the entrance to the dungeon remained in a vanished state.

After several years, the dungeon that had been in that state was now discovered in a different location.

“Do you intend to conquer the dungeon?”

“Yes. We plan to deal with it before competitors arrive.”


“Do you have anyone in mind to accompany you…?”

Suddenly, the knights’ eyes sparkled as they stared through Raul. They all seemed eager to participate in the dungeon raid. It was understandable, as they were young teenagers in their teens or early twenties. They didn’t want to miss out on the adventure of conquering an ancient unexplored dungeon. Unfortunately, Raul had already made up his mind internally about his choices.

“We’ll go together to the entrance, but only a select few will proceed further inside. Ken, are you ready?”

“M-me? Of course. I really, really want to go!”

Ken, the knight chosen by Raul, smiled broadly as if he were about to jump for joy.

“Among the knights, only Ken will accompany me. Don’t be too disappointed if you’re left at the entrance, as circumstances may require everyone to enter,” Raul said.

“Of course. It’s a shame, but if it’s Ken, then so be it.”

“Congratulations, Ken. Put in your best effort to assist the master.”

The knights who were Raul’s academy peers readily accepted his decision. Ken, ranked second in skill among the ten new recruits of the First Knight Order, was the only one who had reached Intermediate Expert level.

After a brief meeting, as everyone dispersed, Raul called Ken to his office separately.

“You called for me?”

Ken, with a height of around 170 centimeters and a lean muscular physique, was on the shorter side for a knight, but he compensated with exceptional mana control skills and made up for his lack of physical strength.

Sip.

Raul, who personally brewed tea in a teacup, sat facing Ken and calmly spoke.

“Ken, is there anything uncomfortable for you in the life of a knight?”

“No. I am very satisfied with the efficient training system, excellent facilities, and generous support provided. Moreover, being able to gain ample real-world experience, I believe there is no better environment than this.” he replied, though it seemed somewhat rigid, perhaps due to standing before the knight’s master.

Although they both graduated from the National Academy, their time together had been short, and they were not personally close, so there may have been a sense of distance between Raul and him.

“If there are any areas that need improvement, make sure to bring it up to the department head at any time. Since we are still a new knight order, there are inevitably areas where we may fall short, so I would appreciate it if there were many suggestions. That’s my honest sentiment.”

“Yes, understood!”

It seemed that this was not a comfortable position for Ken.


“Now, let’s get to the main point. There must be a special reason I chose Ken as a member for this dungeon expedition. Do you have any idea what it might be?”

“I’m not sure.”

Despite hearing that he led a very exemplary knightly life, Raul did not expect him to be so disciplined. Since Raul had some understanding of his circumstances, there was a part of him that silently nodded in approval.

“Before we get into the dungeon talk, there’s something we need to address first. Don’t you agree, Lady Kaylee de Greer?”

“…!”

Ken—or rather, Kaylee de Greer, the eldest daughter of the Marquess of Greer—had her pupils tremble.

The slightly pale complexion on her face, she bit her lip momentarily, then promptly stood up, bowing deeply to Raul.

“I apologize. I unwittingly misled Sir Raul. I really have no words to offer.”

For a while, she remained bowed with her hands tightly clenched, trembling.

‘Well, I thought I might be caught someday, but why did it have to be now….’

Inside Ken’s head, memories of past events began to flit through one by one.

The Greer family, one of the five prestigious martial arts families in the Ruben Kingdom. Located on the southernmost coast of the kingdom, the Greer family had been recognized as a prestigious martial arts family for producing numerous talents based on their powerful spear techniques.

However, after suffering a major setback in the past battle with the Empire, losing both the patriarch and the heir at the same time, they had slowly begun to decline. As the cultivation technique that had only been passed down to the head of the family was partially lost, preventing the emergence of a Sword Master, Ken, who had retired from the central politics, was diligently cultivating her strength within the Marquessate to regain their past glory.

What circumstances led the beloved scion of a prestigious noble family to disguise herself as a man and enroll in the academy, eventually joining the First Knight Order?

“Ah, it was truly a good place….”

Ken’s words to Raul were sincere. If she hadn’t joined the First Knight Order, she would never have achieved what she has now. However, Ken decided to accept the fact that her connection with the First Knight Order ends here.

Regardless of her circumstances, joining the Order while hiding her identity was an undeniable mistake. Due to the customs of the Ruben Kingdom, which look down upon female knights, most knight orders did not accept female members.

“I have truly received a lot of grace. Thanks to the favors bestowed upon me by Young master Raul, I have grown this much. I will repay this debt even if it costs me my life. I am truly grateful, and once again, I apologize for my sins.”

Though she endured tough knight training even while disguised as a man, it seemed inevitable that her emotions were getting the best of her as her voice trembled at the end.

“Hmm…. Ken, or rather, Lady Kaylee, are you thinking of quitting being a knight?”


“… Yes? No. No matter what anyone says, I will continue my life as a knight!”

She seemed slightly flustered, and her response was delayed, but she answered firmly. Even if she was expelled from the Order, she had no intention of giving up being a knight. That determination had been with her since she fled from her family.

However, her expression wavered once again at Raul’s following words.

“Why are you talking as if you’re going to quit the Order? Is there something I or the Order did that displeased you?”

“Oh, no. There was nothing of the sort. If anything, I am deeply sorry for being so well-treated. B-but, does that mean… you are saying I can stay in the Order?”

As Ken clenched her fists and cautiously asked, Raul looked bewildered.

“Isn’t it obvious? What foolish knight order would send away a talent who has reached the intermediate level at the age of ten? Did you do anything wrong that would hurt the Order, other than concealing your identity?”

“That’s not the issue… but I am the Marquess of Greer, a rival family to the Ashton County. And I am also a woman. Are you saying these are not problems at all?”

Ken’s eyes widened as she looked directly into Raul’s eyes and asked. Raul met her gaze unwaveringly and answered confidently.

“No, those are not problems at all. What matters is your will, Lady Kaylee of the Marquess of Greer. So I ask you, do you wish to leave the knight order and be treated as Lady Kaylee, or will you remain in the knight order as Ken and pledge your loyalty to me as you have until now?”

“Are you really saying that my gender or status doesn’t matter?”

“Even if issues arise, it is solely my, Raul de Ashton’s, responsibility, the Master who accepted you as a member of the Knights. From the moment you become mine, I take responsibility for everything. So, erase all other thoughts and clearly state your will. Kaylee or Ken?”

Upon hearing Ken’s resolute answer, Raul kneeled where he was and shouted, “I, Knight ‘Ken’ of the Greer Marquessate, once again pledge my loyalty to Master Raul de Ashton as a member of the First Knight Order. I swear upon my spear and the god of war, battar, that my loyalty will solely belong to you, Raul. I solemnly vow to stand at the forefront and crush our enemies with these hands.”

Ken’s bowed head was more determined than ever, her voice filled with unwavering resolution.

“I, Raul, Master of the First Knight Order, gladly accept the loyalty of Knight Ken and promise to faithfully fulfill my responsibilities as both Master and Lord.”

Thus, Raul accepted into his service Ken, a talent of S-Grade potential, who in his previous life had become the first female knight to reach the rank of Master in Connect.

‘It’s been a long journey, but I’ve achieved my goal nonetheless.’

From the start, the talent Raul sought to gain at the National Academy was her.

When the Gate Incident occurred, things got complicated and Dalton became entangled with Raul first, but now that he could bring her into his fold, it didn’t matter.

“So what should I do now? Should I reveal my true identity and gender while I continue to serve?”

To Ken’s question, Raul responded as if it required no thought.

“That’s up to Ken to decide. You can continue as you are now, or you can reveal your original status. It’s up to you.”

“Well then, for now, I will continue to live as Ken. I want to be evaluated based on my skills without any special treatment or discrimination.”

“Got it. But remember one thing. If you find true comrades who you consider as such, it’s best to reveal the truth to them sooner rather than later. Think about the reasons for yourself.”

“Yes, I will keep that in mind.”

This was not just a message for her alone. As long as Raul continued to operate under the false identity of Bae Dohyun, he would eventually face the reality of having to reveal himself as well.

Will genuine comrades emerge who he can reveal his true self to, and if so, what decision will he make? Raul himself did not yet know.

“Now, let’s talk about the dungeon again. Why do you think I want to take Ken on a dungeon conquest with me?”

Returning to the starting point, Raul posed the question.

This time, Ken did not shy away from answering.

“That’s…”

(To be continued)
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Inside the natural cave filled with stalactites.

Splash, splash.

Fully armed knights were walking through the puddles on the uneven ground. Following behind them, soldiers periodically set up torches to secure their visibility.

“Set up camp here.”

When Raul reached a suitable open space, he gave the command.

“This is as far as we go. We wish you success, master.”

The knights placed a fist to their chests, showing their respect to Raul, and then directed the soldiers.

“Now, the attack team, this way.”

Only two people gathered in response to Raul’s call. It wasn’t exactly a grandiose lineup deserving the name of an attack team.

“We are ready, master.”

Ken, who was equipped with a short spear and buckler for dungeon exploration, stepped forward in black armor. The armor was made of a unique material that was neither leather nor metal; it was crafted from the shell of an Armored Scorpion they had faced during a gate attack.

Despite being much lighter than leather armor, it was stronger than metal armor, receiving high praise from knights who had tried it on. Unfortunately, due to insufficient materials, it couldn’t be mass-produced yet. However, if the materials could be reliably sourced from dungeons, it was planned to be adopted as official equipment.

“To be able to explore the dungeon again with the master! It is truly an infinite honor!”

The other team member was a very energetic individual. Having persistently hovered around Raul since entering the cave to make an impression was Josh. A former C-rank mercenary who had joined the First Knight Order, Josh had shown remarkable growth, fitting his title as a former candidate for Mercenary King.

Moreover, thanks to the guidance from Jake, who had taken a keen interest in him, Josh had advanced from an intermediate-level sword user to the initial stage of an expert.

However, due to his free-spirited and peculiar personality, he preferred missions outside rather than internal duties even after joining the knight order. Thus, he was currently acting as the commander of the Thurium branch forces and the dungeon attack team.

“It’s been a while, Sir Josh. Has it been a couple of months since your knight order?”

“It’s been two months and three days! I have been eagerly awaiting the next time we would meet, and I never expected you would actually come! I, Josh, will give my utmost to serve you today, Master!”

Josh patted his chest confidently. He then discreetly took something out.


“Here, I have kept the magic lamp you entrusted to me safe and sound. I will light your path brightly today as well, Master!”

Raul couldn’t help but be impressed. To think that there would be a character with maxed-out social skills in Connect.

Had Josh only been good at flattery, Raul would have lost interest, but surprisingly, Josh had a very good reputation. His superior, Jake, had already melted under his charm, and he had considerable trust from his subordinates.

At first glance, he seemed clumsy, but perhaps due to his quick wits, his situational judgment and response speed on the battlefield were swift. And having gone through the life of a mercenary, he took good care of his subordinates, ensuring he had a good reputation.

“Haha, Josh is full of energy today as well. But this time, I think we’ll need more than your lamp.”

As Raul said this, a dozen magical lights rose simultaneously, illuminating the entire cave.

“How’s that? Is the lighting sufficient?”

“Yes. Thanks, Rabel.”

Rabel, wearing a black office dress today, appeared over Raul’s shoulder.

“This, this can’t be! Is Rabel-nim accompanying us today? I, Josh, am blinded by your beauty! I would never let…”

“Josh, are you going to be this noisy during the exploration too?”

“No, sir!”

Josh zipped his mouth shut. However, his expression showed inexplicable happiness as he looked at Rabel.

‘It’s a bit quieter now.’

Ken slightly bowed her head to Rabel and then quietly waited for Raul to speak.

“Then I’ll briefly explain the attack strategy.”

As Raul continued his explanation, Josh kept nodding as if it was obvious, but Ken’s expression gradually darkened. When the explanation ended, Ken spoke with a slightly displeased expression.

“But if we do it that way, it’s no different from the Master attacking alone. I don’t want to be a burden to you, Master.”

‘I expected this kind of reaction.’

It was only natural for an expert-level knight to be dissatisfied when tasked with dealing with the stragglers at the rear. That’s why I discussed it in advance yesterday….


“Ahem. Sir Ken?”

At that moment, Josh cautiously spoke up.

“What is it, Sir Josh?”

“Is this your first time attacking a dungeon with the Master?”

“Yes, it is.”

Josh then smiled lightly and said, “Then just follow the Master’s instructions for now. You’ll understand soon enough once you experience it yourself.”

“… What do you mean by that?”

But before Josh could answer, Raul interrupted.

“Let’s set off. If we want to complete the attack today, we need to hurry.”

“Yes, Master.”

And so, Raul’s party, consisting of three humans and a fairy, began their attack on ‘Zeinak’s Dungeon.’

* * *

Schwaaar! Swish!

Brilliant golden lines decorated the air.

“Kiaaaak!”

Transparent specters were sliced into dozens and hundreds of pieces by those golden lines, letting out high-pitched screams.

Whir. Ting!

As their bodies disintegrated into small particles, small gem-like objects fell to the dungeon floor, sparkling.

‘What, what is this?’

Ken was dumbfounded, mesmerized by the dazzling spectacle of golden light before her eyes. Her short spear, hanging limply towards the ground, reflected her state of mind.


The infamous entrance of the dungeon, known for traps and labyrinths, was virtually a free pass. Leading the group at the front, Raul navigated the dungeon with proficiency as though he had designed it himself.

His perception did not miss a single trap, and with the combination of system mapping, Rabel’s orientation-detection magic, and Josh’s intuition, the labyrinth turned into an ordinary alleyway.

The group, having breezed through the entrance, was met by a small room with two statues and a rectangular corridor beyond it. This corridor was notoriously known as the ‘No Return Passage,’ which had claimed numerous adventurers.

It was the official entryway into the dungeon. One of the statues in the room had a name inscribed on it – ‘Zeinak,’ the namesake of the dungeon.

Zeinak stood with his bare hands clenched into fists, while the statue beside him held a broken spear. Despite the statues being weathered and worn over the years, their forms were still easily recognizable.

Ken couldn’t take her eyes off the statues for a while, but they remained lifeless, having witnessed countless adventurers before. Passing through the corridor, the terrain reverted to a natural cave-like appearance, and the real assault began from that point.

“From now on, we’ll be moving properly. Don’t fall behind. Josh, you know what to do, right?”

“Of course, Master! Leave the rear to me!”

Ken was puzzled as the tempo of the two suddenly changed.

‘Weren’t we already moving fast enough?’

As if mocking her thoughts, Raul began demonstrating his true skills. Nearly a hundred palm-sized throwing knives spread out around Raul, slicing through everything that approached the group.

The difference from their past gate attacks was the sheer number of throwing knives he controlled. Additionally, the energy imbued in each blade was now far more potent than before.

While the throwing knives used to contain a small amount of mana, now the energy was so intense that it formed a visible aura, like mana blades.

‘As expected of the Master! He gets stronger every time I see him. I must stay by his side for my own genius to shine too….’

Josh’s eyes were filled with admiration and longing. Meanwhile, his hands swiftly collected the falling gem-like objects faster than the eye could follow.

Whack, cling.

If it weren’t for the fact that his hands held tongs and not swords, anyone watching would have thought him a peerless expert. Josh noticed Ken standing dazedly. Despite being a top-level knight to him, her lack of experience was evident, and he needed to guide her well.

“Sir Ken! If you stay dazed like that, you won’t be able to keep up with the Master. Put away that useless short spear and start collecting the fallen items quickly!”

Josh’s shout brought Ken back to her senses. She glanced at the tongs in his hand and asked, “Are you telling me to use tongs?”

“Are you just going to watch? Surely you aren’t thinking of joining the battle after witnessing this scene, are you?”

Ken looked up at the golden throwing knives surrounding them and then down at her short spear, sighing deeply.

‘I didn’t come into the dungeon for this….’

Seeing Ken dejectedly putting her weapon back into her inventory, Josh nodded understandingly and handed her an extra pair of tongs he had prepared.

“Unless you’re a top-level knight, it’s difficult to assist the Master in battle. Instead, if we collect the loot like this, the attack speed increases, which pleases the Master.”

Raul had other reasons for bringing Ken, but Josh, unaware of these, naturally misunderstood that Ken, like him, was there to collect loot.

Regardless, it was true that Raul found it much easier with the two of them collecting the ‘Spirit Stones’ dropped by the specters.

‘The locations are slightly different, but the inside of the dungeon hasn’t changed.’

Meanwhile, Raul leisurely moved through the dungeon, examining various spots as if he was reminiscing. If not for the throwing knives surrounding him, one might think he was out for a casual stroll.

Zeinak’s Dungeon.

Located near the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, this dungeon was the first one Bae Dohyun had cleared in his previous life. Despite being quite well-known, countless adventurers and noble families’ forces had attempted to conquer it but tasted defeat in this highest-difficulty dungeon.

The reason why solo player Bae Dohyun could conquer such a dungeon was because it was a special dungeon designed exclusively for ‘psychokinitics’.

Zeinak, known as an ancient Fist Master or Combat Master, was, in reality, a psychic.

This dungeon was a kind of testing ground he had prepared for future psychokinitics, and due to the disappearance of psychokinitics from the Connect continent for various reasons, no one had been able to clear it.

‘And the protagonist of the other statue, who was known to be a close friend of his, is the ancestor of the Marquis Greer’s family.’

In his previous life, Bae Dohyun didn’t know this, so he could only retrieve Zeinak’s legacy. But this time, things were different. The reason Raul had specifically brought Ken along was precisely because of this.

‘It would be much faster to attack alone, but I can’t just leave the treasure in front of me behind, can I?’

In her previous life, Ken had found the dungeon later yet still managed to obtain her ancestor’s legacy, which helped her reach the rank of Spear Master.

But this time, Raul planned to guide her to the legacy much earlier.

By doing so, the benefit Raul would gain was not merely turning another subordinate into a master.

‘The Greer Marquis family. A hidden dragon family that’s currently biding its time, waiting to rise again—bringing them to our side would be invaluable.’

However, all this hinged on Raul’s plans proceeding as intended.

Feeling a bit anxious, Raul’s walking pace began to quicken.

‘Ugh, Master! You’re too fast!’

Sweat continuously dripped from Josh’s forehead as he hurriedly followed, clutching the tongs.

(To be continued)
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Swish. Bang!

The head of a wolf-shaped, translucent spirit monster exploded, scattering particles into the air.

“Huff, huff.”

Ken rolled on the ground to avoid the horn attack of a deer-like spirit monster, barely catching her breath.

Whirr!

Her spear, enveloped in blue mana, struck the deer’s leg, but the creature seemed largely unfazed and charged at her again.

‘Tricky.’

Feeling a deep sense of fatigue, Ken sidestepped again to dodge the attack, this time slicing the deer’s neck with her spear. Only then did the deer’s translucent body start to fade.

“Haaat!”

Ken’s following thrust penetrated the deer’s forehead, finally bringing it down.

Drip, drip.

Hot sweat from the heat of battle dripped from her chin.

“Take that! Bash! Hi-yah!”

A little farther away, Josh was swinging his buckler and morning star, managing another spirit monster. Unlike Ken, who fought with precision and dodged every attack, Josh barely cared about defense, focusing solely on offense.

‘Is he alright?’

The attacks of spirit monsters rarely caused physical damage. However, when their attacks grazed the body, they drained stamina and energy, which, if accumulated, could lead to a heavy body feeling, hallucinations, and other mental issues.

Ken had also been hit by an attack, feeling a cold, chilling sensation that left her shaken. After that, she had been careful to avoid getting hit. But Josh wasn’t holding back at all.

“Come on! I won’t be defeated by the likes of you! Hyah!”

Whether it was because of his boundless energy or strong mental fortitude, he seemed unaffected by the spirits’ attacks.


Bang! Snap.

“Good for you! Come at me more, come on!”

Swinging his weapon at the empty air, Josh finally noticed there were no more monsters, and sat down on the floor.

“Phew, my body aches. Ah, Sir Ken, you’re done too? Let’s take a break.”

The two were dealing with spirit monsters because Raul had temporarily left. The small stone chamber they were in was walled off on all sides except for the entrance. However, their gaze was fixed on a certain wall.

“When will he return?”

“Well, he said he wouldn’t be long, so he should be back soon. By the way, Sir Ken, your spear skills are truly impressive! Watching you in action was eye-opening!”

“Don’t bother with unnecessary compliments. I can feel how this level of skill is nowhere near the Master’s.”

Josh, slightly stung by Ken’s self-deprecating tone, laughed awkwardly.

“That’s true. Everyone only thinks about the Master’s swordsmanship, but you can only understand his true skills when you come to the dungeon. Not many in the knight order know his real strength.”

Ken agreed with Josh.

Outwardly, the Master’s skill level was known to be between Beginner-Expert to Intermediate-Expert. But in reality, he had already reached the advanced level and possessed powers beyond just swordsmanship.

‘Is that possibly one of the divine powers?’

After becoming a full-fledged member of the First Knight Order, Ken realized that it was true—Master Raul was indeed a divine emissary.

The divine power known as the ‘System,’ provided exclusively to full-fledged guild members, accelerated her growth significantly.

While getting used to unfamiliar concepts like experience points and proficiency wasn’t easy, once she understood them, she found them incredibly convenient.

She could assess her strengths and weaknesses, and with growth quantified through training and combat, it fueled her motivation.

The existence of ‘Skill Books,’ which allowed her to quickly learn supplementary skills she had neglected while focusing on her main weapon techniques, was revolutionary.

And what about the ‘Guild Buffs’ and ‘Shared Skills’ that applied to all guild members?

The bonuses to experience points, proficiency, stamina, and mental strength were palpable through training and combat.


Furthermore, how could one not consider it a divine power when techniques were implanted in her mind as if she had learned them for years, even when she hadn’t practiced them directly?

In just half a year, she had advanced two levels in her rank, thanks in large part to these guild benefits.

‘Phew. It’s a good thing I wasn’t kicked out of the guild.’

At first, she was astonished by the sight of a hundred throwing knives sweeping away monsters, but now she thought, ‘Well, it’s Master, so it’s possible.’

‘Still, it’s really frustrating.’

The fact that she had to wield a mana blade and slash multiple times to defeat a spirit monster, while Raul could annihilate them effortlessly, made her question whether she could ever be of help to him.

However, the reason Raul could easily slice through the spirits was due to the ‘spiritual power’ imbued in his throwing knives. The spirit monsters in this dungeon were weak to the unique energy of psychokinetics, known as ‘spiritual power.’

It was a characteristic of this psycokinetic-exclusive dungeon. Regardless, Raul, who had caused misunderstandings for Ken and Josh, suddenly appeared as if he had phased through the small stone chamber’s wall like a ghost.

“You’ve returned!” Josh exclaimed, jumping up from the floor. Raul nodded, noting their sweat and scratch-covered armor.

“You’ve done well. I’m sorry, but we need to leave immediately. The passage won’t hold much longer.”

As Raul briefly touched the wall, it vanished as if it had been an illusion, revealing a corridor of flickering grey light. The reason why non-psychokinetics found this dungeon nearly impossible to clear was because of these hidden passages.

Walls that adventurers could neither find nor pass through without spiritual power had driven many to despair.

Swoosh.

As soon as the group passed through the corridor, it disappeared, and the grey wall blocked their retreat. The small stone room they now stood in had nothing but an old wooden door.

Creak.

“Whoa.”

As they stepped through the door, the bright sunlight greeted them, making the term “underground dungeon” seem irrelevant.

‘Ancient dungeons really are unpredictable.’

Even Raul, who had conquered countless dungeons, found it difficult to get used to sudden changes in the environment.

“Uh, where are we?”


Josh asked, puzzled. Before them lay a grand mansion, bathed in the radiant daylight. Beyond the iron gates, a beautiful garden was laid out, and behind it, two moderate-sized training grounds were aligned side by side.

Past the training grounds and a magnificent fountain stood a majestic five-story mansion.

“If you’re curious, we have to go in and see.”

Without hesitation, Raul pushed open the iron gate and stepped into the mansion grounds. Josh shrugged at Ken with a bewildered look but immediately followed Raul’s casual demeanor. Ken, however, paused, staring blankly at the mansion.

‘This layout. It feels so familiar….’

Though the details varied, the place looked strikingly similar to a location in her memories. Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, Ken followed the group. Whatever this place was, they would find out soon enough.

* * *

Fresh sunlight. A cool breeze. Colorful flowers that dazzled the eyes. Despite the dreamlike scenery, there was a sense of unease, likely because it lacked any ‘vitality.’

Contrary to what was seen, there was no feeling of life in this place. The flowers and trees swayed in the wind, but there was no scent, and not even a single insect could be seen.

“The atmosphere is a bit off. Could it be that there’s no one in the mansion?”

“It would be strange for anyone to be in such an ancient dungeon.”

“That’s true. Unless they’re ghosts, haha.”

With that trivial conversation, they passed through the garden and arrived at the training grounds. In the center of the two square-shaped training grounds stood a familiar-looking object.

“Wait, are those the statues from earlier?”

“They sure look like it.”

Although Raul already knew, the party members reacted as if they had discovered something astonishing. In the left training ground was a statue of Zeinak with clenched fists, while the right training ground held a statue of someone holding an intact spear.

“This looks suspicious. We should check it out.”

For some reason, Josh spoke with an uncharacteristically serious tone and demeanor. Unbeknownst to himself, cold sweat was dripping down his forehead.

‘He really does have a good instinct.’

Raul was impressed inwardly. That kind of intuition must have been what allowed him to survive the brutal mercenary world and even be considered a candidate for Mercenary King. Meanwhile, Ken was intently focused on the statue on the right and the spear it held, lost in thought.

“What do you think? Do you believe the rumors are true?”

Raul asked. Ken, snapping out of her thoughts, nodded in response.

“Yes. I couldn’t be sure just from the statues at the entrance, but now it’s clear. That statue is definitely Jeremiah de Greer, the founder of the Greer Marquis family.”

Ken’s expression was complex. Finding traces of her ancestor wasn’t purely a joyous occasion for her, and there was a reason for this.

As mentioned, the Greer Marquis family had lost part of their spear technique secrets during the great war against the Empire.

This ‘Zeinak’s Dungeon’ had always been in their minds because the statues at the entrance and some discovered artifacts were linked to the Greer family.

Hoping to recover their lost secrets, the Marquis family had attempted to conquer the dungeon many times whenever it appeared, but they always failed.

Most of the knights, soldiers, and mercenaries they sent were swallowed by the dungeon, which strained even a wealthy marquess family.

The most recent failed attempt was just five years ago, led by Ken’s brother, sean, the heir of the marquess family.

Sean, who was studying at the National Academy at the time, couldn’t resist the challenge when he heard about the dungeon’s appearance and led a group of bodyguards and soldiers into the dungeon. He never returned.

Thus, for Ken, this place was one of bitter memories and unresolved emotions.

“What should we do?”

Josh asked cautiously. Ken drew her spear and replied, “Leave it to me. Isn’t that why you brought me here?”

However, Raul shook his head and stepped gingerly into Jeremiah’s training ground. A warning message in bright red letters appeared before their eyes.

『Warning』

This is a forced quest area. Entering without the proper qualifications may result in death.

Recommended Qualifications: B-Grade or higher, spear Technique Proficiency Level 1 or higher, possessor of spear technique 『**』, descendant of the Greer Marquis family.

Stepping back, Raul turned to Josh and asked, “Sir Josh, have you had any training with spears?”

“Yes! I, Josh, have trained hard to handle any weapon.”

“And your proficiency level?”

“Ashton Knight Order Spear Techniques (B-), intermediate Level 2!”

“Excellent, Sir Josh. Can I entrust you with this exploration? Oh, and you’ll need to use a spear.”

“Leave it to me!”

Feeling honored to be chosen by Raul first, Josh drew his spear confidently and strode up onto the training ground.

Creak.

As soon as he stood on the training ground, the statue of Jeremiah began to move with a grinding sound.

Crack, snap, whirr!

As if its joints were loosening from long dormancy, dust fell away, revealing a steel figure with glowing red eyes from within.

“Who dares disturb my eternal rest?”

The statue shouted, and a blue aura spear extended almost two meters from the spear it held.

“Wha-what…?”

Josh, frozen with fear, looked back at Raul. His pale face and trembling lips silently formed the words.

‘What. Should. I. Do?’

Raul, smiling silently, pounded his fist against his chest, signaling support.

Surely being just a bit under the recommended qualification shouldn’t mean death, right?

‘He won’t die… probably…’

Raul silently wished him good luck.

(To be continued)
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Swish, bang! Bang!

“Ouch! Dammit, argh!”

Josh gritted his teeth and forced his trembling arms to move, swinging his spear. However, he lacked the power, skill, and speed needed to match the statue of Jeremiah.

Scrape, crash.

Josh’s body slid back, unable to withstand the force of the statue’s downward strike, and he tumbled to the ground.

“Haha, what a sight.”

Hearing laughter from the expressionless statue was unsettling.

“Damn it. It’s not over yet, ugh!”

Josh struggled to get up, but the shaft of the spear struck his chest, pushing him back. Once again, he slid to the edge of the training ground, blood trickling from his mouth.

“Kid, you’ve got spirit and good adaptability for your age, but you still lack skill. This is as far as you go.”

With that, the statue’s words finished, and Josh was naturally expelled from the training ground. The statue then returned to its original position and closed its eyes.

“Damn it.”

Josh expressed his frustration, but his body was in no condition to continue fighting.

“Sir Josh, you did well. Drink this and take a rest.”

Raul handed Josh a high-grade potion. Josh carefully took the potion, bending his knees and accepting it with both hands.

“I’m embarrassed to have shown such a poor performance. I feel like I have tarnished your honor, Master.”

Josh’s expression was one of deep frustration as he spoke. Well, considering the statue was an aura-wielding monster, it had gone easy on him, and still, he had taken a beating for over ten minutes.

Yet Raul wasn’t disappointed; in fact, he was somewhat surprised.

‘To think he lasted over ten minutes. In my previous life, I couldn’t even hold out for one minute before being expelled…’


Of course, back then he had only just reached the rank of expert and was using a mediocre C-rank common spear technique.

However, he had never heard of any spear-wielding player who lasted over five minutes even after that, confirming Josh’s grit and talent once more.

‘Alright, it’s my turn now.’

Raul pulled his spear from his inventory and stepped onto the training ground. The eyes of the Jeremiah statue flashed open, and the aura from its spear surged.

At the same time, a system message appeared before Raul’s eyes. Confirming the challenger’s spear technique and skill proficiency.

『Rivera Spear Technique (B)』, proficiency at Intermediate Level 8 confirmed.

The rank of the forced quest 『Jeremiah’s Trial』 is set to B.

‘B-rank. Not bad.’

In his previous life, the rank had been a daunting S, with warning messages continuously flashing about inadequate qualifications. Despite being ready to face death, he had barely lasted a minute even using all his psychokinetic tricks.

But this time, things were different from the outset.

“Ho, from which household’s knight are you? You have quite a commendable presence.”

Even the statue’s lines had changed. Last time, it hadn’t even spoken before thoroughly beating him.

Thud.

Raul pointed his spear at Jeremiah and shouted, “Raul of Count Ashton’s house. I seek guidance from a senior.”

“Heh, a spirited youngster. Come at me!”

Swish!

Raul’s spear spun rapidly in his hands, cutting through the air and flying toward Jeremiah.

Thunk, thud! Thunk!

Jeremiah effortlessly defended with one hand, blocking Raul’s strikes. However, the sound of their clashing spears filled the training ground as Raul’s continuous attacks ensued.

“Good! Your fundamentals are solid. Now that I’m warmed up, let’s get serious!”


A blue mana spear extended from Jeremiah’s weapon. Not to be outdone, Raul summoned a golden mana spear.

Bang! Boom!!

A deafening explosion reverberated, scattering shards of mana across the training ground. Remarkably, Raul evenly matched Jeremiah’s statue in their fierce battle. In fact, Raul seemed to be slowly gaining the upper hand.

“As expected of the Master! To hold his own against such a monster in an even match!”

Josh loudly praised Raul’s skill, as if it was only natural, while Ken marveled at Raul’s spear techniques and couldn’t take her eyes off the spear techniques displayed by the Jeremiah statue.

‘It’s clear. Though slightly different from our family’s spear techniques, it’s unmistakably related.’

Despite the passage of time and the evolution of the spear techniques, the core principles remained unchanged. Ken’s heart swelled as she watched the perfect execution of her family’s spear techniques.

The duel continued for about five minutes. Suddenly, Raul’s spear techniques changed.

‘What’s this?’

Ken’s eyes widened. The trajectory, flow, and power of Raul’s thrusts—it was a spear technique she had seen often.

‘That’s our family’s spear technique!’

The spear technique Raul had begun to demonstrate was none other than the Greer Marquis family’s own 『Fury Wave』, also known as the Wave Spear of Fury.

***

‘Phew. I managed to copy it, but it’s still far from perfect.’

Raul had used his Copycat skill to steal the 『Beginner Fury Wave (B+)』 spear technique. However, instantly mimicking an advanced spear technique wasn’t easy, and it only reached a B+ level.

“Ho. Are you trying to mimic my spear technique just by watching? You managed to do that in such a short time?”

The Jeremiah statue spoke with interest as it thrust its spear. Raul blocked the attack using the mechanics of the stolen Fury Wave.

“Heh. You’re just posturing, young one. Let me show you how dangerous it is to poorly imitate a spear technique!”

The statue’s demeanor changed drastically. A system message appeared before Raul’s eyes.

-『Jeremiah’s Trial』 quest has been upgraded to A-rank. Proceed with caution.


The spear techniques that followed were harsh and destructive, as if the previous moves had been mere play.

‘Is this the essence of 『Fury Wave』?’

A wave of rotating spear energy came at him like an unrelenting tide. Raul maximized his analysis and Copycat skills, analyzing the incoming techniques and countering with his spear.

Boom! Crash!

It seemed like he would be overwhelmed instantly, but Raul surprisingly held his ground. While the pure power and technical aspects of Jeremiah’s spear techniques were overwhelming, Raul’s radiant aura and psychokinetic enhancements compensated for those shortcomings.

As time passed, Raul’s spear techniques gradually absorbed and adapted to Jeremiah’s skills. After about ten minutes of intense fighting, Jeremiah momentarily surged with power, pushing Raul back, and then laughed heartily.

“Haha, what devilish talent! To replicate an opponent’s techniques merely by witnessing and experiencing them. Had we lived in the same era, you would have been a worthy rival. Fine then. For you, I shall show the true essence of my spear techniques. Survive this and make it yours!”

Rumbling.

It felt as though the entire atmosphere of the training ground was vibrating. Before Raul’s eyes, a red system message flashed a dire warning.

Warning! Warning!

Quest difficulty has been forcibly adjusted to S-Grade. This is an extremely dangerous situation. It is recommended to abandon the quest. However, Raul smiled, welcoming the challenge.

‘To give up now on an opportunity that may never come again? That’s impossible.’

And it wasn’t as if he had no means of coping with it. Without hesitation, Raul infused mana into his belt to activate his power armor, then summoned Regnator.

「You’re fighting quite a dangerous opponent.」

Raul’s master, Caldenas, remarked while observing Jeremiah’s statue.

「Do you know him?」

「Of course. He was a close younger colleague. I guess he had a lot of lingering attachments to have left such a place behind.」

Caldenas, who had helped establish the martial techniques of many prestigious noble families in the kingdom, seemed well-acquainted with the founder of the Greer family.

‘If it weren’t for the Prohibition, I could have learned more about Connect’s past.’

Caldenas had lived even before the founding of the Ruben Kingdom.

Though Raul had hoped to glean many helpful insights from him, Caldenas could only share information that was already widely known. Anything else was blocked by the prohibition.

「You do have considerable talent. Experiencing various martial arts is necessary for reaching the highest level, so I won’t say much more, but always remember that excessive ambition can lead to ruin.」

As Raul took his stance and infused mana into his spear, the Jeremiah statue began to move in earnest.

「Taking it head-on is still too much for you. Use your Power Armor’s amplified mana spear to keep his spear in check while focusing mainly on dodging!」

It was only natural that a mana spear couldn’t match a master’s aura spear. Following Caldenas’s advice, Raul adopted a highly defensive approach. Though the aura’s power was immense, fortunately, the Jeremiah statue’s movements were not as swift as expected.

‘As I thought, a puppet can’t perfectly replicate the movements of a true master.’

If it had been the real master, his physical power would have been amplified as well, and even Raul wouldn’t have been able to dodge successfully.

In terms of physical capabilities, Raul, with his Power Armor, psychokinesis, and buffs, managed to hold his own against the Jeremiah statue. Combined with Caldenas’s guidance, the battle dragged on without a clear victor.

“Huff. Huff.”

Catching his breath, Raul observed the Jeremiah statue.

The aura spear that had been extending from the statue had disappeared, and the statue stood still, its spear resting on the ground.

“I acknowledge your prowess. This body can no longer face you. May the lessons you’ve gained from our battle today aid you in your future endeavors.”

Speaking in a more respectful tone, the Jeremiah statue lightly punched his chest in a gesture of respect before returning to its original position and closing its eyes.

The forced quest 『Jeremiah’s Trial』 has been completed.

You have received the following rewards:

『Mansion Storage Key A』,

『Title – One Acknowledged by Jeremiah (S)』,

50,000 Player Coins,

and a significant amount of experience points.

Level up! 85 =』 87LV

‘Phew, I did it.’

Despite facing a master-level opponent, Raul had managed to hold his ground. Not only did he receive ample rewards, but he also achieved his primary goal of acquiring the Greer Marquis family’s spear techniques.

After pushing the Copycat skill to its limits, he finally obtained 『Fury Wave (A+)』 with a bonus proficiency level of Intermediate 3.

Additionally, although not mentioned in the notifications, he earned a ‘Title’ reward that had been activated since the start of the open beta service.

『Title – One Acknowledged by Jeremiah』

Grade: S

Effects: +20% power to spear-related skills, +20% proficiency gain for spear-related skills, +10% proficiency gain for all skills up to master level.

Titles obtained from ancient dungeons or special quests had passive effects that were applied automatically just by possessing them.

Though hard to obtain and limited in number, they provided extraordinary benefits. Raul felt pleased with the unexpected rewards but knew it was not yet time to be satisfied.

His true objective wasn’t Jeremiah.

“Sir Ken, it’s your turn now. Go and obtain everything you can.”

Ken, who had been enthralled by Raul’s battle, snapped back to reality at his words.

‘The Master is a true genius. To perfectly replicate our family’s spear technique in such a short time.’

She didn’t understand how it was possible, but seeing it firsthand, she had no choice but to acknowledge it.

‘I can’t lose either.’

If Raul, an outsider, could master her family’s spear technique so well, it would be shameful if she, who had trained her whole life, couldn’t do better.

“I will do my best!”

Steeling herself, Ken stepped onto the training ground. Meanwhile, Raul, after taking a moment to catch his breath, turned his attention to the other training ground.

Zeinak.

The master of psycokinetic abilities awaited him.

(To be continued)
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『Warning』

This is a forced quest area. Entering without the proper qualifications may result in death.

Recommended qualifications: B-rank or higher combat skills, proficiency Intermediate Level 1 or higher; B-rank or higher psychokinetic abilities, proficiency Intermediate Level 1 or higher.

As Raul stepped into Zeinak’s training ground, the warning message appeared.

Unperturbed, Raul walked towards the statue.

Creak.

The dormant statue of Zeinak opened its eyes and summoned aura into its fists, shouting.

“Who dares disturb my slumber… hm?”

Looking curiously at Raul, who had come right up to him, Zeinak folded his arms and spoke.

“How interesting. A psychokinetic who has been acknowledged by Jeremiah.”

“Just fortunate.”

Raul replied.

“Fortunate, you say. Is the spear your main weapon?”

“I use whatever comes to hand.”

Zeinak smirked at Raul’s candid response.

Crack.

As Zeinak flexed his upper body, his muscles swelled up, transforming into a daunting figure.

‘He looks almost like my big brother.’

Had he been taller, Raul might have thought Zeinak was an ancestor of the Ashton household, but Zeinak stood at a modest 175 cm despite his muscular build.


“Come at me then.”

“Can I use any weapon?”

“It doesn’t matter. Everything is equal before my fists.”

Though his words might have sounded cheesy, the aura he exuded was no joke.

“In that case, I won’t hold back….”

Facing Zeinak, Raul clenched his fists. Knights typically trained in a variety of martial arts, and unarmed combat was one of the basics.

On the battlefield, if they lost their weapons, their final defense was always their own body. Unsurprisingly, Raul was also skilled in unarmed combat.

Among the Ashton household techniques, there was a family combat technique rated B+.

“Heh, you’re quite spirited. Don’t regret it.”

Whish.

Zeinak’s fist flew straight toward Raul. Raul didn’t dodge but instead swung his own fist to meet it.

Boom!

“……!”

From Raul’s inventory, a hundred throwing knives spilled out, orbiting around him in flight, along with a bastard sword, a longsword, and a 3-meter-long spear that hovered in front of him, all pointed towards Zeinak.

Although the statue of Zeinak showed no expression, Raul sensed a slight twitch in its fists, indicating surprise.

Zeinak clearly hadn’t expected someone at an intermediate level of psychokinesis to wield so many weapons simultaneously.

“…I’m astonished. Your psychokinetic abilities seem to be at an intermediate level, yet… But you do know that quantity doesn’t necessarily mean victory, right? Shall we begin?”

“Yes, I look forward to it.”

As Raul responded, Zeinak activated his own hidden psychokinetic abilities.

Fwoosh.


Flames began to blaze around his body, his fists enveloped in blue fire.

Boom.

With a powerful leap, Zeinak imprinted his footsteps on the training ground floor, almost appearing to teleport right in front of Raul.

‘As expected.’

Raul gazed calmly at Zeinak, his eyes unwavering.

Zeinak’s psychokinetic abilities included two types:

Pyrokinesis, allowing him to manipulate flames, and physical enhancement, boosting his strength and defense.

Coupled with master-level unarmed combat skills, the combination was overwhelmingly potent.

Boom!

Zeinak’s flaming fist, large enough to engulf Raul’s upper body, ignited the air as he swung it.

But no matter how powerful, an attack that doesn’t hit is futile.

Raul used his instant movement skill, Flicker (B), to shift himself into the air above the training ground.

Left behind on the ground were the hundred throwing knives and the three main weapons that began to move in earnest.

Whizz.

Like a swarm of bees, the hundred throwing knives surrounded Zeinak, repeatedly forming and dispersing clusters, targeting his entire body.

The bastard sword executed destructive slashes following the Bear Crush technique of Ashton swordsmanship.

The longsword employed Caldenas’s Infinity Sword, launching continuous strikes to exploit Zeinak’s openings.

From a slight distance, the spear executed various techniques from Fury Wave, thrusting towards Zeinak.

Crash! Clang! Thud-thud-thud!

Zeinak’s movements were indeed impeccable. Despite being attacked by over a hundred throwing knives and three weapons simultaneously, he parried and countered without retreating.


‘As expected, standard attacks won’t create an opening.’

Hovering fifty meters above the training ground, supported by psychokinesis, Raul nodded as he observed.

Just as Zeinak had said, sheer numbers alone weren’t enough to overpower him.

‘Time to up the ante.’

As Raul focused and drew upon his spiritual power, the throwing knives and weapons were bathed in a golden light.

Soon, sharp golden mana blades extended from each weapon.

Whoom.

The immense burst of energy seemed to make the very air tremble.

Fwish! Fwoosh! Crackle!

The weapons that had been easily repelled by Zeinak’s fists now carried mana, changing the course of the battle.

With each deflected weapon, Zeinak’s footing wavered slightly, creating openings.

The throwing knives and weapons began to graze Zeinak’s statue, chipping away at it and leaving marks.

“Hahaha! Excellent! This is a truly gripping fight!”

Though the statue did not bleed, Zeinak seemed to perceive it as such. A powerful aura gathered around his fists, emitting overwhelming pressure.

Ting! Bang!

Weapons that collided with his fists shattered their mana blades and were flung several meters away.

Raul quickly recharged the weapons and redeployed them into the fray, but cornering Zeinak like before was no longer easy.

As openings appeared, Zeinak thrust his fists towards the airborne Raul.

Whoosh!

Red flames, like blazing dragons, wreathed the flying aura, tracing a long trajectory as they soared towards Raul.

“Ugh.”

Raul, who had been relatively composed, frowned at the approaching heat, quickly stepping back on psychokinetic platforms.

However, the flame aura, acting like a homing missile, pursued Raul relentlessly. Another flaming aura shot up towards Raul in quick succession.

‘Tch, I guess there’s no other choice.’

Diverting about twenty throwing knives, Raul positioned them in front of his body. His eyes turned a golden hue as he focused on the incoming flame aura.

At the core of the blazing aura, he could see a densely concentrated mana aggregate.

“Go!”

Ten throwing knives, imbued with Raul’s golden mana, flew in formation like a flock of birds towards the flaming aura.

Boom! Pop!

Each knife struck the core of the aura in succession, and as the tenth knife lost its light and fell, the flaming aura dissipated.

‘One more!’

Raul repeated the process for the second flaming aura, but suddenly felt a chill down his spine.

Fwoosh!

Instinctively using Flicker, he moved, leaving flames crackling on his power armor.

Thud.

“Tsk, you even dodged that.”

Zeinak, who had leaped into the air and landed, clicked his tongue in frustration.

While Raul was preoccupied with the auras, Zeinak had tried to attack him directly.

Swish!

Just as the weapons closed in on Zeinak again, he raised his hand and shouted.

“Enough. I concede.”

Zeinak’s flames and mana rapidly receded before disappearing completely.

Raul brushed off the flames and landed in front of Zeinak, asking, “Why did you stop? Honestly, I was about to be overwhelmed.”

“I would have liked to continue, but time’s up. Besides, you’ve surpassed the level I’m meant to evaluate, so further combat is unnecessary.”

“Ah….”

Immersed in the battle, Raul had forgotten it was an evaluation and that Zeinak was merely a statue.

In the end, since the Zeinak statue acknowledged defeat, Raul achieved his goal. However, his expression showed dissatisfaction.

‘If the battle had continued longer, I would have lost. I still have a long way to go.’

“I’m pleased to have met such an outstanding psychokinetic successor. I eagerly await the prowess your psychokinesis will achieve at the master level. But our connection ends here. I hope this aids you on your path.”

A hole appeared in the forehead of the Zeinak statue, revealing a round orb that floated out.

Raul accepted the orb, his eyes widening in surprise.

‘Why…? Wasn’t the hidden quest reward predetermined?’

The crude orb resting in Raul’s hand was three times larger than what he had received in his past life.

(To be continued)
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“Wow. This place is as splendid as any mansion in the capital.”

Josh marveled at the luxurious reception room with his mouth agape.

Having completed the trials of the two ancient masters, Raul and his party entered the grand mansion behind the training grounds.

Although the mansion was empty and quiet, it was impeccably maintained without a speck of dust and adorned in an ancient style, giving it a decidedly antique elegance.

“Since we’ve been through a tough ordeal, let’s take a break. I’ll contact you via guild communication, so rest comfortably in your rooms until then.”

“Yes, Master. You’ve worked hard.”

“See you shortly.”

Josh and Ken found suitably sized rooms and left to rest, while Raul stayed behind to organize what he had gained from the duels.

Passing Zeinak’s trial yielded rewards similar to those from Jeremiah.

『Mansion Storage Key B』, 『Title – One Acknowledged by Zeinak (S)』, 50,000 Player Coins, and a large amount of experience points.

Raul’s level when entering the dungeon was 84. After defeating spirit monsters and passing the trials of the two masters, he had reached level 88.

‘I didn’t expect to level up this quickly. This is the thrill of conquering ancient dungeons.’

Certainly, completing high-rank quests seemed more beneficial for leveling up than regular hunting.

「Check titles.」

『Title – One Acknowledged by Zeinak』

Grade: S

Effects: +20% power and proficiency gain for combat and psychokinetic-related skills.

‘Nice.’

With the combined effects of two titles, Raul could now receive buffs for spear techniques, unarmed combat, and psychokinetic abilities.


While buffs for his primary skill, swordsmanship, would be preferable, he could obtain those from other sources later.

During the trial, he had also managed to use Copycat to steal 『Zeinak’s Combat Techniques (A+)』.

Although he hadn’t embodied it fully and his proficiency was only Beginner Level 6, proficiency could be increased with practice.

‘Now, what’s left….’

Raul glanced at the two items on the table. One was the crude orb he received from Zeinak after the duel, and the other was a brilliant red gem.

He picked up the crude orb first.

『Zeinak’s Spirit Orb』

Grade: S

Effects: Enhances some of the user’s psychokinetic abilities or allows the user to learn Zeinak’s psychokinetic abilities.

Description: A special spirit orb left by Zeinak for his successors. Grants unique powers based on the user’s choice.

‘An S-Grade item!’

In his past life, Raul had only received a B-Grade spirit orb.

Raul had believed that the initial reward would always be a B-rank spirit orb, since those who visited this dungeon later, even with high evaluations, only received C-rank or lower spirit orbs.

With the B-rank spirit orb, Raul had experienced tremendous growth, which had allowed him to reach the highest ranks. He couldn’t even imagine how incredible the S-Grade spirit orb would be.

Gulp.

Swallowing dryly, Raul steeled himself and popped the spirit orb into his mouth.

As he did, a system message appeared before his eyes.

You have consumed the S-Grade spirit orb 『Zeinak’s Spirit Orb』.

The effects of the spirit orb are spreading throughout your body. Scanning your psychokinetic abilities.

Title 『One Acknowledged by Zeinak (S)』 detected. The effects are compounded, allowing you to select two options.


Displaying growth effects compatible with the player. Select two.

‘Two choices! What a bonus!’

A broad smile spread across Raul’s face.

Opportunities for quests or growth related to psychokinetic abilities were more limited compared to other combat professions.

Such opportunities rarely came by, and now the reward was doubled. Raul couldn’t help but feel elated.

What appeared next on the system screen made Raul’s eyes widen in disbelief.

1) Learn Zeinak’s psychokinetic ability 『Pyrokinesis (A+)』.

2) Learn Zeinak’s psychokinetic ability 『Zeinak’s Physical Enhancement (A+)』.

3) Enhance Psychokinesis 『Power』 – Increase the total weight manageable through psychokinesis by 10 times.

4) Enhance Psychokinesis 『Control』 – Increase the number of objects controllable at once by 10 times.

5) Enhance Psychokinesis 『Range』 – Double the range of detection and psychokinetic projection.

6) Upgrade Flicker – Upgrade B-rank Flicker to A-rank.

“Is this for real?”

Raul muttered to himself unconsciously.

His face lost color, and he felt dizzy.

‘I need to choose from these?’

Although he had expected great things from the S-Grade spirit orb, he never imagined it would be this amazing.

In his previous life, he had chosen an option from the B-rank spirit orb that reduced the mana consumption of psychokinesis by 50%.

Even that had significantly boosted his psychokinesis, but these options were on another level entirely.

“Hoo, hoo.”


Raul took a few moments to calm his breathing and methodically go through the options.

He immediately ruled out options 1, 2, and 6.

While they were tempting, the psychokinesis-related options were just too powerful.

‘Zeinak’s Physical Enhancement would blend well with unarmed combat techniques, but it can be substituted with psychokinetic enhancement.’

The problem was deciding among the psychokinesis enhancement options.

The core principles of psychokinesis boiled down to three aspects: Power, control, and Range.

Power referred to the total weight he could move with psychokinesis. Greater power allowed him to move heavier objects more quickly.

Control determined the number of objects he could move simultaneously and how precisely he could manipulate them.

Range defined the effective distance within which he could detect and project psychokinetic influence.

Since all three aspects are fundamental to psychokinesis, Raul found it difficult to make a decision.

‘These options are too good! How am I supposed to choose?’

After much contemplation, Raul finally made his trembling choice.

He selected 『Power』 and 『Control』.

『Power』 was an obvious pick as it directly correlated to combat strength, and 『Control』 was the most challenging to improve, making it a logical choice.

Moving multiple objects simultaneously with psychokinesis wasn’t something that could be achieved through effort alone.

Most people struggle to perform different tasks with their left and right hands at the same time. How much harder would it be to move dozens or hundreds of objects independently?

Even Bae Dohyun, who was renowned as a prodigy, could only finely control about a hundred objects later in life.

‘To freely control thousands of objects?’

Raul never imagined he would achieve one of his past life’s goals so effortlessly.

Moreover, as his proficiency increased and he approached the master level, that number would only rise.

While 『Range』 was also a good choice, it was relatively less urgent.

Unlike his past life, Raul in this life was a highly skilled ‘Advanced Expert’ knight with formidable combat techniques. He didn’t need to maintain a distance from enemies.

In confined spaces like dungeons or gates, the importance of 『Range』 was diminished.

‘Hoo.’

After taking a deep breath, Raul selected the two options. The energy of the spirit orb that had spread throughout his body converged in his head, cleansing his soul.

He felt light as if he had been reborn, and waves of realization surged through his mind.

Whirrr.

Golden particles scattered around Raul, lifting him slightly off the ground.

As if floating like an immortal, the surrounding energy was drawn into his body, his eyes snapping open.

Gently.

Raul moved as if stepping on clouds, finally landing softly and consolidating his newfound energy.

‘So this is how it feels.’

It was a different sensation from when he reached master-level psychokinesis in his past life.

Honestly, he felt confident that he could defeat Bae Dohyun in a battle of psychokinesis right now.

‘No, I’ll definitely win.’

Thanks to the 『Quercus Meditation Technique (S)』 obtained in Mira, Raul had already accumulated an amount of spiritual power comparable to what he had built up over 15 years in his past life.

He had regained his previous life’s baseline skills, and his power and control now far surpassed them.

The only thing lacking was his mastery level, and the soul aura, which could be used upon reaching master level, could be compensated with power armor and sheer numbers.

‘Let’s calm down.’

Overconfidence was dangerous.

He hadn’t yet fully mastered his newly obtained power, and becoming complacent now could be disastrous.

Considering the true enemies he would have to face in the future, his current strength was far from sufficient.

Raul steadied his mind and shifted his gaze back to the table. A single red gem, emitting a captivating glow, lay there.

This gem had materialized in midair as Raul left the training ground and fell into his hand. Even in his previous life, when he had cleared this dungeon, Raul hadn’t encountered this peculiar reward.

『Dungeon Core of Zeinak’s Dungeon』

Grade: EX

Effect: Grants management authority over the ancient dungeon 『Zeinak’s Dungeon』. You can create and close the dungeon entrance at will.

Restriction: Cannot tamper with the dungeon’s central mechanism.

Warning: If the core is destroyed, the dungeon will be too.

‘Incredible!’

That was Raul’s first thought upon holding the core.

He had heard rumors in his past life that a select few ancient dungeons could grant management rights if certain conditions were met.

It was said that some large guilds had secured ancient dungeons that way.

However, this had never been verified, as information about ancient dungeons was top-secret. Not even Bae Dohyun, who ran an intelligence cafe, could obtain accurate details.

‘To think I would verify it firsthand like this.’

The key point was that he could generate the dungeon entrance at his desired location.

Although Raul and Ken had already claimed the core rewards from the two ancient masters, regular quest rewards would continue to be available.

For psychokinetics, especially those without proper mentors, this dungeon was indispensable for growth.

‘Even a C-rank spirit orb would have a tremendous effect on psychokinetics.’

Such rewards would be invaluable not only for players but also for the NPC psychokinetics Raul was secretly nurturing within his guild.

‘After finishing the dungeon assault, I’ll relocate the entrance near Calix Castle.’

This way, any players, psychokinetics, or knights from the Greer Marquis family wishing to visit Zeinak’s Dungeon would need Raul’s permission.

Feeling pleased to have gained an excellent bargaining chip, Raul sensed a wave of mana.

‘It seems Ken has also achieved her breakthrough.’

Just as Raul had received a hidden reward from Zeinak, Ken had attained a reward from her family’s ancestor, Jeremiah.

She had received a small mana ring and a spearhead. The mana ring was consumable like the spirit orb, and the spearhead contained the long-lost secrets of the Greer Marquis family’s spear techniques.

Although Ken was still at the intermediate-level expert post-awakening, she would likely advance rapidly.

***

A little while later, the three gathered in the reception room started their exploration of the mansion in earnest.

They needed to check the 『Mansion Storage Key A』 and 『Mansion Storage Key B』 they had received from Zeinak and Jeremiah.

The main building of the mansion was nothing special. There were plenty of ancient artifacts and antiques that seemed valuable.

The items in the main mansion are illusions. They cannot be taken outside the mansion.

Even without the system message, a small watch vanishing like smoke as they stepped out of the mansion’s door confirmed it.

“Tch. I wanted to take a souvenir. No romance in this dungeon.”

Josh said, looking sadly at his empty palm.

Raul patted Josh’s back, laughing.

The storage was hidden in the basement of a separate building, not in the main mansion.

“Wow, this must be real, right?”

In Storage A, they found various weapons, dozens of skill books containing B-rank combat techniques, chests filled with ancient gold coins, and rare weapon materials.

In Storage B were various armors, skill books for combat and psychokinetic techniques, and more chests of gold coins.

Among these was a skill book for 『Zeinak’s Combat Techniques (A+)』, which delighted Raul.

‘This will be perfect for Dylan.’

They filled their inventories with the smallest and most valuable items and then headed to the final location: the back of the mansion.

Unlike the well-maintained gardens and training grounds at the front, the back was overgrown with weeds and bushes, giving it a desolate feel.

Pushing through the thickets and passing through the woods, they came upon a ‘graveyard.’

“……!”

On one side was a mountain of bones, presumably the remains of those who had vanished searching for the dungeon. On the other side was a heap of their belongings, scattered like junk.

“Ugh, ugh.”

Josh nearly retched from the stench of decaying corpses and the foul liquids seeping from them.

“Master, is there something specific you need to find here? I, Josh, will search even if my nose rots away!”

The resolute Josh declared his loyalty even in this situation, and Raul spoke to Ken.

“There’s something we need to find, right?”

“Yes, Master.”

Ken’s voice sounded tinged with sadness.

(To be continued)
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Searching through the graveyard was far from a pleasant task.

The dungeon had been lost for five years, so all the corpses were in a state of decay, making it impossible to identify anyone.

Instead, they focused on the pile of personal belongings.

It could have felt like looking for a needle in a haystack, but it didn’t take as long as expected.

Thanks to Ken’s descriptions of her family crest, her brother Sean’s ring, weapon, and Raul’s sensing abilities and psychokinesis, they pulled out similar items.

A blood-stained ring and necklace, a dull spear, and a rotted spear shaft.

Ken knelt, trembling as she examined each item.

Hiding an expression that seemed on the verge of tears, Ken nodded, and Raul moved to the location where he had found the items.

Among the decayed and rust-eaten armory, Raul found a leather bag and a pouch.

Rummaging through the bag, Raul’s hand grasped a small journal marked with blood-stained fingerprints.

After getting Ken’s permission, Raul opened the journal and began to read about Sean’s experiences from the moment he heard about the dungeon:

September 7: Heard about Zeinak’s dungeon from Fabian. Though we didn’t get along since I took the top spot in the academy entrance, it’s suspicious that he’s sharing this information.

September 10: The rumors about the dungeon proved true. Fabian, the youngest son of Marquis McNeil, seems to want to make amends. He proposed we tackle the dungeon without the adults knowing.

September 12: I hesitated but accepted his offer. With so many people swarming the dungeon, waiting for support from the main house would take too long. I’ve decided to reclaim the family’s lost techniques on my own.

September 15: We successfully breached the dungeon’s entrance with the guards and soldiers. Fabian is cooperative, and if things continue this way, conquering the dungeon shouldn’t be too difficult.

September 19: Something’s wrong. Contrary to what Fabian said, the dungeon is filled with spirits. Thankfully, the priest he brought along has helped secure our camp, but can we really conquer the dungeon in this state?

September 21: We’ve been betrayed. Fabian’s group vanished overnight. My hired mercenary guide also disappeared, suggesting he was in on it. In a single day, everyone except the guards was killed. I must find a way out alive.

September 24: Found the bodies of the priest and the guide. This must be Fabian’s doing. The entrance we came through has completely disappeared. Only one guard and I are left. I worry about Kaylee if I don’t make it back. Her stepmother will not leave her alone. We should never have entered this cursed dungeon.

September 2……


The remaining entries were incomprehensible, written in a disjointed scrawl.

Ken’s tears finally fell as she finished reading the journal. Her clenched fists and pale lips reflected her cold fury.

‘Fabian of the Marquis McNeil family.’

She had heard that Marquis Clifford de McNeil, an axe master, had sired a late son after turning forty.

Though Fabian wasn’t exceptionally talented, the Marquis doted on him, even creating a personal knight order for him.

‘He reminds me of someone else….’

Regardless, Raul internally offered his condolences.

A woman harboring a grudge can bring frost even in the height of summer, and this woman was a terrifying knight who would soon reach the master level.

“Sir Ken. I am deeply sorry about your brother. As for Fabian….”

Anticipating what Raul was about to say, Ken bowed her head and spoke first.

“I have already pledged my loyalty to you, Master. I have no intention of causing you trouble with my personal vendetta.”

She handed the journal to Raul. Ken’s eyes burned with determination as she handed the journal to Raul.

“I’ll leave this journal in your care, Master. However… if we ever cross paths with Marquis McNeil, please let me be at the forefront!”

Her eyes were fierce with resolve. Raul met her gaze and promised, “I swear on my honor that I will give you the opportunity for rightful vengeance, Sir Ken. But remember, that revenge must be carried out by your own strength.”

“Thank you, Master. I will train even harder to ensure that I do not bring dishonor to your name.”

It wasn’t the time to clash with the Marquis McNeil family just yet, and Raul had no intention of provoking a feud over Ken alone.

‘Taking care of Fabian alone won’t be difficult.’

Raul knew that underhanded tactics weren’t exclusive to Fabian. He already had a few ideas on how to eliminate him.

But there was no rush. It seemed likely that conflicts with the Marquis McNeil family were inevitable.

‘And when the time comes, it won’t be our family bearing the brunt. Would the Greer Marquis family just overlook this if they knew?’


Raul glanced down at the blood-stained journal and smirked slightly.

*

As planned, Zeinak’s Dungeon was quietly relocated to Raul’s stronghold in the Calix territory.

All valuable loot left behind in the dungeon was retrieved and stored in Raul’s warehouse, and the dungeon itself was transformed into a training ground where apprentices could receive guidance from the two ancient masters.

The branch managers from the Free Cities, including Bernard, visited in turn to elevate their psychokinetic abilities to the next level.

However, Raul hadn’t yet announced the dungeon’s existence to the public. He intended to coordinate with the Greer Marquis family when the timing was opportune.

Raul focused intently on training his forces and refining the knights, remaining vigilant of the shifting circumstances around his territory.

One month later.

Raul, riding a horse alongside Palmer, the branch manager, visited a quaint mansion in the Mira branch of the First Knight Order.

“Welcome, Master.”

“Long time no see, Nakia.”

Apart from the weekly remote meetings, it had been almost a month since they had met in person.

Approaching her late twenties, Nakia exuded an air of mature femininity, and her brighter demeanor only enhanced her beauty.

Rumor had it that guild-affiliated knights frequently visited the quaint mansion, and Raul wished nothing but happiness for her in this life.

Contrary to Raul’s concerns, Nakia’s skills had improved dramatically, reaching the level of a 6-circle mage. Unlike her previous self, she developed highly effective and normal potions.

Freed from her vengeance against the Empire and with adequate support, her hidden genius had blossomed.

“Thank you for making time despite your busy schedule. I planned this meal to celebrate Niki’s full recovery and to express gratitude to you, Master.”

In the dining room, Bernard, Philip, and other executives who had connections with Nakia were already seated. The guest of honor, Niki, was dressed beautifully, eagerly awaiting Raul.

“Thank you, Young master Raul, for saving my life and curing my illness. I will never forget your kindness and will live my life to the fullest.”

Niki, now a lively fourteen-year-old, had regained the energy of a normal girl, unlike her previous frail self.


Though still short due to prolonged illness, she had inherited her sister’s beauty, radiating a charming cuteness.

The bachelors of the knights (Philip, Jake, and Pierce) looked at Niki with fond smiles, and Raul’s expression was no different.

The meal was filled with warmth and cheer. Being among the guild’s early members, they reminisced and laughed about past events and celebrated Niki’s bright future.

“So, Niki, what do you want to do from now on?”

The conversation naturally drifted towards Niki’s future plans.

Having missed out on a proper education due to her illness, everyone had different opinions.

However, everyone agreed that Niki should ultimately do what she genuinely wanted.

‘She’s not even their child, yet everyone is so concerned. Tsk tsk.’

Raul clicked his tongue inwardly, though he had contributed his fair share to the conversation.

On the outside, Raul appeared to be a 16-year-old boy, but inside, he was Bae Dohyun, a lifelong bachelor in his forties.

Feeling the weight of everyone’s gazes, Niki hesitated for a moment before cautiously speaking.

“I-I want to study at the academy.”

“…The academy?”

“Which academy are you thinking of?”

Everyone’s tension was palpable. For a commoner to enter an academy was a potential fast track to success, but it was also exceedingly demanding.

No matter how much Raul and the knights cared for her, the barrier of social status was something they couldn’t ignore.

“The First Knight Order Academy. Even though it’s usually attended by outsiders, I want to learn there too.”

“Hm.”

Their expressions softened a bit, but there were still many thoughts running through their minds. Although things had been calm so far, the general perception of ‘outsiders’ was still unsettled.

Sensing the atmosphere, Niki clenched her fist and stood up.

“Honestly, I’m not sure what I want to study yet. But I heard the academy offers a variety of classes. I’ve been told I can learn about many different things, not just fighting. Isn’t that true?”

‘What should I do?’

Raul scratched his head, deep in thought.

Based on Niki’s talents and traits displayed in her status window, it seemed right to provide her with relevant education. However, he didn’t want to force her into anything she didn’t want.

Despite Niki being the first SS-grade potential he had ever seen and a life he had personally saved, he wanted to watch her grow freely.

“Alright. We’ll do that.”

Niki’s face lit up, and she clenched her tiny fists in joy.

“Is that okay?”

“What’s not okay? The chancellor and instructors are all our guild members. How hard can it be to look after one Niki?”

“True enough. I’ll keep a special eye on her.”

Branch Manager Palmer confidently stepped in with a fatherly smile, and everyone nodded in agreement.

“I’ll have a word with the instructors.”

“I’ll let our non-combat master craftsmen know.”

With everyone promising to look out for Niki, Nakia felt a bit embarrassed but expressed her thanks. From what Raul had seen, Niki’s aptitudes leaned towards beast summoning and taming.

‘I wonder what path she’ll take?’

Raul was curious whether Niki would find her natural talents or choose another path altogether. Whatever she chose, Raul would support her. He had no intention of dragging young Niki into the chaotic battlefield.

After the meal, Raul had a private conversation with Nakia.

“How are the new recruits? Are they going to be helpful?”

“Yes. Given their tough backgrounds, they all seem very motivated.”

Recently, Raul had brought back about twenty alchemists from the capital. Though their ages and skills varied greatly, they shared a common trait: they had all accrued significant debt and lost their jobs due to the recent gate incident.

The gate crisis that swept across the Connect continent had adversely affected residents in many ways. With trade routes disrupted by monster occupation, commerce had come to a standstill, and lords imposed nearly unbearable taxes to fund territorial repairs.

The economy was paralyzed, and alchemists who relied on potion making for a living found their livelihoods severely impacted.

Raul had reached out to Gray, a consultant for the Alchemist Guild, to find such individuals, and he had attached them to Nakia for training.

“So, can we start running the factory at full capacity now?”

“With the apprentices I’ve been teaching and the new recruits, I think it’s definitely possible.”

“Good. Then let’s plan to begin full production next month. Let me know which products would be best for mass production.”

“Alright, I’ll choose the products based on the availability of supplies.”

“I’m counting on you.”

One of Raul’s planned projects was finally taking off. It was the first step in his plan to dominate the elixir market, aimed at garnering a steady stream of revenue from players.

‘The consumables market is always profitable.’

As he envisioned becoming the potion king of Connect, Raul couldn’t help but smile.

(To be continued)
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“How are the trainees doing?”

“They’re definitely growing at an impressive rate. I can see why you’re so interested in them.”

While in Mirage, Raul made it a point to visit the academy.

Currently, Dalton was in charge of the First Knight Order Academy.

As both the principal and an instructor, he was responsible for the academy’s swordsmanship training.

Dalton’s task was to identify individuals with high potential, aside from the players Raul had in mind from his past life.

“So, have you found any promising candidates?”

“Hm. Just as you said, I’m focusing on those with high basic skills, excluding the ones with innate abilities. There aren’t as many eager to join the guild as I expected, but attitudes are slowly changing. By graduation, we should see some meaningful results.”

“There’s no need to force anyone. With time, they’ll realize where their interests lie. Just make sure to take care of those few I pointed out.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t neglect those who might become my subordinates.”

Raul planned to manage the First Knight Order in two separate entities.

The original ‘First Knight Order,’ composed of Connect residents and directly under Raul’s command, and a player-exclusive guild managed by Dalton, called the ‘Purple Guild (First Player Guild).’

In Connect, each person could only join one guild, and a guild master could only run one guild.

However, Raul had a way around this through a special item:

『Brother Guild Creation Ticket』

Grade: EX

Effect: Allows the creation of a brother guild that shares guild effects with the original guild. The master can designate which effects to share between the guilds.

Restriction: After the creation of a brother guild, each guild’s reputation and rewards are calculated separately. Future guild upgrades must be done independently.

He received this consumable item as a guild reward from a main scenario quest.


Currently, the First Knight Order was at Medium Level 10, the highest level attainable in the system.

Being able to create another such guild was an unparalleled advantage compared to other player guilds.

The Purple Guild, Raul’s second guild, would have Bae Dohyun as the guild master and Dalton as the vice master, establishing it as an elite player-exclusive guild.

“In any case, I’ll be counting on you. You know how crucial this task is.”

“You can trust me. The other lords stuck in their ways wouldn’t even dream that we’re building such a secret force.”

Concluding their conversation, Raul transformed into Bae Dohyun and headed to the academy training grounds.

‘Time to set some new records today.’

***

It had been over two months since the first cohort of 600 trainees had enrolled in the First Knight Order Academy.

These first-term trainees were receiving systematic training provided by the academy, resulting in rapid improvements in their skills, far exceeding outside expectations.

Among the various educational programs, what truly set the academy apart was the ‘illusion magic circle’ used for simulated combat.

“Hey, Bae Dohyun just arrived at the First Training Ground!”

“Only a week since his last visit? I wonder how much higher he’ll set the bar this time….”

“Let’s hurry and watch. We might get lucky and see a party play.”

Cadets hurriedly flocked to the First Training Ground.

Within the academy, Bae Dohyun’s status was nothing short of ‘untouchable.’

He held the top position by a margin unreachable by anyone else.

Cadets who joined the academy after the clashes initially thought, ‘We’re all players, so we’ll close the gap eventually.’

However, once they started classes and received evaluations from the instructors, they had to accept the harsh reality.

‘He’s on a completely different level.’


Even the instructors acknowledged that Bae Dohyun didn’t need basic lectures, and so he was excused from most classes, participating only in a select few.

Though it was just a rumor, it was widely known that Bae Dohyun received special quests and missions from the First Knight Order, which made many players envious.

Naturally, this led to discontent, mainly from rankers who hadn’t sparred directly with Bae Dohyun but had performed well in skirmishes.

What silenced even this discontent was the virtual battles provided by the ‘illusion magic circle.’

The First Knight Order Academy offered trainees the use of a training ground equipped with the ‘illusion magic circle’ during their free time.

The ‘illusion magic circle’ came with three special programs—’Virtual Dungeon Time Attack,’ ‘Monster Coliseum,’ and ‘Mini Battlefield.’

Each program provided a standardized environment and monsters, allowing the academy to evaluate the trainees’ scores.

Scores were tallied weekly, and top-ranking trainees received bonuses and extra points, with the graduation exam set to follow a similar format.

As a result, even during off-hours, trainees didn’t leave the training ground, continuously striving to improve their skills and rank.

It wasn’t just about rewards and grades; it was also a matter of pride, as indirect comparisons of each other’s abilities fired up their competitive spirits.

The issue was that Bae Dohyun held the top record in all the programs.

For over two months since the start of the academy, no one had managed to break Bae Dohyun’s records, which was why trainees regarded him as the best.

Every week, when the scores reset, Bae Dohyun would appear at the academy to register new scores in the virtual battles first, prompting rankers to compete throughout the week to surpass those scores.

Murmurs spread amongst the crowd.

Bae Dohyun’s virtual combat performance was displayed on the magic screen in the First Training Ground.

“Is that monster setting another record?”

“I thought I’d finally catch up this time….”

Some of the rankers frowned slightly as they watched the screen, while most players followed Bae Dohyun’s movements with eyes full of admiration.

The instructors’ teachings were sometimes difficult for modern players to grasp.

However, Bae Dohyun’s movements offered a clear example of the direction players should aim for, providing plenty of learning opportunities.


Occasionally, he would spontaneously form parties with some cadets for virtual battles. Those who participated often found their skills improving significantly, which made many cadets eager to join him.

Today, after setting another record, Bae Dohyun approached an instructor who had been waiting, and the instructor called out several cadet names.

“Cadet Menninger, cadet Kim Ilwoo, cadet Shigeru!”

“Yes!”

As they stepped forward, other cadets sighed in disappointment.

“Looks like he’s going with the rankers this week.”

“Tsk, I’m sure I could do better….”

The illusion magic circle training included numerous party-based programs, not just individual ones.

Bae Dohyun would form 4 or 5-person teams to run such dungeons, fostering interaction with other players.

After the virtual training ended and Bae Dohyun had exchanged feedback on the strategy with his party members, a few individuals approached him.

“How about a match with me today?”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I already booked a spot last week!”

“Step aside, everyone! I’m here to avenge last week’s defeat!”

They were top-ranked players, including Wang Chunmyung.

Since Bae Dohyun didn’t frequent the academy often, rankers gathered to challenge him whenever the scores reset.

“Hoo. Don’t you guys ever get tired?”

Bae Dohyun, who had grown somewhat familiar with them, spoke casually, though their expressions showed they weren’t about to give up.

“I can’t graduate from the academy having lost to you. I’ll keep challenging you until I win!”

Wang Chunmyung, despite getting soundly defeated by Bae Dohyun every time, didn’t lose his determination.

Thankfully, his exaggerated mannerisms mimicking martial arts novels had diminished, allowing for normal conversations.

As a worthy runner-up, hardly anyone, except Bae Dohyun, could match him in one-on-one duels.

“That’s why you should follow the order. Stop rushing in with just determination every time you get beaten.”

The one scolding him with a glint in his eye was Louis Blake. Though he had lost to Bae Dohyun in the round sixteen, his martial skills were genuine enough to rival Wang Chunmyung.

Apart from those two, several rankers from mage or ranged classes also wished to duel Bae Dohyun. When sparring, no one at the academy could match Bae Dohyun’s synergy.

His skills were so advanced that others now realized he was adjusting to their level. Some, like Wang Chunmyung, still clung to the desire to defeat him.

“Huff. How about a 2v2 today?”

Bae Dohyun suggested, making the rankers’ eyes light up.

***

After spending another hour in the training ground, Bae Dohyun left, leaving several exhausted players catching their breath on the floor.

“Ah, that monster. I can’t beat him, not even once.”

Wang Chunmyung hit the floor weakly, frustrated.

“No matter how you look at it, Dohyun is an anomaly. It’s hard to believe he’s the same kind of player as us.”

Blake spoke with an exasperated expression. They had just lost to Bae Dohyun in a 2v1 match.

“Hmph. You just lack skill. Watch out, one day I’ll definitely defeat Bae Dohyun.”

With Wang Chunmyung’s resolve burning anew, Blake shrugged and changed the topic.

“Cheon-myung, have you decided yet?”

“About what?”

“The guild. Purple Guild, wasn’t it?”

This was a hot topic among rankers. Two months into the academy’s course, the talents of some individuals had clearly surfaced.

Some who had underperformed in the ranks during initial skirmishes were now rapidly improving, while others struggled regardless of their starting rank.

Consequently, the academy was now maintaining its own internal rankings based on the virtual combat program scores. The instructors subtly promoted the Purple Guild among these rankers.

“Well, I’m still thinking about it. Honestly, I’m not keen on joining any organization where I must take orders. That’s why I declined offers from guilds back home, but….”

“Hmm, I see. I’m considering joining. Initially, I wanted to create and run my guild, but the Purple Guild’s conditions made me reconsider.”

Wang Chunmyung smirked and asked, “What conditions were so appealing that you’d give up your guild?”

“I want to operate in the best guild with the best conditions. Seeing Dohyun, I realized it wouldn’t be easy to surpass a guild he’s in, even if I created one. So, I’d rather join him and help build the best guild.”

“Bae Dohyun….”

“Think about it. After the academy ends, you won’t easily come across Dohyun again. If you want to defeat him, wouldn’t it be better to work long-term in the same guild?”

“Hmm. Blake, do you have the Purple Guild brochure?”

“Why? Didn’t you receive one already?”

“Well, I was so mad about losing to Bae Dohyun that I threw it away.”

“Tut-tut. Just ask an instructor for another one. And calm your temper.”

“Tch.”

With this, rankers began seriously considering the Purple Guild.

***

A few days later.

After completing his visit to the academy, Raul toured various businesses in Mira, receiving financial reports and discussing future investments with the branch manager.

Three months into the open beta, the number of players had surpassed 30,000, and businesses targeting players were beginning to generate profit.

Given the continuous influx of players and the unexpectedly high number choosing free cities like Mira in the Ruben Kingdom, there was much to prepare.

As they were heads down reviewing business plans.

An emergency message came through the guild communication system.

「Master, something terrible has happened! Count Melvin has collapsed!」

Bernard’s urgent report turned Raul’s face pale.

(To be continued)
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Raul issued commands rapidly as he walked briskly toward the portal.

「All units, move to the highest alert status. Assume wartime conditions until further orders.」

「Yes, Master!」

「All territorial lords’ deputies and commanders, cease monster-hunting operations immediately and assemble troops at the respective lord’s castles. Relocating villagers from frontier settlements to the castles is permitted if necessary.」

Raul continued to give orders while hurrying toward the portal.

「All knights from the Free City Guild branches, except for a minimal number, are to move to Calix Castle. Instructors at the Mira Academy are to continue classes until further notice.」

「Understood, Master.」

「External threats may target us upon hearing the news. Everyone, stay vigilant and prepare for any threats. And at 19:00 today, an emergency meeting will be held with executives and commanders. Gather the latest status reports of your domains and units. That’s all.」

Upon reaching the dedicated portal at the First Knight Order Mira Branch, Raul found Kane, the head of the information department, Dalton, the academy’s principal, and Nakia waiting.

“What’s the current situation?”

“The Count is unconscious, and healers and priests are starting treatment.”

Kane replied.

With a grave expression, Raul asked, “What’s his condition?”

“They can’t say yet. There don’t seem to be any external injuries, but he hasn’t regained consciousness….”

“Kane, come with me directly to the main estate. Dalton, join Bernard and his team at Calix Castle with Nakia and wait for further orders.”

“Yes, Master.”

Before departing, Raul gave Nakia a secret directive through a private communication channel. She nodded with a worried expression.

***

“You’ve come, Master.”


Waiting in front of the portal at Conford Castle were Knight Commander Philip and ten First Order knights.

“We must hurry to the main house.”

Those who had awaited Raul’s arrival mounted their horses and urgently rode to the main estate, arriving at the Count’s mansion shortly after.

“Young master Raul….”

At the mansion entrance stood the butler Ivan, who looked as though he had aged five years in a short time, his expression one of sheer despair.

“Ivan, what happened here?”

“It’s all my fault. I failed to take proper care of the Count… I am deeply ashamed.”

The iron-willed butler, Ivan, usually unperturbed, now appeared disheveled for the first time, bowing his head in shame.

Raul gently patted his shoulder and asked directly, “What’s my father’s condition? No, just take me to him first.”

“Yes, this way.”

The mansion’s entrance was now guarded by knights, enhancing the security.

Climbing the stairs to the Count’s bedroom, Raul saw additional knights and soldiers stationed throughout the mansion—a sight that caused his brow to furrow slightly.

‘First, to my father….’

Finally reaching the Count’s bedroom, Raul saw priests and healers sweating as they checked on the Count, while key figures of the territory gathered in the adjacent reception room.

“Oh… Young Master, you’re here. Sob, sob.”

His sister-in-law was the first to notice Raul, rushing forward with tears in her eyes. Raul did his best to console her as he moved to his father’s side.

Count Melvin lay weakly on the bed, his once robust form swollen and filling the space. A sense of intense heat emanated from the Count’s body, and sweat continuously streamed down his face.

His body was bloated, with bulging, purple veins writhing like worms across his skin—a sight far from normal.

Grinding his teeth, Raul asked the bishop standing nearby, “What happened? Why is my father in this state?”

With a troubled expression, the bishop sighed and led Raul to a corner, speaking softly.


“The exact cause is still unknown, but based on the symptoms, it appears to be a form of ‘mana reflux.’”

“Mana reflux?”

Inside the bodies of all knights who use mana, there is a pathway called the ‘mana road’.

Similar to how blood circulates through veins, mana flows in a specific direction through the mana road, circulating within the body.

Mana reflux occurs when, for some reason, the mana flows in the opposite direction. This condition often results in death or, if miraculously survived, leaves the person severely debilitated.

“Although the symptoms aren’t entirely consistent with what I’ve seen or read in medical texts, it’s difficult to define the Count’s condition as anything else.”

“Then what can we do? Is there no treatment? We must at least stabilize his condition.”

“Unfortunately, divine power cannot resolve this situation. Aside from placing blessings to prevent the Count’s vitality from waning, there’s nothing more that can be done….”

“…….”

Raul had anticipated such a scenario, but witnessing his father’s agony firsthand made it hard to stay calm.

“Do your best.”

There was little else Raul could say. The bishop also sighed, regretting his inability to help.

Raul left the bishop’s side and approached the family’s dedicated healer to inquire about his father’s condition, but the healer too had no viable solution.

As Raul bit his lip in frustration, a voice echoed in his mind.

「The Count has incredible willpower. The pain must be excruciating.」

「Master, is there any way to help him?」

Caldenas borrowed Raul’s senses to examine the Count’s condition and then tilted his head in curiosity.

「This is quite peculiar. It doesn’t exactly match the mana reflux cases I’ve encountered. It feels like the flow was artificially induced. Nevertheless, because of this, the Count is holding on. The mana hasn’t completely reversed its flow yet.」

「What does that mean? Is there a possibility of treatment?」

「The Count’s physical condition is highly unusual. With this amount of mana, he should be at least mid-Master level, yet hasn’t reached that stage, which is strange. Currently, it seems like the Count’s mana is in a tug-of-war with the reversing mana, trying to prevent it from fully reversing. He won’t be able to hold out much longer. His robust body is forcibly staving off the mana clash, but even the toughest bodies have limits.」


「So, what should we do?」

Raul’s anxiety grew. He had anticipated this situation and prepared, but what if his plan didn’t work?

「There are two methods. First, identify and eliminate the cause of the mana reflux. Since the flow feels artificial, cutting off its power source should revert the flow back to normal.」

This aligned with Raul’s own thoughts on treatment, so he nodded unconsciously, eager to hear the second method.

「The second method involves forcibly blocking the reflux. By adding external power to support the Count’s mana. However, this method is extremely risky. It requires extremely precise mana manipulation and at least Master-level mana reserves. Even if successful, there’s no guarantee the Count’s mana road will normalize. If my body were in normal condition, I could help, but alas, that’s impossible.」

Despite this, Raul didn’t lose hope. Just having an additional option brought him some relief.

‘If necessary….’

Raul clenched his fists. Leaving the Count’s bedroom, Raul headed to the reception room. Feeling slightly calmer, his mind began working again.

“Ivan, why hasn’t my eldest brother arrived yet?”

His eldest brother Dylan, who should have been the first to arrive, was nowhere to be seen.

“Well… A peculiar dungeon was discovered recently. After losing two squads of knights and soldiers, sir Dylan went to inspect it himself just a few days ago.”

No wonder there had been no response to the guild communication; he must have entered the dungeon.

“Has there been any contact? Any word on his return?”

“Unfortunately, the dungeon is located in the most remote part of the Count’s domain. A messenger set out from the nearest village, but we can’t be sure when he’ll return.”

Raul had a sinking feeling as he scanned the reception room, noting the absence of several key figures.

“Wait a moment. Where is the Knight Commander? And what about Viscount Bozel, the Chief Commander?”

“The Knight Commander accompanied Sir Dylan to the dungeon, and Viscount Bozel has been away for over a week on a monster subjugation and mobility training mission.”

“Then who’s currently overseeing the Count’s personal security and the castle’s defense?”

“The security of the main house is temporarily under the ‘Silver Bear Knight Commander’, baron Carlo de Ashton, while the castle’s defense is managed by the Guard Captain, baron Dwayne de Ashton.”

‘Damn it.’

Raul frowned slightly. These were not individuals he considered reliable.

‘No wonder the Silver Bear Knights are guarding the mansion.’

There were four knightly orders in the Ashton County.

The Golden Bear Knights were the elite and the direct retainers of the family head.

The Silver Bear Knights consisted of Ashton household members.

The Iron Bear Knights comprised commoners and knights from other regions.

And while not an official knight order, the Chain Knights were knights in waiting, equipped with knight-level skills but awaiting assignments.

Although the Silver Bear Knights were officially the second knight order of the territory, they only numbered 50, and their actual combat prowess was generally considered inferior to the Iron Bear Knights.

However, being composed of family members, Raul found dealing with them politically sensitive.

“Ivan, immediately send messengers to convene the remaining Golden Bear Knights to the mansion, including those mobilized for dungeon raids and village defense! Replace their positions with trainees and Chain Knights.”

“Understood.”

“And inform Guard Captain Baron Dwayne de Ashton to immediately restrict access to Conford Castle. No outsiders are to be admitted for the time being.”

With Count Melvin incapacitated and Dylan unreachable, Raul was now the acting authority of the Ashton County.

Had the Knight Commander or Chief Commander been present, their approval would have been necessary, but circumstances left Raul with no choice.

‘The timing is suspicious.’

Everyone seemed to attribute Count Melvin’s mana reflux to an accident, but Raul was not so sure.

The Count collapsed just as Dylan went on a long-range expedition, and the realm’s Chief Commander and elite forces left for training. It was highly suspect.

‘Whoever arranged this clearly didn’t anticipate my swift response through my guild’s communication network.’

Raul steeled his resolve.

‘I’ll save my father, thwart those aiming for our family, and cleanse the ranks of traitorous hyenas.’

He opened a guild communication channel.

「Jake, immediately lead 50 knights and 200 guild members to Conford Castle. I’ll keep the dedicated portal open. Once you arrive, wait near the inner citadel. Dalton, join me at the mansion with Nakia and Ken.」

「Yes, Master.」

The enemies were unaware of the true strength of Raul and the First Knight Order.

Raul intended to hide his knights and guild members within the inner citadel, ready to react if the enemies moved, believing the main house to be undefended.

Just then, Kane, with a grim expression, brought more news.

“Master, we have a situation. Six baronies bordering our realm are moving troops to their borders. Including their knight orders, they have significant forces.”

‘These bastards!’

It seemed necessary to show what happens when you rouse a sleeping bear.

(To be continued)
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Despite the influx of bad news, Raul remained calm. He had anticipated such developments and was confident in his ability to handle them.

“Relay the information about the surrounding baronies’ troop movements to our territory commanders, and instruct them not to respond. Those baronies aren’t going to invade immediately anyway.”

Territorial wars didn’t occur easily. If lords could arbitrarily attack neighboring territories, the current kingdom structure would collapse.

To declare a territorial war, one needed a justified reason and a formal declaration of war. Most of the time, such wars only began after royal approval.

While it was possible for powerful noble families to bypass these procedures, the conditions for that were exceptional.

‘Even if they want to move, there are still many formalities to complete, giving us plenty of time.’

This is why the Count’s estate had a townhouse in the capital, and why the First Knight Order branch was operational.

If there had been no reports of territorial wars, it indicated that the royal court hadn’t discussed it yet.

Deploying troops to the border was a strategy to distract Raul and keep his focus on guarding the territory.

‘If they see an opening, they will indeed declare war.’

However, their assumptions were completely wrong.

Had it not been for the gate crisis, Raul might have had to hastily dispatch troops to protect the territory borders, but that was unnecessary now.

Reconstruction within the territory, centered around the lord’s castle, meant that distant borders were less critical.

Count Melvin’s order to evacuate the villagers was a strategic decision made knowing that immediate income from those villages was non-essential.

‘With a reduced population and increased agricultural production post-gate crisis, farming near the castle suffices for food supplies.’

Moreover, Raul’s income came from dungeon by-products and rental income from free cities, making him less reliant on territorial taxes.

“Order the scouts and agents to thoroughly monitor the enemy’s movements. And instruct them to feign fear, making it seem like they’re too scared to stand their ground. We want the enemy to underestimate us and make a move.”

Kane, understanding Raul’s strategy, smiled meaningfully.

“I’ll dispatch those best at playing the part.”


If the enemy declared war, it would pose no issue for Raul.

Even with the backing of more powerful forces, the combined might of six baronies couldn’t handle Raul and the First Knight Order.

‘The territories are somewhat scattered, so this is a good opportunity to pave the way smoothly.’

***

In the opulently decorated reception room of a small castle, scores of nobles and knights filled the space, centered around a large, imposing figure seated at the head.

“Apologies for the crude setting. It’s not easy finding a more suitable place….”

“Spare me the politeness. What’s the status?”

The gruff voice belonged to none other than Viscount Jaden de Ashton, Raul’s uncle and the elder brother of Count Melvin.

“According to our informant, Count Melvin is currently at death’s door. The Count’s deputy, Dylan, and the Golden Bear Knight Commander, Viscount Trevor, are away on a dungeon subjugation mission.”

“Hah, serves him right. That fool should have known his place instead of overreaching. Isn’t that right?”

The gathered nobles agreed, mocking Count Melvin’s imprudent ambitions.

“So, have we figured out how they managed to put him down?”

Jaden clearly regarded Melvin as already dead. The advisor, baron Tate, shook his head regretfully.

“We have someone on the inside, but they couldn’t discern what method was used.”

“Pity. If we knew how, we could use it elsewhere.”

Though satisfied with his accomplices’ actions, Jaden’s greed was apparent.

“Dylan took the bait and is out of the picture. Is there anything else we need to consider?”

“With the Count’s deputy, the Knight Commander, and the Chief Commander all away, there should be no one to rally around. However, we have received word that Raul has returned home.”

“Raul?”

Jaden’s face darkened. He wasn’t pleased with Raul, especially after the events in the capital.


‘That young brat is getting too presumptuous.’

Though he regarded the 16-year-old as insignificant, the memory of Raul wielding the mana blade at his investiture lingered unsettlingly.

“His presence could disrupt our plans. How did he return so quickly?”

“It seems they have an information network we haven’t identified. But don’t worry too much. He will have to return to his territory soon.”

“He better. We’ve paid handsomely to have those wretches act. Keep a close watch on Raul and report back.”

“Understood.”

Bang.

Jaden slammed his foot down and stood up, raising his voice.

“The grand endeavor has begun. This is crucial for restoring the honor of the Ashton lineage. Let us purge those who have sullied our family and write the new history of Ashton with our own hands. Comrades! Follow me!”

“Waa!!”

The nobles and knights roared in agreement, consumed by greed and madness.

Unbeknownst to them, their fervor was being observed by someone.

***

“Then, I’m counting on you.”

“Leave it to me, Viscount.”

Raul patted the shoulder of the knight wearing the Golden Bear Knights’ uniform.

His name was Waylon.

Waylon was a top-level knight in the Golden Bear Knights, and with both the commander and deputy commander absent, he was the most top-level knight present.

Now, a day after Count Melvin had collapsed, members of the Golden Bear Knights stationed at Conford Castle and the nearby areas returned to the mansion.

There were originally six knights on guard duty, but with reinforcements, the total number of knights guarding the mansion increased to fifteen.


After Raul’s thorough evaluation, he determined that these fifteen knights were trustworthy, and he specially assigned Waylon to personally guard the Count.

Naturally, baron Carlo, the Silver Bear Knight Commander, expressed his dissatisfaction.

“Does adding extra guards mean you don’t trust me and the Silver Bear Knights?”

Raul, however, responded calmly with an unchanged expression.

“No, it’s not about not trusting you, baron. It’s that I trust no one. Until the Count recovers consciousness and my brother returns, no one but myself will have access to the Count.”

Baron Carlo couldn’t hide his displeasure, but he had no grounds to oppose Raul’s decision. Raul merely added guards but did not interfere with the Silver Bear Knights’ duties or issue any commands.

Consequently, five knights from the Golden Bear Knights were rotated in three shifts to guard the fifth floor, where the Count’s bedroom was located. No one could enter the room without Raul’s permission.

Click.

Receiving nods of acknowledgment from the knights, Raul entered the bedroom where Bishop Alonso of the Zenith Order and Joel, the family’s dedicated healer, were attending to the Count.

“Is there any improvement?”

Raul asked, but the two, drenched in sweat, didn’t look optimistic.

“I’m sorry. Just maintaining the Count’s current state is proving difficult.”

Raul had no intention of blaming them. Without their efforts, the Count’s condition would have deteriorated further.

“You’ve worked hard. Could you step out for a moment, please?”

Nodding, the two men left the room, and Nakia, who had been standing beside Raul, began to examine the Count.

“What do you think?”

Nakia methodically checked various parts of the Count’s body, spreading mana to assess his condition. She spoke cautiously.

“I believe you were right, Master. It’s definitely symptoms of ‘Mana Filariasis’.”

‘Thank goodness….’

Raul let out a breath of relief upon hearing Nakia’s assured diagnosis.

In his past life, it was discovered too late that key figures in the kingdom had been assassinated using ‘Mana Filariasis.’

This led Raul, upon reincarnation, to suspect that the Count’s death might also be due to the same cause, although he couldn’t be absolutely certain until now.

“Is it treatable?”

“With the materials you provided and the clinical results from treating Niki, we’ve developed a cure. Treating Mana Filariasis itself isn’t a problem. However, I can’t guarantee the Count’s condition post-treatment. We’ll do our best.”

“I trust you, Nakia. If you need any help, let me know at any time.”

“Leave it to me.”

Despite Nakia’s words, Raul felt no anxiety.

He had already confirmed that the medicine she developed matched the one created in his past life, and he knew it had successfully treated similar patients.

Raul left the Count’s chamber and privately spoke with Bishop Alonso and Healer Joel, requesting their assistance in aiding Nakia’s treatment and keeping the Count’s condition a secret.

They willingly agreed, as they were already committed to staying in the mansion to treat the Count.

‘With my father’s treatment settled, it’s time to catch the culprits.’

In his third-floor study, Raul began a discussion with Butler Ivan.

“Here are the documents you requested.”

A stack of thick papers was placed on Raul’s desk.

The documents contained comprehensive information about everything Count Melvin had consumed in the past two months since entering his intensive training, records of all visitors to the mansion, and the movements of all household staff.

“Will these really help? And is it true that someone targeted the Count?”

Ivan, looking haggard and fearful, asked fervently.

As someone who blamed himself for the Count’s collapse, he desperately sought confirmation of Raul’s suspicions.

“Someone definitely tampered with my father. ‘Mana Filariasis’ does not occur naturally in knights who have attained such ranks. While we haven’t discovered the method yet, Nakia should be able to with these documents.”

Nakia had already developed a cure for Mana Filariasis without any documents. With detailed records of what the Count had ingested, uncovering the cause was only a matter of time.

‘This might allow us to prevent future assassination attempts as well.’

Even with a cure, it was useless if not administered promptly. Protecting figures important enough that the Empire wanted them dead would be a major advantage in future conflicts.

“Without drawing attention, I need you to discreetly monitor the servants I mention.”

Raul had already identified several suspicious individuals among the mansion’s staff using his analytical eye.

Tracking their interactions could lead him to the root of the conspiracy.

“Leave it to me. Monitoring the household staff is my responsibility. I will ensure they are watched closely.”

Ivan promised with reddened eyes before leaving to start his task.

‘Now, it’s time for me to make my move.’

Raul gathered the stack of documents into his inventory and, leading Philip and the knights, exited the mansion headed for the portal.

He portrayed a worried and hurried demeanor as if he had just received urgent news about the territory, riding off in haste.

To lure the hidden traitors into the open, he had to pretend to take the bait they had offered.

As who would end up ensnared in whose trap, the many spies watching the mansion’s activities began to move in the shadows.

(To be continued)
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That Night

The sky, filled with clouds threatening rain, obscured even the moonlight. The castle town, having heard the news about the Count, ended their day earlier than usual, enveloping the area in silence and darkness.

Sometime past midnight. A group of figures cautiously crossed the quiet streets, empty except for patrolling guards.

Dressed entirely in black to conceal their identities, they stealthily avoided the patrols while making their way towards the inner castle.

Upon arriving at the inner wall, the leader felt along the wall until he found a camouflaged rope.

Silently and smoothly, akin to a snake slithering over an obstacle, the masked figures scaled the inner castle wall without making a sound.

Curiously, there were no guards in sight atop the wall.

‘Good, just as promised.’

Underneath his dark hood, the man with a tarnished brass mask smirked. Using the rope, the others quietly descended the wall and scattered in small groups, blending into the darkness of the inner castle.

Ascending a sloped path, they approached a large mansion surrounded by long walls and gardens.

Torches were placed at regular intervals along the wall, with soldiers standing guard nearby. However, the black-clad figures effortlessly leaped over a section of the eastern wall, infiltrating the mansion grounds.

The guards who should have been alert stood eerily still, their eyes vacant of any life. The soldiers, seemingly on duty, were actually lifeless, supported in place by cleverly hidden props.

Over fifty masked intruders split into several groups and began infiltrating the mansion. Strangely, windows that should have been secured were left ajar, allowing them to slip inside like silent cats.

Having successfully breached the interior, the leader of the black-clad group, known as Number Six, an executive of the Imperial Hounds’ Ruben Kingdom branch, sent hand signals with a sinister smile.

‘Move to the designated locations and await orders. At the signal, kill everyone and burn everything!’

Thinking about finally having the opportunity to strangle the life out of the Count Ashton’s household, which he had been assigned to for over ten years, made Number Six’s adrenaline surge.

The Ashton count’s household might not be annihilated tonight, but this event would surely send them on the path to ruin. Suppressing his excitement, number Six quietly walked down the mansion’s corridor with his direct subordinates.

‘Unfortunately, tonight my role isn’t to spill blood.’

Licking his dry lips, he followed the predetermined route up the stairs. Despite the fact that there should have been guards stationed on each floor, no one had appeared to stop them yet.


At last, they reached the target’s room where a knight and two soldiers were standing guard. Unaware of the infiltration, they stood there with fatigued eyes.

Swish.

Like a ghost manifesting from thin air, number Six reappeared above the knight’s head. The eyes of the opposite soldier widened in realization, but it was too late as a blade descended upon him as well.

Thud, thud!

The three guards, including the Silver Bear Knight in silver-armored uniform, collapsed as daggers pierced the backs of their necks, killing them instantly.

As an Expert-level knight, he couldn’t fend off the ambush from a high-ranking Expert assassin like Number Six. Silently, number Six and his subordinates propped the bodies against the corridor wall, then quietly picked the lock and entered the room.

‘Mmmph!’

Moving swiftly to the bed, number Six pressed a cloth soaked in chemicals over the target’s mouth, rendering them unconscious almost immediately.

Without needing to verify with the portrait in his pocket, number Six confirmed the target’s identity and signaled his men to place the target into a large sack.

‘Heh heh heh.’

Pleased with how smoothly the operation was proceeding, number Six grinned inwardly. His subordinates carried the target out through the window and vanished into the darkness, while Number Six hesitated for a moment.

‘According to the original plan, I should be withdrawing now….’

Everything was going so well that greed began to creep in. Their informant had disclosed that the Golden Bear Knights were stationed on the fifth floor.

Even if he couldn’t defeat the entire knight order, evading them would be possible, considering the true threats were away from the estate.

‘I should check on the second target’s situation. And the signal should be going up any moment now…’

At that moment, flames erupted from a distant building visible through the window. Simultaneously, the sound of clashing blades and chaos erupted throughout the mansion.

“Enemies! We’re under attack!”

“Fire!!”

“Ah! Spare me!”

Suddenly, the mansion was thrown into disarray, with fire and noise spreading outside too. Number Six felt a thrill at the smell of blood in the air as he leisurely headed towards the second target’s room.


Although his subordinates were likely handling it already, he planned to visit the room just in case before making his way to the Count.

Creak, creak.

Since there was no need to worry about noise now, he moved comfortably towards his destination, but the strong stench of blood hit his nose sharply.

‘These fools… I told them to be careful, but they overdid it.’

Clicking his tongue in annoyance, he entered the room.

Whoosh.

“Gasp!”

Number Six barely evaded a yellow sword light aimed at his neck, doing a backflip to dodge the attack just in time.

Drawing daggers in both hands, he saw a heap of bodies clad in black and a single knight standing beside them, sword pointed down, glaring at him.

Gulp.

Without realizing it, number Six swallowed dryly, sweating profusely as he froze in place.

‘Damn it. So it’s like this. Was he hiding his skills? I heard he had left with the others…’

Number Six found himself intimidated by the presence of Philip, the commander of the First Knights, and began to inch backward.

Securing the second target was now out of the question; despite assigning eight elite men to the task, it had been futile.

Tap, tap-tap-tap!

Fortunately for him, Philip didn’t pursue as his priority was clearly to protect the target. Sighing in relief, number Six quickly made his way out of the mansion.

‘Did they know about the attack? No, that can’t be it.’

Otherwise, getting the first target would not have been so easy, and the plan wouldn’t have proceeded this smoothly.

‘Philip being here means that brat Raul must have secretly hidden his forces.’

He realized Raul was not someone to be underestimated despite his young age. Raul must have sent a few knights back to the mansion out of anxiety.


However, in the end, they couldn’t prevent the infiltration.

As Number Six quickly disappeared over the wall, flames and smoke from the burning mansion illuminated the night sky behind him.

***

Bang!

“How could such a disaster happen under your watch?”

“Are you blaming this on me now?”

Loud voices erupted inside the chaotic mansion.

Waylon, the top-level knight of the Golden Bear Knights, and Baron Carlo, the commander of the Silver Bear Knights, were arguing.

“It is a fact that the security of the mansion, both inside and out, was entrusted to the Silver Bear Knights. How could you not notice until dozens of enemies had already infiltrated?”

“The Golden Bear Knights were also responsible for security! Even if you were assigned to the fifth floor, you didn’t notice either, and now you’re trying to shift the blame to me?”

Carlo’s argument was filled with absurdity, but Waylon, being outranked in both position and status, could only vent his frustration verbally, unable to take any action.

“This matter will be thoroughly investigated, and those responsible will be held accountable!”

“Hah! Try if you can. If you insult my knights who sacrificed their lives defending this place, I won’t sit idly by either!”

Five Silver Bear Knights had lost their lives during the night’s attack. Naturally, baron Carlo was also distressed.

“That’s enough! This isn’t what’s important right now!”

Finally, Philip, who had been observing, intervened. Upon Philip’s words, both men barely managed to contain their anger and fell silent.

Although not part of the Count’s personal knight order, Philip was the commander of the First Knights, Raul’s acting representative, and had played a significant role during the attack last night. His words held weight.

“Let’s first assess the damage and devise countermeasures. Report!”

At Philip’s instruction, a member of the First Knights bowed and gave a brief overview. The night’s attack had resulted in the deaths of 30 guards and five knights from the Silver Bear Knights.

Additionally, an outbuilding was completely burned down, half of the eastern garden was scorched, and the main mansion also suffered significant damage from fires and structural damage.

Remarkably, none of the household staff were harmed. This was thanks to Raul secretly positioning First Knight members among them to counter the attackers.

So, despite the apparent significant damage, the actual impact was minimal. However.

“And during the chaos, Lady Estella has been kidnapped.”

Bang!

“This is a disaster!”

Waylon slammed the table in fury. Baron Carlo, having nothing to say this time, averted his gaze.

Lady Estella.

She was the wife of Raul’s elder brother Dylan and Raul’s sister-in-law. Since the death of the Countess, she had managed the household with grace and earned the love and respect of many. The knights were deeply shaken.

“Additionally, intruders entered the residence of Chief Commander Viscount Ernest de Vogel and kidnapped his eldest grandson, ricky. The Golden Bear Knights’ commander, trevor….”

Not only the Count’s mansion but also the residences of other blood relatives and high-ranking officials within the inner castle were attacked. Some were killed, and their homes set ablaze.

In addition to Lady Estella, several prominent figures’ family members were kidnapped.

“Any news on the whereabouts of the assailants? What about the pursuit team?”

“For some reason, once they left the inner castle, their trail becomes difficult to follow.”

Crunch.

Philip clenched his teeth in frustration. Waylon ground his teeth, his expression grim.

“What about the gatekeeper who was on duty last night? Have you caught him?”

“When the soldiers arrived, the gatekeeper and his entire family had already disappeared. We’re tracking them and should receive news soon.”

“What on earth has happened? How could the heart of the Count’s domain be breached so effortlessly? How can we face Count Melvin and Young lord Dylan with this shame?”

“…….”

Waylon sighed deeply, while Baron Carlo also wore a bitter expression.

“Alright, let’s focus on what we can do for now. I’ve instructed the Guard Captain to seal the gates, so the intruders shouldn’t have escaped the castle. Waylon, please continue to ensure the utmost security for the Count. Baron Carlo, I need you to take charge of the mansion’s security once more. The leader of the remaining enemies might still try to infiltrate the mansion. I’ll pursue the intruders with my men and assess the castle’s defense status. The fact that they destroyed the outer portal suggests another attack may be imminent, so everyone, stay vigilant.”

The attackers had destroyed the portal the previous night, clearly to prevent the Count’s main forces from returning. Philip’s suspicions seemed accurate.

After concluding the emergency meeting, Philip exited the mansion and opened the guild communication.

「I’ve handled everything as instructed, Master.」

「Good work, sir Philip. Is Libby safe?」

「Of course. She hasn’t suffered a scratch. But when do you plan to deal with the rats?」

「Only after the real prey takes the bait. How’s Kane doing? No issues, I hope?」

「He’s struggling. He’s complaining about having to pretend to be asleep. Plus, these fools treat people like cargo. It would be nice if they handled him more gently.」

As Kane grumbled over the guild communication, Jake interjected with a laugh.

「Hahaha. Just hang in there a bit longer, Lady Estella. Your knight in shining armor, Jake, will come to the rescue soon.」

「Damn it. I’ll crush these bastards before Vice Commander Jake gets here. They treat their hostage so poorly.」

In reality, Lady Estella, who was supposedly kidnapped the previous night, was actually Kane in disguise. Raul had been amazed at how a robust man in his thirties could transform into a delicate woman in her twenties.

Furthermore, all the abducted key figures’ children had been impersonated by Kane’s operatives.

The real individuals were secretly protected by Raul.

‘The stage is set. Let’s see how our actors perform.’

Raul thought of the players who would enter the stage while fiddling the sharp dagger at his side.

(To be continued)
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“We have received word.”

“Excellent. Prepare to march!”

In an otherwise quiet-looking barony, the sight of the troops gathering below the lord’s manor told a different story. This was no ordinary rural domain.

Though not uniform, about 200 knights clad in full plate armor, symbolizing their knight order, stood assembled.

Additionally, 1,300 mounted soldiers, all equipped in various armor, were ready. In total, 1,500 cavalry gathered in the plaza, a formidable force.

Outside the castle walls, at least ten temporary barracks were set up across the plains, housing at least 5,000 soldiers.

This barony was just a two-day ride from Conford Castle, the capital of the Count’s domain.

Under normal circumstances, such an assembly of unidentified troops would be a blatant violation of military norms. However, those gathered here were indifferent to such concerns, even conducting training outside the castle.

The sound of the war horn echoed, and the troops began to move. The gates opened, and 1,500 cavalry orderly marched towards Conford Castle, led by Viscount Jaden de Ashton.

“Where are the enemies now?”

“Acting Count Dylan, the Golden Bear Knights, and their forces have just returned from the dungeon. Without the portal, it will take them at least a week to return.”

Baron Tate, the advisor, spread a map of the county on a table inside a large carriage, placing a golden bear flag on the northeasternmost point of the county.

“The central force of 10,000, including the Chief Commander, part of the Golden Bear Knights, and the Iron Bear Knights, began their urgent recall from Kierne Fortress on the western border. Even with just the cavalry and knights, it will take them five days to return.”

A steel bear flag was placed in the western part of the county.

“Our current location is the eastern Barony of Bennett. If we move with just the cavalry, we can reach Conford Castle in two days.”

A black bear flag was placed to the east of Conford Castle. Clearly, they were much closer than the other two forces.

“Good, it’s certain we will arrive first. What’s the current strength at Conford Castle?”

“Given the castle’s size, its forces are still considerable. The Count’s direct central army of 1,000 is stationed in the inner and first outer barracks. The Conford garrison, responsible for security and regular patrols, has 5,000 soldiers. The knights include 15 Golden Bear Knights, 50 Silver Bear Knights, and about 100 Chain Knights.”

Their forces comprised 200 knights and 1,300 cavalry. The 5,000 infantry remained on standby, to be mobilized once Conford Castle was under control.


Thus, their actual combat force was 1,500. Despite being elite, conquering a castle defended by 6,000 soldiers and 150 knights seemed nearly impossible.

Nevertheless, there wasn’t a hint of tension on their faces. Why was that?

“Even if something unexpected happens, the hostages we hold will be advantageous. Securing key hostages before attempting to seize Conford Castle was a brilliant move. I must commend your capabilities, Viscount.”

While the idea was proposed by Baron Tate, its execution was entirely Jaden Viscount’s doing. Given that they had collaborators capable of securing important figures right from the Count’s inner courtyard, they were confident of success.

“It wasn’t too difficult. The one who unrightfully claims the Count’s seat was bound to breed discontent. A rigid fool like him should never have inherited the title. In just fifteen years, he has tarnished the Count’s family name! How absurd that citizens of the capital are unaware of our illustrious lineage, which has been renowned since the kingdom’s founding. That fool thought slaying monsters in the borderlands would somehow uplift our family’s prestige.”

It was true that recent accomplishments by Raul had brought the family’s name back into prominence across the kingdom, but Jaden dismissed these as temporary illusions.

Emphasizing his point, Jaden slammed his hand down on the map.

“The Count’s family needs change. Chaos is approaching, and we can’t afford to be stuck in the countryside wrestling with monsters. Once we seize control of the knight orders, we must expand our influence in the central region. Power must be utilized, right?”

“Absolutely. The current Count is too conservative. Now is the perfect time to expand our territory and reward our vassals with lands.”

“Exactly. And then there’s Raul, that idiot. Buying land with money? We could have just asserted our claim with force, yet his foolish sense of justice made him soft, resulting in our current predicament.”

Baron Tate nodded in agreement, a meaningful smile on his face.

“It certainly made our task easier. The current Count and his children are far too naive. Now is the time for your decisive leadership and initiative, Viscount Jaden, to steer the Count’s family towards greatness.”

Thus, a significant threat was marching towards Conford Castle with designs on the Count’s family.

***

Thud, thud.

Over a thousand cavalry rode madly along the open main road, kicking up clouds of dust. Curious animals and some monsters peeked out from the forest, startled by the colossal rumble, only to scurry back in fright.

At the forefront of the cavalry were knights clad in black armor adorned with golden bears—the Golden Bear Knights. Among them, one figure stood out distinctly: a burly man in snug, thin armor riding a horse noticeably larger than the others. It was Dylan.

Gone was his usual carefree and hearty demeanor; his scowling face now emanated a faint aura of menace and formidable pressure. This intimidating aura seemed to spread to the knights behind him, forming an invisible wave that split the wind.

After an hour of this wild charge, the ride finally tapered off, and the horses, panting heavily, slowed to a brisk trot.

“Feeling any better now?”


An old man with snow-white hair and beard rode up beside Dylan and asked.

“Ah, commander. I wish I could say yes, but the frustration remains. I should have been more cautious…”

The old man was none other than Viscount Trevor de Hesse, the Commander of the Golden Bear Knights. Despite having just heard the news about the incidents at the Count’s estate and the lord’s castle, Viscount Trevor’s expression remained composed.

Unlike Dylan, who was openly displaying his emotions, trevor showed the restraint that comes with experience.

“This isn’t your fault, my lord. No matter who was in charge, this was destined to happen. It’s been ages since we were so thoroughly deceived. Haha.”

Reports of a peculiar dungeon, missing soldiers and knights. Given the official procedures and verification, Dylan, as the Acting Count, and the First Knights had no choice but to investigate.

The reports even suggested traces related to ‘demons’. However, after thoroughly investigating the dungeon, they found nothing. No traces of the beasts nor the demons. They had been completely hoodwinked.

Crunch.

Dylan’s grip crushed the reins in his hands.

“Once this situation is resolved, we must also audit the reporting system and local troops. To be deceived so thoroughly…”

“Indeed. There will be a mountain of issues to address. This old man will lend a hand.”

At that moment, a soldier from the rear approached holding the reins of a horse.

“Here’s your replacement mount.”

To maintain their rapid pace, half of the cavalry had been left behind with the spare horses. After switching to fresh horses, they planned to take off at full speed once more. As the soldier walked away, Viscount Trevor asked, “So, where are we headed now?”

A short distance ahead, the main road would split into two. One path led to Conford Castle, the other in a different direction. Upon exiting the dungeon, Dylan had been able to receive updates from Raul through the guild communication network.

In an emergency meeting conducted via magic image orb, Raul had proposed two strategies. One was to return to Conford Castle as quickly as possible to regroup and plan their next move. The other was…

“What do you think of Raul?”

Dylan asked.

“Hm. Before the Lord entered his retreat, he spoke to me about young master Raul. He confessed to feeling regret over not recognizing Raul’s true potential sooner.”

“What did he say?”


Dylan inquired, eyes glinting with interest.

“He said he had always thought Raul was a child who needed constant care, but he realized too late that Raul was far too extraordinary for the confines of the Count’s family. The Lord wished he could keep him close a bit longer but knew he couldn’t.”

Dylan chuckled softly.

“So, what’s your opinion, commander?”

“If he were only moderately exceptional, I would advise you to be cautious of him, even as your brother. However, I agree with the Lord’s assessment. Raul is not someone who would covet the Count’s position. It may sound dangerous, but I believe he has the potential to lead an entire nation. He will not bring harm to the Count’s family.”

‘Raul, when did you manage to win over the Commander as well?’

Dylan recalled hearing that Raul had been to the training grounds with Trevor recently. That must have been when it happened, he guessed. In any case, it didn’t matter. Dylan had never had any intention of doubting his youngest brother.

“Then let’s move quickly. We must make the traitors understand the gravity of their betrayal against the Count’s family.”

Viscount Trevor, as if expecting this, turned and shouted, “Move out! Anyone falling behind will be left. Stay sharp and follow closely!”

With that, they steered their horses towards the path leading away from Conford Castle.

***

A passageway with small magical lights strung along the earthen walls. Walking briskly through this corridor were Number Six and his subordinates.

Creaking.

An iron door at the end of the passage opened to reveal a spacious terrace-like area.

Wooosh.

Cold wind whistled along the large, dark chamber beneath the terrace. Compared to the vast underground headquarters at Viscount Plank’s estate, this subterranean chamber was only a fifth of the size, but still impressively large.

Grrr.

In the plaza below, mechanical soldiers, hailed as masterpieces of the Empire, moved under the supervision of their handlers. There seemed to be at least a few hundred of them.

Gazing down at the plaza, number Six asked a subordinate, “How many didn’t return from the operation the other day?”

“Out of 200, 150 did not make it back.”

Creak.

Number 6’s hand gripped the terrace railing tightly, his mouth twisting in frustration.

‘The losses were greater than I expected.’

Although they had secured their target, the cost had been high. Unlike the mechanical soldiers, human agents were hard to replace and took time to train.

‘If only I had used the mechanical soldiers…’

But he shook his head immediately. Those units were not yet meant to be revealed. The asinine Ashton household would weaken themselves through infighting, and at the moment of their final victory, these mechanical soldiers would strike the killing blow.

‘Will Viscount Jaden’s plan succeed?’

He had been confident of success until two days ago, but now he was having second thoughts. Raul seemed to be a far greater obstacle than anticipated.

‘Not that it matters. The outcome remains the same, regardless of who survives.’

Once the battle at Conford Castle commenced, his agents would disable the castle’s magical defenses. Then, reinforcements, including knights from the Empire, would arrive through portals set up in the subterranean chamber, sealing the fate of the Count’s family.

But he was oblivious to the fact that Raul’s hidden dagger was already poised at his throat.

Thud, thud, thud.

“Captain, there’s a serious problem! The prisoners have escaped!”

“What? What were the guards doing? Those fools couldn’t even watch over a bunch of brats!”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but we’re not just brats.”

Swoosh.

The front of Number Six’s uniform was sliced open.

(To be continued)
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Clang, clang!

“Who are you?”

Number 6 instinctively blocked the additional attacks with his dagger, but blood was already trickling down his chest. He hadn’t bothered to wear heavy armor, thinking he’d be safe in the hideout.

“Tsk, almost got you.”

The subordinate who had reported the escape — no, Kane disguised as the subordinate — held his bloodstained dagger in a reverse grip and drew another dagger with his free hand.

Number 6 and Kane.

Both were beyond expert level in close combat, specializing in assassination and espionage. They recognized each other’s prowess immediately.

“Do you know where you are?”

A black mana blade sprang from Number 6’s dagger while his subordinates swiftly surrounded Kane, blocking any escape routes.

“Haha.”

But rather than being tense, Kane, despite being surrounded, chuckled as he ran a hand across his face.

“You bastard!”

One of the aides swung a longsword at Kane, but with a slight flick of his wrist, a green mana blade extended from Kane’s dagger, slicing through the air and severing the aide’s ankle.

“Argh!”

As the aide clutched his severed ankle, groaning in pain, Kane stopped laughing and addressed Number 6 with a bright expression.

“That damned brass mask of yours. I never thought the day would come when I’d get to rip it off myself. Today, I’ll avenge my fallen comrades.”

“Crazy bastard.”

Number 6 had no intention of listening further. He lunged at Kane with his black mana blade.

Whoosh.

Now wearing his power armor, the mana blade from Number 6 emitted a menacing aura, seemingly capable of piercing Kane in one swift motion.


Clang! Clash! Clang! Clang!

But Number 6’s expectations were shattered. Kane’s daggers also emitted a powerful mana blade that was a match for his own.

“Damn it. An armor user too?”

Kane was now clad in power armor similar to Number 6’s. Though both were skilled, Kane’s movements were superior, as if to make up for the frustration of previously having to flee without power armor.

Slash, clang! Thud! Squelch!

Despite Number 6 and his five subordinates attacking Kane with their mana blades, Kane moved with flawless precision. Like a dancing swallow, his dual daggers skillfully deflected their attacks, effortlessly turning their strikes into forced missteps that drew blood.

The agents, whose swordsmanship was enhanced by tattoos, were no match for Kane. In less than a minute, three of Number 6’s subordinates lay dead, vital points pierced. Instead of being overwhelmed, Kane was gaining the upper hand.

However, this was still an Imperial Hound hideout. Responding to the sound of battle, mechanical soldiers and knights flooded into the underground chamber.

“Don’t think you’ll leave here alive!”

Humiliated, number Six’s voice quivered with fury as he shouted at Kane. He couldn’t tolerate the fact that he was struggling against someone who wasn’t even a proper knight but a fellow assassin.

There was no way he could let Kane escape. He needed to know how Kane had infiltrated and what he knew. The terrace was soon crowded with numerous soldiers, leaving Kane with no place to escape. Realizing this, Kane lowered his sword slightly and glanced around.

“Is that everyone?”

“What did you say?”

Number 6 was taken aback by Kane’s nonchalance. No matter how skilled Kane was, there was no way he could handle this alone.

“Seize him.”

Without further delay, number Six ordered, and this time the Imperial knights advanced to encircle Kane properly.

“Idiots. To think you fell to these weaklings…”

Kane muttered, raising his sword again, emanating a green mana blade. Just as the knights’ swords clashed with Kane’s, a thunderous explosion rang out.

Boom!

“Leave no one alive! Wipe them all out!”


“Charge!”

The massive iron door to the underground chamber was blasted apart, and numerous knights wielding mana blades stormed in, cutting down the Imperial Hound’s forces.

“What—what is this? How did they get here?”

Number 6’s face was a mask of astonishment and confusion. How had they bypassed all the guards, magical barriers, traps, and mechanisms from the mansion’s entrance to this place?

Alarms enchanted in the passageways should have alerted him the moment an enemy intruded. How had all these people managed to enter undetected?

Swish! Slice! Thud.

A golden wave seemed to sweep through, cutting down chunks of the Imperial forces, clearing the space.

“Come on now. I told you to wait, and here you are, already making a mess.”

“You’ve arrived, sir.”

Kane, plunging his sword into the neck of the Imperial knight he had been fighting, bowed to Raul. Raul acknowledged the gesture with a nod and casually walked towards Number 6.

“You… you are…!”

“You must be the one in charge of this rat hole.”

“Raul! How are you here?”

Ignoring Number 6’s question, Raul glanced around the underground chamber, smirking.

“Does the Empire have a special mole division or something? It’s fascinating how you always manage to dig these underground lairs.”

“You….”

Number 6 wanted to say something, but the situation had already turned dire.

“Argh!”

“Ugh.”

The domain he had spent over a decade crafting was collapsing in mere moments. Hundreds of mechanical soldiers, over a hundred enhanced agents, and more than twenty Imperial knights— all swept away without much resistance.


‘This can’t be happening. Where did all these knights come from? Have we been deceived all along?’

Publicly, the First Knights were known to number around a hundred, including trainees. Even though Raul was a noble, owning a fully equipped knight order of a hundred was considered excessive.

But what was Number 6 witnessing now?

Over 300 knights adorned in the white armor emblazoned with the golden hawk of the First Knights, all wielding mana blades, were surging forward.

True knights, every one of them!

‘What on earth is happening?’

Number 6 was utterly bewildered. Conventional wisdom held that training an expert-level knight took at least ten years. Out of a hundred who trained with the sword, only one or two might reach the level of an expert.

While elite families might achieve better results by selecting only the most talented individuals, there were limits. The annual knighting ceremonies of the association showcased the reality:

Even in the best years, only about thirty knights were certified, and in lean times, fewer than half that.

‘How did they gather so many knights? Hidden knights? No, we couldn’t have been deceived… Recruited from other families? From foreign lands?’

No matter how he racked his brain, he couldn’t find an answer. Who could have imagined that these were talents Raul had gathered using his 『Developer’s Insight』?

For over six months, these individuals had trained intensively, aided by the 『Connect System』, conquering gates and honing their skills. The swords Raul had meticulously prepared over the past six months were finally severing the Imperial Hound’s throat.

Even the dozen or so Imperial mechanical warriors, who wielded mana blades, were no match for genuine knights.

“Hmm. I’m really curious about the face behind that mask. I have a feeling I might know you.”

Raul’s golden eyes gleamed as he looked at Number 6.

‘It’s all over. No, I can’t give up. At least….’

Biting his lip, number Six suddenly raised his fighting spirit.

‘A black sacrifice?’

However, Raul didn’t lift a finger, instead asking Kane, “How about it? Want to take him on yourself, sir Kane?”

“It would be an honor!”

Both Raul and Kane knew how dangerous an expert-level fighter could be when activating the Emperor’s tattoo and going berserk. But unlike in the past, Kane was now full of confidence.

Having obtained a Master’s legacy from an ancient ruin, such an opponent was no longer a threat to him.

“Let’s see what you’ve got!”

Now ablaze with black mana, number Six looked like a black beast. Kane, facing the black beast, also raised his fighting spirit.

Boom! Clang! Clank-clank!

The black beast clashed with the green mana blade, filling the air with piercing sounds. The berserk black beast seemed to have the upper hand, but surprisingly, Kane held his ground well.

“Lady Kane! If you ever need the assistance of this White Knight, just say the word.”

As Jake, who had just dealt with the Imperial knights, appeared with a greatsword slung over his shoulder and shouted, Kane’s eyebrow twitched.

“That won’t be necessary!”

Kane’s power armor shimmered with a green aura, lifting him slightly off the ground. With movements far more agile than before, he began to outpace the black beast with sheer speed.

Whirl, thud.

Kane circled around the black beast like a swift bird, striking with pinpoint accuracy.

Thump, thump, slash!

His sharp daggers darted forward like a beak, piercing the gaps in the black beast’s armor and inflicting small but accumulating wounds.

“Roar!”

The enraged black beast’s roar echoed through the underground chamber, but it was only a hollow cry. Its frenzied movements failed to catch the agile Kane.

And finally,

Thud.

The black flames extinguished as Number 6’s knees hit the ground. Kane’s green-tinged dagger was already poised under his chin.

Clap, clap, clap.

“That was an impressive fight.”

With Raul’s praise, the knights who had been watching erupted into applause and cheers.

“I apologize for my inadequate performance.”

Kane humbly stepped back, and Raul patted his shoulder before approaching Number 6.

“It would be a shame if it ended like this.”

Six golden daggers emerged from Raul’s grasp, surrounding Number 6.

‘Activate Radiant Aura.’

A divine aura emanated from Raul, infusing the daggers with holy energy.

Whoosh!

At Raul’s gesture, the daggers embedded themselves into Number 6’s monstrous form.

Clatter, thud.

The daggers severed the dark energy corrupting Number 6, causing his deformed power armor to fall to the ground lifelessly.

“Take him away.”

Though Number 6’s body appeared burnt and melting from the corruption, he was still breathing. Kane’s subordinates dragged him away while Raul picked up the remnants of the deformed power armor.

And at that moment,

Whoosh.

Regnator autonomously activated, absorbing the blackened power armor into Raul’s right palm.

「It’s confirmed. To evolve Regnator to the next stage, it needs to absorb power armor tainted with dark energy.」

Rabel’s voice resonated in Raul’s mind, checking the changes in Regnator.

「I figured as much. Any other changes?」

「Hmm, we’ll need to wait until the digestion process is complete. But you know one set won’t be enough, right?」

「Of course. Don’t worry; there’ll be plenty of opportunities to get more.」

The real battle against the Empire had yet to begin.

“Alright, let’s clean up and get back. There are still many enemies left to deal with.”

“Yes, Master.”

The knights hurriedly tidied the battlefield, collecting spoils. Raul approached Kane, who had fought valiantly.

“I need to rely on you once more, Kane.”

“Leave it to me. This is where I excel.”

Kane’s appearance was already transformed to resemble Number 6. With the brass mask securely in place and the black cloak draped over him, he looked every bit the part of the real Number 6.

‘Now it’s time to weed out the insects hiding within the castle walls.’

In the darkness of the underground chamber, Raul’s cold eyes glinted with a chilling resolve.

(To be continued)
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Chapter 140

Murmur, murmur.

The central hall of Ashton Castle was bustling with people for the first time in a long while.

“Calling everyone together like this… could it be that something bad has happened to the head of the family?”

“Hush, don’t speak such ominous words. The atmosphere is already tense.”

“More importantly, have they identified the scoundrels who attacked the inner castle?”

“For heaven’s sake… What were the knights and soldiers doing while the heart of the Count’s domain was under attack?”

Gathered in the central hall were blood relatives of the Ashton household who resided in Conford Castle, officials holding public office, neighboring lords who had hurried over upon hearing the news, and other influential figures currently in the castle.

They were summoned by an interim leadership comprised of Baron Carlo, the commander of the Silver Bear Knights; Baron Dwayne, the Guard Captain; Waylon, the top-level knight of the Golden Bear Knights; and Philip, the Knight Commander of the First Knights and Raul’s representative.

The interim leadership had convened the influential figures of the territory to discuss a pressing issue.

Boom, boom, boom.

A small drum echoed, and the aforementioned four leaders entered and took their places on the podium.

“Attention, please. We have gathered you all today to discuss a particular matter and seek your opinions.”

Waylon spoke as the representative.

“How is the family head’s condition?”

“When will the central forces return to the castle?”

“Is there any word from the acting Count?”

“Who were the attackers of the inner castle?”

“Have the kidnapped individuals been rescued?”

The nobles in the hall, who were still in the dark about the detailed situation, bombarded the leaders with questions, causing a commotion.


The attack on the inner castle and the abduction of prominent family members had sown unease among the other nobles residing in Conford Castle.

Bang, bang, bang.

Waylon struck the gavel on the table to call for attention.

“Allow me to brief you on the current situation.”

He explained that while the Count had not regained consciousness, he was receiving treatment. He also mentioned that the forces that had departed the castle were making a swift return and that the attackers had been repelled and were being pursued.

“The central forces stationed within the castle are thoroughly protecting the inner castle, and the guards are maintaining security in the outer castle as well. Please do not worry excessively and follow the leadership’s directions.”

Despite Waylon’s reassurances, the unrest in the hall did not quickly subside. The situation within the castle was too chaotic for his words alone to quell their anxiety.

“So what’s the reason for this gathering? Don’t tell me you’re planning to conscript retainers?”

“That’s ridiculous. With brigands running rampant, how could we offer up our retainers?”

“The situation shouldn’t be that dire; surely we’re not short of soldiers…”

As more voices joined the conversation, waylon frowned slightly and got to the main issue.

“We’re not here to draft anyone forcibly! Today’s agenda concerns a different matter.”

A magical screen unfurled on one side of the podium, projecting a document.

“What’s that…?”

“A letter?”

As people inspected the magical screen, waylon began speaking again.

“This is a magical dispatch that arrived last evening.”

The document was lengthy, and as attendees read it, their expressions varied. When the last page and the signature finally appeared, the hall erupted in noise.

“My goodness, Viscount Jaden?”

“A traitor who betrayed the family over a decade ago now has the nerve to come back?”


“He’s the Count’s brother; there’s merit to his words.”

“This should be welcomed, right? Increasing the main family’s strength is good news.”

The magical dispatch from Viscount Jaden had stirred up quite a commotion.

The contents of the dispatch were summarized as follows:

– He had wandered far from the family but never forgot them.

– He had raised knights and soldiers hoping to be of eventual help to the family.

– Upon hearing of the unprecedented gate crisis and the family’s struggles, he sought ways to assist.

– He learned of the Count’s critical condition while in the capital.

– Shocked by news of external attacks on the main house, he could no longer remain idle.

– He was bringing his trained knights and soldiers to the Count’s domain, hoping to unite and overcome the family’s crisis.

Bang!

A white-haired old man stood up and shouted.

“What utter nonsense! That filthy traitor thinks he can step back onto this land? I will never forgive him!”

He was Baron Jerrod de Ashton, a relative of Count Melvin and the current head of the Ashton household’s elder council.

“Indeed! Think of the damage he caused to the family. Now he dares to return with impunity? This cannot be accepted!”

Viscount Jaden, upon leaving the family, sold the lands granted to him by the previous Count to Marquis McNeil. To reclaim that strategically central land, the Count’s estate had to incur significant financial losses and make numerous concessions.

Not only that, but Jaden also siphoned off young knights trained by the Count’s household, weakening their forces. Consequently, they were unable to adequately respond to the ensuing monster wave, resulting in numerous casualties.

Many elder blood relatives of the Count’s family lost brothers or subordinates in that chaos, and Baron Jerrod de Ashton, head of the Ashton household’s elder council, was among them.

“But do we really need to cling to past grievances?”

Suddenly, a voice rang out, belonging to a relatively young man in his thirties.

“Cling to the past? We’re talking about a traitor, baron Isaac!”


“That’s what I’m saying. Honestly, it’s true Viscount Jaden’s actions brought shame upon the main house, but he disposed of his land legally. In these troubled times, do we really need to turn away someone trying to help the family?”

“You insane fool! Are you aware of what he did and yet you speak such nonsense?”

“Please, no insults. The issues arising from the succession should be blamed on the former Count, not on adjacent lands. Now more than ever, we need to think about the future of our family with a forward-thinking and magnanimous attitude.”

“You ungrateful wretch! Do you dare speak in such a manner before the Count who appointed you as a lord?”

“That kind of outdated thinking is what’s gnawing away at the family. Letting emotions cloud rational judgment leads to repetitive old mistakes. Am I wrong?”

“What? Are you looking for a fight? You young brat!”

The debate escalated into a verbal brawl between the elders, led by Baron Jerrod, and the younger nobles, led by Baron Isaac.

Small scuffles erupted, turning the meeting hall into a scene of chaos, and knights had to intervene to calm both sides.

The Count Ashton’s family was more than just a family.

Endowed with the title of Frontier Count, the Ashton household was granted many privileges by the royal family to protect the kingdom from the western monster-infested border territories.

For instance, the southwestern regions surrounding the Count’s lands paid taxes to the Count’s family instead of the royal family. The Count would pay only one-tenth of this to the royal treasury, using the rest to maintain their own military forces for border defense.

Furthermore, they had the right to incorporate newly reclaimed lands from the territories into the Count’s domain without royal approval and could appoint lords to these lands.

As a result, the Count’s estate was akin to a small kingdom, with numerous vassal families under its banner, and its combined territory rivaled the size of the Korean Peninsula.

This led to frequent disputes over various interests within the family and factions based on differing perspectives.

Even among the dozens of nobles gathered in the hall, alliances formed based on personal interests, leading to frequent arguments.

Bang, bang, bang!

“The matter concerning Viscount Jaden is ultimately for the Count or the acting Count to decide. However, the situation is urgent. Scouts have reported that Viscount Jaden and his supporting lords’ entourage will arrive at Conford Castle by tomorrow.”

Senior Knight Waylon’s words chilled the atmosphere in the hall. Although the dispatch mentioned bringing forces to the domain, it did not specify the timing or the method.

Typically, bringing forces to another domain required formal procedures, which naturally took a considerable amount of time.

The fact that Viscount Jaden and his forces would be arriving within a day’s march was a shock to those who had just heard the news.

“How could we not realize they were this close until now?”

“This is outrageous! He dares to bring forces into the Count’s domain without permission?”

Naturally, the elder nobles who valued tradition and formality expressed their outrage loudly, and those in the military frowned deeply.

At that moment, baron Isaac asked, “Was there any violent conflict or pillaging?”

“We have not received such reports.”

“Hmm. And who are these lords supporting Viscount Jaden?”

“Some lords from the eastern parts of the Count’s domain appear to have opened roads for him and are accompanying him to Conford Castle.”

“Then what’s the issue? They didn’t force their way in. The lack of conflict suggests that Viscount Jaden does not intend to be hostile towards us, doesn’t it?”

It was clear that Baron Isaac was in favor of accepting Viscount Jaden. And it seemed he was not alone, as others also raised their voices in agreement.

“We can take him in and discuss with the acting Count when he returns, can’t we?”

“It’s unbecoming of a noble family to turn away someone offering help. He’s part of our clan; we should talk to him directly.”

As the hall began to grow disorderly again, one individual observed keenly – Philip.

‘Master’s words were spot on.’

His cold eyes swept over specific individuals—some of the blood relatives raising their voices, including Baron Isaac.

This was not a matter that warranted such an impromptu assembly. The reason for convening this meeting was to uncover certain truths.

Boom, boom, boom.

At Philip’s signal, the drum’s sound subdued the crowd.

“We’ve heard your opinions. But I must now relay the acting Count’s instructions, which I received just moments ago.”

At Philip’s words, some nobles flinched. All eyes turned to the magical screen.

“My apologies for the delay in communication. This is Acting Count Dylan.”

Dylan’s image appeared on the screen, standing in a tent. The connection was live via a magical orb.

“I extend my gratitude to everyone diligently fulfilling their duties despite the unrest. I have several decisions to convey from our discussions. Firstly, from this moment, all gates of Conford Castle are to be sealed, and all entries and exits strictly controlled. Secondly, senior Knight Waylon is appointed as the temporary commander of Conford Castle, and all forces within the castle are to follow his orders. This remains in effect until I or the Chief Commander arrive at the castle. Any violations will be punished under martial law.”

With Dylan’s message concluded, the meeting came to a close amid murmurs from the nobles. Though Dylan was not physically present, his authority was legitimate, and no one dared to voice dissent.

However, as some individuals left the central hall, their expressions were far from settled.

‘Hmm. Will they act as expected?’

Philip watched their retreating figures coldly before heading somewhere.

(To be continued)
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In a private room of a certain mansion.

About twenty nobles were seated around a large table, engaged in discussions. Among them, the most notable figure was Baron Isaac, who had led the public opinion in the central hall earlier.

“So, what’s the disposition of our forces?”

“The thousand central forces are all positioned in the inner castle. The two outer walls are manned by five thousand guards, and the outer gates have been reinforced with the Silver Bear Knights.”

Isaac’s question was answered by a young knight named Devante. He was a member of the Chain Knights and also a commander of the guards.

“Hm. Concentrating the main forces in the inner castle… It seems they’re preparing for any unforeseen circumstances. This works well for us. But who ordered the Silver Bear Knights to the outer walls? Was it the knight commander or the temporary commander?”

“I believe Sir Waylon, the interim commander, requested the Silver Bear Knight Commander handle it. There was some dispute over it, but Commander Carlo conceded.”

“And you foresee no issues with this?”

Isaac turned his gaze to a cold-looking knight in his mid-40s.

“If you’re referring to the Silver Bear Knights, there won’t be any issues. With the knights divided into groups of three, subduing them shouldn’t be too difficult.”

The confident speaker was Baron Lamar, the deputy commander of the Chain Knights.

The Chain Knights were an auxiliary knight order, composed of top-tier Sword Users to entry-level Experts, awaiting vacancies in the formal knight orders like the Golden, silver, and Iron Bear Knights.

Knights, while individually powerful, also held pivotal military roles, often serving as commanders of various units while being part of a knight order.

Members of the Chain Knights served as commanders of guard corps in Conford Castle and other strategic forts of the Count’s domain.

Baron Lamar also held the position of deputy commander of the Conford Castle guard corps.

“Alright. We’ll leave handling the Silver Bear Knights to Baron Lamar and the Chain Knights. Now, on to the deployment of retainers and personal knight orders…”

Thus, they meticulously plotted the takeover of the gates. As the meeting drew to a close, an elder noble from the council inquired, “But are you sure it’s alright to leave the inner castle alone? If we fail to secure the mansion, all this will be meaningless.”

“We’re not aiming to start a civil war. If Viscount Jaden and his men can enter the castle without bloodshed, creating a pretext will be straightforward. Plus, Viscount Jaden is bringing 200 knights. The inner castle only has around fifty knights left. It won’t be difficult to take control of the mansion even by force. They’re not fools; they won’t want a bloodbath.”

“A pretext…”

“When the current Count passes, it’ll inevitably lead to a succession conflict. Controlling the main castle at that time will provide a significant advantage.”


If the plan succeeded, they could take the families of the central figures in the Ashton County as hostages. With such leverage, neither the central forces nor the Golden Bear Knights could wield their full strength, securing dominance for their side.

“Moreover, with our collaborators in the capital swaying the royal court, acknowledging Viscount Jaden as the next Count won’t be difficult.”

“Indeed. Once the tide turns, the vassals won’t have any reason to support Dylan.”

Loyalty to the Count’s family was not significant enough to sway many. In chaotic times like these, it wasn’t hard to see where the real benefits lay.

“Alright, everyone, prepare yourselves. The key is to avoid bloodshed as much as possible. Remember, we must overwhelm them with superior force and subdue them instantly.”

With that, the meeting concluded, and the participants began to leave one by one. Baron Lamar, the deputy commander of the Chain Knights, watched until the last person left before rising from his seat.

“Let’s go. We have much to prepare.”

“What should we relay to the Guard Captain?”

“Tell him not to worry about securing the gates, but to keep a keen watch on the inner castle’s movements. I’ll send a few capable men to assist him—he can use them as his arms and legs if needed.”

At Baron Lamar’s slight gesture, five well-trained knights approached Devante.

“They look reliable. Were these men involved in ‘that operation?'”

“I suggest you curb your curiosity. Now go.”

“Understood.”

Devante bowed slightly in respect and led the five knights out of the room. Once everyone had left, baron Lamar took out a brass mask from inside his garments and smiled slyly.

***

The next dawn.

Bang!

“We’re in big trouble!”

A knight, his face pale, burst into the temporary operations headquarters of the Count’s mansion, shouting urgently.

“What’s going on?”


Interim Commander Waylon, who had been dozing in his chair, jumped to his feet, his voice sharp.

“I-it seems a coup has taken place during the night!”

“What are you talking about!”

Everyone in the operations headquarters turned to the messenger in shock, and commotion erupted in the hallway with shouts of “Emergency!”

“Just now, a Silver Bear Knight, covered in blood, arrived at the inner castle gates. He said that traitors have apparently taken control of all the outer gates…”

“……!”

Shortly after, interim Commander Waylon, silver Bear Knight Commander Carlo, and Philip were gathered in the headquarters.

“What about Guard Captain Dwayne?”

“It seems he has sided with them. As soon as the news reached the inner castle, he went out to assess the situation and hasn’t returned.”

Bang.

“Damn it.”

Baron Carlo slammed the table in frustration.

“What a disgrace. Tarnishing the name of the Silver Bear Knights!”

Urgent scouts sent to the gates reported that some Silver Bear Knights were bound and captured, but the rest appeared to have joined the traitors, boldly guarding the walls against them.

They managed to scout the First Outer Wall, but couldn’t even approach the Second Outer Wall, the farthest perimeter.

“What should we do? Viscount Jaden is expected to arrive around noon.”

“What should we do? We need to kill all those treacherous dogs!”

Furious at the thought of his knights betraying him, commander Carlo looked ready to charge the outer walls immediately.

Philip held him back, speaking calmly.

“Let’s stay calm. First, we need to understand their intentions. And we need to figure out how deep this conspiracy runs.”


The forces that seized the outer walls weren’t just the guards and the Chain Knights. At the gatehouses that controlled opening and closing the gates, not only the regular army but also private soldiers and knights of noble families had taken positions.

To reach the outer walls, they would have to pass through the city. If the traitorous forces were hiding there, they risked being surrounded.

“No, now is precisely the time to strike! The enemies are spread thin, covering the expansive outer walls, and their knights are not up to par. We stand a good chance of victory. We need to break through one of the gates before more nobles join their side and tighten their grip!”

“Even if we break through one gate, what will it mean? Moreover, we lack the strength.”

“Do you think their numbers alone can hold back our Silver Bear Knights? We have more armored knights; we can win this!”

“Enough!”

The interim commander, waylon, interjected, halting the debate between Philip and Commander Carlo.

“Sorry, commander Carlo, but we cannot afford to strike first.”

“Why not!”

“Our primary objective is what?”

“Obviously, it’s to protect the Count’s family.”

“Exactly. And the most crucial part of that is ensuring the Count’s safety. Do you agree?”

“Ugh. Yes.”

“If we send our forces out to attack and encounter another surprise assault like a few days ago, what then? And even though they’ve betrayed us, they are still members of the Count’s family. If our misguided actions cause an internal civil war, can you bear the consequences?”

“Damn it.”

Commander Carlo was forced into silence.

“The commander is right. If a battle breaks out inside the castle, the risk of casualties among not only soldiers but also civilians is too high.”

“Then what do you propose we do? Just sit back and let Viscount Jaden’s forces enter?”

“Of course not.”

Philip’s enigmatic smile made Carlo furrow his brows, unable to fathom what Philip was planning. But his discomfort was short-lived.

Click.

“You’ve all worked hard.”

The door opened, and upon seeing who entered, carlo’s eyes widened in shock.

“Ho-how are you here?”

Raul had entered the operations room.

***

“This is odd.”

“What do you mean?”

“There should have been some reaction by now. Isn’t it too quiet?”

At the central rampart of the First Outer Wall, Guard Captain Baron Dwayne and Baron Isaac stood side by side, gazing at the tightly shut inner castle gate beyond the city.

“They must have assessed the situation by now, feeling paralyzed. Plus, with the interim commander and the Silver Bear Knights’ commander not getting along, coming to an agreement won’t be easy.” said Baron Isaac.

Despite Isaac’s explanation, Dwayne remained skeptical.

“No. From what I know of Baron Carlo, he has strong opinions but would never outright refuse a superior’s decision. Even with misgivings, he’s the type to obey orders diligently. He wouldn’t reject the interim commander’s directives.”

“Then it must be Waylon, hesitating due to his sudden responsibility. He wouldn’t be confident in his own judgment.”

“I hope that’s all it is….”

Even so, by now they should have sent at least an envoy to understand our intentions.

‘He’s not someone who’d be so incompetent as to be unable to respond at all.’

In any case, letting more time pass wouldn’t necessarily be bad. Once they joined forces with Viscount Jaden, the hardest part of the conflict would be over.

No matter how powerful the Count’s forces were, their side would have over three hundred knights. In the event of a clash, whichever side won, the downfall of the Count’s family was inevitable.

‘Thus, they won’t make such a foolish decision. A political battle favors us more.’

Viscount Jaden had strong allies behind him. Even if Dylan was the legitimate successor, could he really take on the experienced Viscount Jaden with only half of this cramped estate under his control?

Baron Dwayne switched allegiances because he believed Dylan couldn’t. He had no land of his own, holding his position but intrigued by Viscount Jaden’s offer of land.

‘It’s unfortunate, Count Melvin. Had you been here, I’d have never made this choice.’

Half of those present probably sided with Viscount Jaden for similar reasons. Changing allegiances early would reap more rewards if the regime changed.

‘Hm. I should probably request inner lands for my fief. Holding territory near the Gold Belt is too costly…’

As Dwayne mused over his envisioned future, an unexpected retaliation began.

Creak. Beep.

“Ah, ah. Can everyone in the castle hear me?”

Raul’s voice echoed through the entirety of Conford Castle via a magical loudspeaker.
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Grind.

“Damn it….”

Baron Isaac clenched his sword hilt with a severe expression. But no matter how tightly he gripped, it was to no avail. After all, the enemy he needed to cut down had not yet shown themselves.

“…Thus, the Ashton County hopes that all soldiers will avoid spilling unnecessary blood. We trust that you will not be swayed by the deceitful words of a few scoundrel traitors. Your duty is to protect your family and neighbors, not to raise your sword against your comrades. Therefore…”

Raul’s voice, echoing continuously throughout the castle, was thoroughly painting them as traitors. The main issue was that most of the guards manning the outer walls had no idea what was really happening.

They were simply following their commanders’ orders, performing their usual duties. The takeover of the gates and the subduing of knights was led by a faction supporting Viscount Jaden, comprising some Chain Knights and nobles.

Had the situation continued unnoticed, the guards would have followed their commanders out of necessity. However, with Raul broadcasting the entire situation, the mood among the soldiers became increasingly uneasy.

Bang!

“Damn it. Can’t we do something about this damned broadcast?”

“Send messengers to the commanders and have them calm their troops! If we lose control, we’re in big trouble!”

But the broadcast, which had been running for more than thirty minutes, couldn’t be stopped.

Conford Castle, with a population of more than 200,000, had over a thousand magical loudspeakers and hundreds of magical screens installed.

However, these were rarely used, except during festivals or tournaments, often earning the ire of treasurers when budgeting. Who would have thought they’d be used in this way?

“As the third son of the Count, lord of Calix, bates, Franois, and Louisin, and the acting lord of Conford Castle, I, Raul de Ashton, promise that no blame will be placed on any guardsmen dragged into this rebellion unwillingly. This also extends to members of the Chain Knights who remain loyal to the Count….”

Clang, clang, clang!

“Don’t believe it! It’s all lies!”

“The real rebellion is those who’ve taken the inner castle! We are the true followers of the Count’s legacy!”

Though rebel knights and commanders were moving about, trying to reassure their troops, their morale had already plummeted.

For now, the guards were holding their positions out of fear of the knights, but they looked ready to drop their weapons and surrender at any moment.


“What do we do? We can’t maintain discipline like this.”

Isaac’s slightly trembling voice asked.

Baron Dwayne replied with a grim expression, “We need to endure… That underhanded tactic means they know they’d lose in an outright battle. We must hold out until we can join forces with Viscount Jaden.”

If the inner castle forces would come out and fight, it wouldn’t be so frustrating. But they showed no signs of doing so.

‘What’s going on? They should be the ones desperate. And Raul? How is he here when he should have returned to his domain?’

Baron Dwayne ground his teeth. This was an unexpected development. They faced the risk of their army disbanding without a battle. But time was on their side. With every passing moment, Viscount Jaden’s forces were drawing closer to Conford Castle.

While Raul’s psychological warfare was shaking them, they still controlled the gates firmly.

‘Even with such tricks, they won’t be able to reclaim this place with their insufficient knight force,’ Dwayne believed.

But the situation wasn’t unfolding as he hoped.

***

“150 meters ahead. Sector A of Zone 3 shows unidentified forces, about a hundred men, approaching!”

“Similarly, 20 cavalry units in Sector C of Zone 3 are approaching the inner castle!”

Sentinels watching over the city streets from the inner castle gate relayed their reports. Interim Commander Waylon couldn’t help but be impressed.

‘It’s all unfolding exactly as Young master Raul predicted.’

“What shall we do?”

His deputy asked, and Waylon responded calmly,

“No one is to enter the inner castle. Explain the situation and incorporate them into the interim unit.”

“Yes, sir!”

It had been an hour since the broadcast began. Raul’s recorded message continued to repeat, ensuring everyone inside the castle understood the situation.

“Tirennian de Ashton. Though modest, I’ve brought my retinue and knights to aid in quelling the traitors!”


“Welcome. We commend your loyalty to the Count’s family. Please leave the unit organization to my deputy and join the command tent over there.”

Blood relatives residing within the inner castle, hearing the news, arrived with their retainers.

“Jenito Tallen here. Please allow us to join the punitive force!”

Officials and nobles from the outer castle, too, sought to join, bringing their bodyguards and retinues. The forces gathered quickly numbered over a thousand, including more than fifty knights.

But the true reinforcement came with the arrival of:

“Welcome, elders. My apologies for causing you such trouble.”

Raul went out to greet them, bowing deeply.

“Hehe. We heard some bold fools dared to rebel against the Count’s family, so we came to see for ourselves.”

“Haha, Young master Raul. You’ve grown considerably since I last saw you. Quite impressive!”

Dozens of elders, their faces lined with wrinkles and hair turned white, stood before Raul in shining armor.

“We are ashamed to have caused strife within the family. But the traitors will be dealt with soon, so there’s no need to worry.”

Despite the rebellion, the castle remained calm, and neither Raul nor his knights and soldiers displayed any signs of panic. Instead, the confident expression on Raul’s face reassured the veteran knights, who nodded approvingly.

“Yes, Young master Raul will handle this well. But this is more than just a matter for the main family. We too bear responsibility, so allow us to help.”

“I always knew that wretched Jaden would cause trouble one day. Didn’t I say we should’ve taken care of him sooner?”

“Come on now, don’t make Young master Raul uneasy. Let’s listen to what he has to say!”

These elders were the retired previous-generation knights and central retainers. They were living witnesses to the succession struggle between Count Melvin and Viscount Jaden.

‘These people are the hidden strength of a noble family.’

Among the group, there were septuagenarians with completely white hair, but also relatively younger knights in their early fifties. What mattered was the formidable aura each one of them exuded.

‘Indeed, there is not a single one among them who should be underestimated.’

Despite the decline in their vitality and mana with age, each of them was at least mid-Expert level. With decades of accumulated experience, even the current members of the Golden Bear Knights would find them formidable opponents.


While eager to crush the traitors immediately, their seasoned discipline ensured they followed Raul’s orders with precision. As sufficient reinforcement gathered, Raul began to mobilize in earnest.

Excluding the thousand central troops defending the inner castle, the combined forces from various noble families and volunteers numbered two thousand.

Adding the First Knights, part of the Silver Bear Knights, each family’s personal guards, and the retired veteran knights, the total number of knights reached 150.

With part of the central troops joining them, a well-organized force of 2,500 soldiers and 150 knights stood assembled before the inner castle gate. Standing atop the rampart with a magical loudspeaker, Raul issued an ultimatum.

“I address the foolish rebel leaders. Disarm and surrender now, and I will show mercy to your families, sparing them severe punishment. However, if you resist, not only will you be held accountable, but so will your families and associates! I give you exactly ten minutes. If there is no response, you will no longer be considered part of the Count’s family, and I will proceed with forcible suppression.”

The atmosphere among the rebels shifted dramatically upon hearing Raul’s proclamation. Unlike their earlier confidence, seeing the assembly of forces before the inner castle caused visible unrest.

Raul, aiming to drive the point home, continued, “Furthermore, to the guard corps and the Chain Knights, I do not want to see innocent youths shedding blood. I understand you were merely fulfilling your duty to guard the walls. Therefore, as the highest authority of Conford Castle, I command you: Do not waver and maintain your posts. Do not waste your lives in this meaningless battle. Remain at your stations until the traitors are eliminated. I pledge on my honor that none of you will be punished unjustly.”

***

The ten minutes Raul had allotted were slipping away helplessly. The rebel leaders gathered at the central rampart of the First Outer Wall were in disarray.

“What do we do? Nearly half our forces have already deserted.”

“Can we trust the Chain Knights? What if they turn on us?”

“The punitive force outnumbers us. We’re outmatched in manpower.”

“Our knights are also outnumbered, and those in the center seem to be former knights and instructors….”

Every word spoken only added to the gloom. They had called in the forces dispersed at each gate in preparation for battle, yet less than half had arrived. That left them with 3,000 men. Out of these, 2,000 were from the guard corps, whose loyalty was questionable.

Moreover, many Chain Knights, who were supposed to be leading the troops, showed signs of joining the defectors. Raul had generously provided a way out, making it unlikely that they would stick around for a hopeless fight to the end.

‘How did it come to this?’

Baron Isaac sighed. Just two hours. The time they had held the gates and dreamt of a brilliant future had lasted a mere two hours. In another two or three hours, Viscount Jaden would arrive, but there was no certainty they could hold out until then.

‘No. We must hold out.’

With Raul branding them as traitors through the magical loudspeakers, there was no turning back. They had to hold the gates and buy time by any means necessary.

‘Even if we can’t, we must inflict as much damage as possible.’

Should they cause enough chaos, even if the gates remained closed, Viscount Jaden’s forces might have a better chance of taking the castle.

‘If Viscount Jaden seizes the castle, there will be another chance. He’ll need collaborators, after all.’

At that moment, a flash of inspiration struck Baron Isaac.

“Listen up.”

Isaac began, rallying the hesitant commanders around him.

“We have one last shot at this. We need to create enough chaos within the inner castle to weaken their defenses before Viscount Jaden arrives. Split the forces into smaller units and focus on sabotage and hit-and-run tactics. Distract them, confuse them, and make them think our numbers are larger than they are. This isn’t just a siege; it’s psychological warfare now.”

The commanders exchanged wary looks but nodded in agreement. They had to act fast.

“They may outnumber us in sheer force, but their morale is their strength. If we can break that, they might crumble.”

Isaac’s plan was a desperate gamble, but in their situation, it was the only card left to play. Outside, Raul stood calmly, watching the central rampart through his magical binoculars. He could feel the tension from the rebel leaders, and he knew they were scrambling.

Raul turned to his forces, his voice steady and commanding through the magical loudspeaker.

“Hold your positions and remain vigilant. They’re desperate, and desperate men are dangerous. But know this: we stand for justice, order, and the future of the Count’s domain. Together, we will prevail.”

His words instilled a sense of resolute calm in his troops. Raul knew that maintaining unity and morale was key. Back on the rampart, isaac’s mind raced as he formulated the details of his last-ditch effort. Time was running out, and the next few hours would determine the fate of Conford Castle.

“Baron Dwayne, a moment….”

“What is it?”

“At this stage, there’s no need to pick and choose our methods, right?”

“……?”

“Let’s break down the castle gate and set the city on fire!”

“What are you saying!”

“If we lose, we’re as good as dead anyway. If we destroy the gate and set the city ablaze, do you really think they can manage that in three hours? By then, Viscount Jaden will have arrived with reinforcements, and without the gates, he can join us directly.”

“But how will we fend off the returning central forces and Dylan? And if we burn the city, we’ll lose any support from neutral nobles!”

“What does it matter if we’re about to die! We can worry about the consequences later.”

At that moment, the ten minutes Raul had given them had expired.

Toot!

Trumpeters in the inner castle sounded their horns, and the waiting punitive forces finally began to advance.

“We have to decide now! There’s no time!”

“…….”

The movement of the punitive forces caused further unrest among their ranks. Some of the private soldiers waiting by the gates were trembling so much that they were dropping their weapons.

It seemed increasingly unlikely they could win against Raul’s forces.

‘Damn it.’

Baron Dwayne squeezed his eyes shut. Though a branch member of the Ashton household, the idea of burning the family’s stronghold wasn’t an easy decision for him to make.

But in the end, he opened his mouth.

“…Do it. Have the archers load fire arrows and select the swiftest men to set fires in the city around the Second Outer Wall.”

“Excellent decision. We’ll settle this debt with them soon enough.”

Just then, as Baron Isaac turned to issue orders to his subordinates, he bumped into someone.

“Ah, baron Lamar. Just in time. Could you have some members of the Chain Knights…”

“I’ve heard enough. My ears are rotting from this filth.”

“What’s the meaning of this? Are you insulting m—Aaargh!”

“Subdue them all!”

Hundreds of yellow mana blades suddenly sprang up within the rebel camp.

(To be continued)
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Clang, clang!

Swoosh!

The situation unfolded in an instant.

“Drop your weapons!”

“Move and you’ll be cut down!”

Some of the quicker-reacting knights barely managed a few swings before collapsing in pools of their own blood. The others, feeling the scorching heat of mana blades near their necks, broke into a cold sweat and cautiously disarmed.

Baron Isaac, swiftly subdued by Baron Lamar—who was revealed to be the disguised Kane—sat on the ground, his shoulder dislocated, groaning in pain.

“A betrayal?”

By then, baron Dwayne, the Guard Captain of Conford Castle, had activated his power armor and was pointing his sword at the exposed Kane.

“Well, who’s the real traitor here?”

Kane, still in disguise, chuckled and quipped.

“You… You’re not Lamar. Who are you?”

Despite having served beside this man for years, Dwayne only now realized something was off. But Kane just smiled and shrugged.

‘Damn it. I should have noticed sooner.’

Reassigning Lamar to an external role had clearly been a mistake. Even so, he might have remained deceived if not for this crisis.

‘Were we trapped from the start?’

Whoever orchestrated this had executed it flawlessly. Those knights disguised as guard corps soldiers must have been hidden by the real Baron Lamar. But where did over two hundred expert-level knights come from so suddenly?

‘Such an absurd end….’

The situation was as good as over. With the knights and nobles on the ramparts subdued, the soldiers below had already thrown down their weapons and kneeled.


Despite a few knights like himself donning power armor to maintain a defense, it was futile. No elite force of fewer than ten could stand against over two hundred experts, no matter how skilled.

Yet, baron Dwayne tightened his grip on his greatsword. A yellow mana blade extended from its tip.

‘This might be my last battle…’

He had to at least give it a try.

Boom! Crash!

“Urgh!”

But it seemed even that wasn’t tolerated. A massive mana blade, far larger than a human body, sent Baron Dwayne flying off the rampart.

Cough.

As the mana blade shattered, the backflowing mana caused Baron Dwayne to cough up blood. But there was no time to rest. A massive mana blade from the sword of an approaching figure, silhouetted against the sun, covered Baron Dwayne again.

Bang! Crack.

“Ugh.”

Baron Dwayne’s sword broke, and the repeated strikes from the mana blade caused his power armor’s shield to crack.

‘Who the hell wields such brute strength?’

Baron Dwayne was a mid-Expert level knight himself. Even with power armor, how could he be so overwhelmingly outmatched?

“Oh, still planning to get up?”

“Who… who are you?”

Swaggering with a greatsword slung over his shoulder, the confident figure was none other than Jake.

“Long time no see, senior. Or perhaps I should call you a traitorous scum now?”

“Damn it.”

Baron Dwayne, in his late forties, had once been part of the Golden Bear Knights. Jake, having served nearly a decade in the same order, knew him well.


“How are you here? Your skill wasn’t this level back then.”

Just two years ago, during joint training sessions, Dwayne had defeated Jake. But now, the aura Jake exuded was at least high-Expert, perhaps top-Expert level.

“Who knows? Maybe while you were wasting your talent on politics, fighting through countless battles improved mine.”

In truth, Raul’s aid had been substantial, but Jake wasn’t about to reveal that to a traitor.

“Your presence means this is all Young master Raul’s scheme, doesn’t it? Ha, being played by a young brat… I must be getting old, urgh!”

With bloodshot eyes, Jake’s punch shattered Baron Dwayne’s power armor shield and sent him sprawling.

“How dare you speak ill of the Master! Filthy traitorous scum!”

Whack, whack!

Even after knocking him out, Jake stomped on Dwayne a few more times before spitting and turning away.

“Take him away!”

Two soldiers dragged the unconscious Baron Dwayne away, and Kane, still disguised as Baron Lamar, approached.

“Got some built-up grudge?”

“… We weren’t on good terms.”

Though not universal, many skilled members of the Ashton bloodline often looked down on knights of common birth. Even the Golden Bear Knights weren’t entirely free of such prejudice.

‘It doesn’t matter anymore.’

Today had solidified Jake’s conviction that following the Master was the best decision of his life. The day the First Knights eclipsed the Golden Bear Knights wasn’t far off.

“So how long are you going to keep wearing that face? It’s making me sick just looking at it.”

“Oh.”

Kane, as though he had just remembered, lowered his head and fiddled with his face with his hands for a moment. When he lifted his head again, he had returned to his original appearance.

“It’s always fascinating to see, but don’t do that in front of others.”


“Haha, even if they see it, they won’t catch on. It’s a trade secret, you see. There’s a bit of illusion magic involved.”

While they were chatting, the main punitive force arrived, and the rebellion in Conford Castle was swiftly quelled within just two hours.

*

“I report that we have captured all members of the 23 noble families and over 30 knights involved in the rebellion.”

“Good work. Detain them all in the inner castle’s underground prison and deploy guards at their estates and properties.”

“Yes, sir!”

Having already secured a list of the ringleaders and conspirators, the subsequent actions were executed swiftly. Since the rebellion had progressed beyond mere plotting to actual action, they could arrest those involved without concern for repercussions.

‘With this, it seems the internal garbage has been sorted out.’

While not all dissatisfied elements had been eliminated, the major threats were definitively removed. The remaining minor dissenters would not dare dream of betrayal again as long as Raul and Dylan stood firm.

The remaining tasks were dealing with the rebellious families’ territories and Viscount Jaden.

“Current position?”

“They’ll arrive within an hour.”

“It’s time to prepare. Sir Waylon, I leave this place in your hands.”

“Rest assured, no one will be allowed near the Count.”

“Baron Carlo, come with me.”

“Understood. I must see this Jaden who dared to toy with the main family for myself!”

The Silver Bear Knights were the most severely affected by this incident. They had lost members to the surprise attack, and some had defected to the rebels, nearly halving their strength.

Moreover, baron Carlo, as the commander who failed to manage his subordinates, couldn’t escape responsibility. Understandably, baron Carlo’s fury towards Viscount Jaden was unrestrained.

Shortly after, at the eastern gate of the Second Outer Wall. All knights from the punitive force, 30 Silver Bear Knights, and 100 First Knights, totaling 230 knights, stood in formation atop the wall.

Additionally, 500 central troops, 5,000 guard corps members, and 2,000 auxiliary forces, making up a total of 7,500 soldiers, filled the perimeter of the outer wall.

Raul stood confidently among them, looking out beyond the wall.

“What are you planning to do?”

Philip asked cautiously, as others strained to hear Raul’s response.

“At least have a conversation. After all, he’s technically my uncle.”

“And if they attack immediately?”

Raul gave a wry smile.

“What else? We’ll sweep them all away.”

Raul’s answer elicited nods of agreement from those on the rampart, igniting their fighting spirit. However, despite his bold words, Raul’s mind was whirling with complexity.

He wanted to lead his entire force in a pre-emptive strike against Viscount Jaden immediately. But he lacked the justification. On the surface, Viscount Jaden marching towards Conford Castle with the surrounding lords was not a significant issue.

Despite the pretense, he was using the pretext of protecting his ailing brother. There was no conclusive evidence linking the internal rebellion in Conford Castle directly to Viscount Jaden, making it hard to use as an immediate excuse.

His past betrayals were too old to leverage now, and addressing them was Count Melvin’s prerogative. Thus, Viscount Jaden’s brazen approach to Conford Castle wasn’t without reason.

‘Just because this is a medieval setting doesn’t mean everything runs on brute force,’ Raul thought.

Force and justification. These were the keywords governing Connect. In Connect’s feudal system, power and legitimacy maintained the balance of forces. Even the most powerful king faced united resistance from the nobles if he wielded power without a just cause.

Furthermore, knights, forming a significant power bloc, would not pledge loyalty to a dishonored noble. Thus, the importance of a cause lay in maintaining honor.

‘Though it’s a bit tiresome, if used well, a just cause can be quite convenient,’ Raul decided to look on the bright side.

Just as laws were lenient towards the wealthy on Earth, in Connect, those with power were given leeway for just causes. If Viscount Jaden’s pretext was plausible, Raul needed only to counter with an equally plausible justification.

Now, the ball was in Viscount Jaden’s court. Raul watched with curiosity to see what choice Jaden would make as he faced a wall densely packed with knights.

***

Clip-clop, clip-clop.

“We will arrive at Conford Castle shortly.”

The herald reported to Viscount Jaden, who was looking out the window of an ornate carriage situated in the middle of a confident cavalcade. The viscount, who had set out with a confident expression, now had a slight shadow cast over his face.

“Still no contact?”

Baron Tate shook his head in response to the viscount’s question.

“Think positively, sir. If intense fighting is occurring, it’s natural that the magical communication orb wouldn’t connect. We had contact just two hours ago, so it shouldn’t be a major issue.”

“That’s right, Father. No matter how foolish they may be, they’ve already secured the outer walls; they should be able to hold for at least two to three hours. Even if they’ve lost ground, the fighting will have caused significant casualties among themselves.”

The viscount’s eldest son, Titus, spoke confidently, easing some of his father’s worries.

“You’re right. Even if those parasites clinging to the main family falter, we have other allies.”

In retrospect, there was no reason for such concern. The ‘allies’ of Viscount Jaden were not ones that the hollowed-out remnants of the Count’s forces could handle. He hadn’t known their identities from the beginning. They had first approached him disguised as a wealthy merchant guild.

Over the years, with their support and connections to other collaborators, Jaden had become confident in their backing.

‘The Empire.’

While he felt some unease, he believed he had nothing to lose.

‘What do I care about those Empire folks stuck beyond the gorge?’

For now, maintaining the alliance was beneficial, but once he regained control of the Count’s house, what could a mere espionage organization demand from him?

However, he acknowledged their usefulness at present. Their technology had elevated his knights’ abilities, and they provided hard-to-obtain equipment.

“Let’s prepare.”

“Yes, I’ll get everything ready.”

Clunk.

As Baron Tate and Titus exited the carriage, Viscount Jaden began stretching to loosen his stiff muscles. Revealed beneath his cloak, strange tattoos adorned his arms and neck.

(To be continued)
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Neigh!

The galloping cavalcade gradually slowed until it came to a complete stop.

“Viscount, you should come out and see this.”

Baron Tate’s slightly flustered voice echoed.

Click.

Opening the carriage door, Viscount Jaden stepped out and first looked up at the blue sky before turning his gaze to the castle wall.

‘Tsk.’

Clicking his tongue, he strode confidently towards the front of the cavalcade.

Whoosh.

Standing atop a small knoll about 300 meters from Conford Castle, he crossed his arms and spoke.

“Send a messenger.”

“Wha-what should we convey?”

“We should at least exchange greetings.”

His voice was calm, but his bulging back muscles, tensing beneath his cloak, betrayed his agitation. Viscount Jaden’s demeanor as he watched the soldiers and knights densely packed along the castle wall was anything but relaxed.

***

Creak.

The castle gate opened slightly, and a cavalcade of fifty mounted knights slowly rode out onto the field. From Viscount Jaden’s side, a group of thirty knights also began to ride slowly toward the castle gate.

In the middle of the two forces. On the hot, windy plain, the two cavalcades faced each other.

“Who represents your side?”

Interim Commander Waylon stepped forward slightly and asked. On the opposite side, baron Tate stepped forward to initiate the negotiation.


Naturally, Viscount Jaden’s side demanded that the gate be opened to allow them entry into the castle, while Waylon reiterated that no armed forces would be allowed inside. As the fruitless conversation continued, Viscount Jaden finally stepped forward.

“Your name is Waylon, correct? Your determination to defend the castle is commendable, but you should know your place. I fail to understand what justification you have for blocking my path.”

“It’s not appropriate for someone leading armed forces into the Count’s capital without permission to question that. And let me be clear, the acting Count has issued orders to restrict entry to all but authorized personnel. Please cease your commotion and leave.”

At Waylon’s firm response, Viscount Jaden’s expression darkened, and he shouted angrily.

“How dare a nobody, who isn’t even a blood relative of the Count’s family, tell me to leave! And the bedridden Count is my brother! Authorized personnel? Stop the nonsense and open the gate immediately!”

When he drew his greatsword from horseback, the knights on his side also drew their weapons in response, and the Count’s forces mirrored their actions.

Hum.

A tense atmosphere crackled between the two sides, with an imminent battle seeming likely. At that moment, a knight from the Count’s side, with his hood up, stepped forward and spoke.

“I’m sorry, but you cannot enter the castle, Viscount Jaden.”

“Who are you?”

Viscount Jaden’s hostile reaction turned to surprise as the knight pulled back his hood, revealing himself.

“You…you’re…!”

“Allow me to introduce myself. I am Raul de Ashton, third son of the Count, lord of Calix, Bates, Francois, and Louisin, and the acting lord of Conford Castle.”

“…….”

Viscount Jaden stared at Raul with an expression of disbelief, his eyebrows raising in anger as he shouted.

“How are you here? And how dare you! When meeting a family elder, you should show proper respect. Where do you get off glaring at me with your head held so high? Melvin has done a terrible job raising his children!”

If his intent was to unsettle Raul, he utterly failed. The standoff only deepened the tension, with both sides ready to clash at a moment’s notice. Raul’s expression remained unchanged, and his demeanor was anything but respectful.

“If you wanted to be treated as a family elder, you shouldn’t have betrayed the family with that disgraceful act 16 years ago! What’s the real reason a traitor, whose name has been erased from our family records, dares to show his filthy face here now? Viscount Jaden.”

“What did you say! How dare you, you insolent brat! The order of the Count’s family has truly fallen to the ground. Do you wish to die by my hand?”

Mana blades erupted from Viscount Jaden’s sword, but Raul did not flinch and instead shouted back.


“Silence! You dare to raise your voice, you scoundrel who betrayed the family and sought personal gain amidst its crisis? There’s no place for garbage like you in the Count Ashton’s family. Leave this land at once!”

“You, you, insolent…!”

Viscount Jaden, reduced to speechlessness by his sixteen-year-old nephew’s fierce rebuke, had veins bulging from his reddened face. Meanwhile, Raul continued, disregarding Jaden, and pulled out a decree from his coat, reading it aloud.

“Baron Jerrod! Baron Esteban! Baron Kian! … Ban! The named lords are guilty of betraying their oath to the Count’s house by bringing external forces into their territories and moving troops without permission, causing chaos. By the order of Acting Count Dylan de Ashton, I command the named lords to disband their forces and present themselves at the Count’s castle unarmed within a fortnight to clarify their involvement!”

Viscount Jaden’s men visibly flinched upon hearing their names called out. They likely had not anticipated the situation would escalate so quickly and unpredictably. Consequently, several individuals stepped forward from the ranks, pleading their innocence.

“Young master Raul, there’s a misunderstanding! Rebellion? I merely escorted the Count’s brother to the castle.”

“Rebellion for such a minor issue? What have we done wrong?”

“I only followed orders. How could a mere baron refuse the viscount’s request?”

Raul, with cold eyes, responded strictly.

“If you believe you are wronged, come to the Count’s castle and prove your innocence. If you intend to keep things from escalating, return immediately, disband your forces, and comply with the orders!”

Seeing Raul’s firm stance, they realized that resolving this matter would not be easy.

“If you push us like this, things will not end well for you!”

“If you continue with these false accusations, we won’t stand idly by either!”

They glanced at Viscount Jaden for guidance before reluctantly retreating back into their ranks. Raul felt no regret. He had no intention of persuading those he considered trash that needed to be sorted out.

A tense silence hung in the air between both sides for a while. The silence was broken by a hearty laugh.

“Hahahaha! It seems I’ve been outmaneuvered! Hahahaha!”

Viscount Jaden sheathed his mana blade and secured it behind his back as he spoke.

“There’s no clear solution like this, is there, nephew? So, let me make a bold proposal. How about we settle today’s matter with a 5-on-5 knight duel?”

A knight duel.

It was a form of trial by combat, used to resolve disputes that couldn’t be settled by law. It fell between personal duels and territorial wars, often used for disputes among landless nobles or lesser issues that didn’t warrant full-scale territory battles.


“Where does a man without honor dare speak of a knight duel!”

Waylon shouted angrily, but Viscount Jaden kept his eyes fixed on Raul and spoke.

“What do you think? I don’t believe it’s a bad proposal.”

Raul wanted to firmly reject Jaden’s sly-faced proposal, but it wasn’t a bad idea, as much as he hated to admit it.

“And if I refuse?”

Raul asked with a stern expression, to which Viscount Jaden wagged his index finger side to side.

“If you refuse, we can still fight it out here and now. But are you really sure about that? I don’t think you’re foolish enough not to understand the situation.”

He spread his arms wide and slowly turned his head from side to side, surveying the Count’s domain.

‘Damn, this cunning fox.’

Raul cursed Jaden inwardly.

「Wouldn’t it be better to just fight and wipe them out? I’ll lead the charge!」

Jake, itching for a fight, proposed through the guild communication. Raul wanted to do that too, but it wasn’t a decision he could make lightly. Kane explained Raul’s hesitation.

「Avoiding a direct confrontation is wise. We can win, but our losses would be significant.」

「What are you saying, Kane? We have twice the number of soldiers and hidden knights!」

「We lack the most critical asset. All 200 of their knights are Armor Users.」

「……!」

That was the issue—Power Armor.

Since the Gate incident, Raul had done his best to secure more Power Armors, but in over nine months, he had only obtained about 30 units.

New production was out of reach, and he had succeeded in acquiring just a dozen used units at ten times the cost. They had managed to repair about twenty armors salvaged from downed Imperial Hounds with minimal damage.

Thus, the First Knights only possessed about 60 Power Armors. With over 400 Expert-level knights, the number was woefully inadequate.

Moreover, only around 120 of the current Armor Users in Conford Castle, including the 60 from the First Knights, had power armor. The absence of the Golden Bear Knights and the central forces was profoundly felt.

‘Even though I’m confident we could win in a fight right now, it would heavily damage the First Knights we’ve painstakingly nurtured. And since the walls mean little against Armor Users….’

If they decided to wreak havoc within the castle, the casualties among regular soldiers and civilians could be enormous. Raul didn’t want to incur such losses if he could avoid it.

‘The real battle should be fought on my terms, at the place and time I choose.’

Viscount Jaden’s camp likely felt the same. Their plan to have insiders support them from within the castle had failed, making an immediate assault on Conford Castle, despite the high cost, much less appealing in the face of the Count’s troops and knights.

Even if they managed to take the castle, they wouldn’t be able to fend off the returning central forces and the Golden Bear Knights without maintaining their strength.

Eventually, Raul asked again.

“What is it that you want?”

“If we win, only a few lords, including myself, will enter the inner castle to meet the Count. If we lose, we will quietly withdraw our forces. How about it?”

Even without taking the castle, Viscount Jaden needed to achieve his publicly stated goal of ‘visiting and protecting the ailing Count’.

This would clear the allied lords of any treason charges and provide him a legitimate claim to the Countship.

‘This isn’t over yet, you young brat!’

Though currently branded a traitor and an outsider, the situation would drastically change once Count Melvin died.

Vassals would act in their own interest. Despite Dylan’s appearance as the firm successor, many lords, like those already allied with Jaden, would side with him.

Thus, it was crucial to re-establish his title as the Count’s brother now.

“Agreed. We will accept the knight duel. Shall we follow the Continental Law?”

‘Yes!’

Jaden was internally elated. The young man’s pride as a knight made this outcome predictable, whereas refusal would have been problematic.

Despite the concerns murmured by Waylon and several knights beside Raul, the words once spoken couldn’t be taken back.

‘Today, right here, I will prove that the outdated ways of the Count Ashton’s family are wrong.’

With key figures like the Golden Bear Knight Commander and the Supreme Commander absent, Viscount Jaden was confident in their victory.

He failed to realize who he was truly up against.

(To be continued)
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“Best of five. No Power Armor allowed. The match ends when one side is completely unable to fight or admits defeat. Do you agree?”

“Agreed.”

With both sides in agreement, they returned to their respective camps. The duel would take place in 30 minutes on the plain where the negotiations had been held earlier.

Creak, thud.

Once the castle gate closed and they reached the command post near the gate, the expressions of those surrounding Raul changed.

“Certainly, will you let us, the Golden Bear Knights, take the lead?”

“This time, please grant the Silver Bear Knights the opportunity! We wish to restore our honor tarnished during this incident.”

“No disrespect intended, but how about giving the Chain Knights a chance? For the morale of the future knights who will be the pillars of the Count’s family….”

“Surely, you’re not planning to entrust such a critical duel to those inexperienced youngsters? Such a position requires seasoned veterans like us!”

Each group clamored to take the lead.

Considering how much honor means to knights, it was natural for them to want to shine in such an important duel.

「Master, what about giving me the lead? I, Jake, am confident I can destroy those arrogant traitors!」

Jake tried to pitch himself to the slightly pondering Raul. However, it wasn’t feasible. Strictly speaking, the First Knights were Raul’s private knights.

Entrusting such a crucial duel, which could determine the future of the Count’s house, to a private knight order rather than the Count’s direct knights was a burden, even for Raul.

‘Doing so would undoubtedly anger the Golden Bear Knights, the direct knight order, and the blood relatives.’

The reason for re-concealing more than half of the First Knights after suppressing the internal rebellion was due to such political issues.

Since Raul had already declared his independence, involving his private forces too deeply in the affairs of the Count’s house could incite backlash from other blood relatives.

Besides, there were plenty of capable knights who could represent in the duel without needing to call on the First Knights.

“The vanguard for this duel will be…”

***


Meanwhile, in Viscount Jaden’s camp.

Inside the command tent were Viscount Jaden, the lords who had joined him, and several knights, including the knight commander shrouded in a cloak.

“Though things got a bit tangled, they turned out well. Who would have thought they’d so readily accept the knight duel? Is it because of youthful zeal?”

Baron Tate spoke with a somewhat relieved expression.

“The main family always thinks they’re the best. Catching inferior monsters on the fringes of the continent has them oblivious to the wider world.”

“That’s right. Just look at that Raul. Born lucky with a good family, he has no idea how dangerous the world is, yet dares to defy an elder like that! What nerve!”

The lords criticized Raul and the main family, watching Viscount Jaden’s reaction. Many joined Jaden due to their dissatisfaction with the main family, making them eager to voice their grievances.

“But will we definitely win this duel?”

At that question, the tent fell silent.

“Why would you question something so obvious?”

“The knights remaining in Conford Castle are just leftovers, right? And even if the central troops and knight order were there, could they beat our ‘Black Bear Knights’ led by Viscount Jaden?”

“Of course not! How could knights stuck in some backwater beat our knights who’ve trained for 15 years around the world?”

Though they spoke confidently, the lords weren’t truly certain. They hadn’t seen the knights in action and were in no position to gauge their abilities just by appearances.

However, given their discipline, morale, and equipment, they certainly didn’t seem to be pushovers.

‘We have to win, right?’

‘We must win this.’

‘Surely, he proposed this duel because he’s certain of victory.’

They clung to these beliefs.

“Haha. Don’t worry so much. We will definitely win this duel. Isn’t that right?”

At Viscount Jaden’s words, the knight commander stepped forward.


“Certainly. We have no reason to lose to conservative fools clinging to the same swordsmanship out of pride. We know their techniques well.”

The knight commander, as imposing as Viscount Jaden, was Luciano. He had been Jaden’s closest knight since 16 years ago, even before Jaden left the Count’s territory.

At the young age of 35, he had been an exceptional talent, appointed as a top-level knight in the Golden Bear Knights, commanding four subordinates. Now, over 50 years old, he maintained his physique so well that there were barely any wrinkles on his skin.

“Furthermore, we know them well, but they know nothing about us. It doesn’t matter who they choose to represent them.”

They already held detailed reports on all the knights of the Count’s order. Knowing who remained in the castle and their capabilities, the duel felt almost predetermined.

“By now, they’re probably wracking their brains over who to send. But it doesn’t matter who they choose, haha.”

The lords regained their composure, buoyed by Luciano’s confidence. Just then, one of the cloaked knights approached Viscount Jaden.

“I would like to take my turn this time.”

“Oh, if you step up, I would be grateful. But are you sure? Haven’t you wanted to stay hidden?”

“At this point, what’s the difference? Following you around is getting tiresome. I just want to finish this quickly. Besides, I’d like to experience the famed great swordsmanship of the Ruben Kingdom.”

For a moment, Viscount Jaden’s eyebrow twitched.

The fact that he pretended to be interested in the main family’s great swordsmanship, despite having sparred extensively with his subordinates, irked Viscount Jaden.

‘Hmph, arrogant brat. He’ll learn soon enough that the main family’s swordsmanship is beneath me now.’

Yet, he masked his irritation with a forced smile and patted the knight’s shoulder.

“I entrust this to you, sir Graham.”

“Well, I’ll take care of it and return shortly.”

With that, Viscount Jaden’s camp completed their preparations for the duel, and the decisive battle was imminent.

***

“Whoaa!”

“Kill him!”


The first match was neck and neck.

On the plain, the two knights clashed, swinging their massive two-handed greatswords like toys, creating powerful shockwaves.

“What’s the matter, Luciano? You don’t seem to have improved much since last time. Hehehe.”

Bang!

“Ridiculous. Is the Count’s house so devoid of talent that they send a dying old man to represent them? Ha!”

Boom!

The saw-toothed mana blade from Black Bear Knight Commander Luciano’s greatsword seemed to slice his opponent in half.

However, it only cut through an afterimage.

Sir Zion, representing the Count Ashton’s family, agilely dodged Luciano’s strikes like a nimble squirrel despite his fifty-eight years of age.

“Hehehe, I’ve always told you that you wouldn’t achieve greatness with that explosive temper. You haven’t changed, have you, Lucy?”

“Shut up, old man! I’ve been holding back out of respect for old times, but you don’t know your place. Now I’ll crush that vaunted Count’s swordsmanship of yours!”

In an instant, Luciano’s swordsmanship changed.

Before, it was just a slight variation of the Count Ashton’s ‘Bear Crush’ style. Now, he employed a completely different technique.

Swish. Clang!

“Ugh.”

Caught off guard, sir Zion barely parried the sharp thrusts with his own blade, but the force pushed him back, causing him to slide across the ground.

Thrust, thrust, thrust!

Luciano’s rapid thrusts, using the greatsword like a giant drill, flew towards Zion.

‘This technique…?’

Even while being pushed back, sir Zion, keeping his eyes on the blade, seemed to realize something. He suddenly planted his greatsword into the ground and spun his body, flowing like a dance to counter the drill-like mana blades.

Rumble, scratch.

The ground was torn up as if clawed by a whirlwind, and scratches appeared on Zion’s armor, but that was the extent of the damage.

The two knights paused momentarily, evaluating each other with renewed respect and caution.

“You’ve done your homework. Incorporating spear techniques into your swordsmanship, that’s from the Brennan Republic, isn’t it? Am I wrong?”

“You’re quite perceptive for an old man. But knowing it won’t help. You can’t block what you can’t handle!”

“Well, we’ll see about that.”

The duel resumed, and despite Luciano’s confident words, sir Zion responded appropriately, continuing the fight on equal footing.

There was a reason Raul chose Sir Zion as the vanguard.

‘They must be familiar with the Count’s swordsmanship and have prepared countermeasures.’

While the thousand-year-old technique had no perfect counter, it could certainly unsettle them. A seasoned and experienced knight was needed to handle such a situation.

Thus, the choice fell on Sir Zion, the former deputy commander of the Golden Bear Knights.

Possessing deep knowledge in swordsmanship, having ventured into the highest levels of expertise, and with extensive experience in skirmishes, national knight tournaments, and duels, he was a reliable choice.

Though he had retired and his mana and physical capabilities had declined with age, now he showed no signs of such decline. It was as if he had regained his youth.

‘Heh, this is amazing. It feels like I’m back in my prime.’

Despite being in the thick of the duel, sir Zion was smiling. It had been years since his body responded so perfectly. This renewed vitality was due to Raul’s intervention.

Before the duel, Raul had visited Zion, shared some words, then clasped his hands together and bestowed a ‘blessing’ upon him.

A reverent aura emanated from Raul, and all of Zion’s lingering pains and fatigue dissipated. Not only that, his muscles felt stronger, his mind clearer, and his body faster.

‘So, the rumors were true; the young master has indeed received divine blessings and awakened.’

In reality, it was Raul’s ‘Radiance Aura’ combined with several buff spells from Rabel, including ‘Strength’ and ‘Haste,’ but to Zion, it truly felt like divine blessing.

And the result:

Bang! Boom!

“This is impossible! Old man, did you rejuvenate or something?”

The duel was tipping in Zion’s favor. Luciano’s unorthodox techniques had been seen through and were losing effectiveness. In a pure swordsmanship contest, Luciano couldn’t withstand Zion’s experience and skill.

“You may have improved following Viscount Jaden and done your share of research, but it’s not enough.”

Clang!

“What nonsense, old man!”

“Place your hand on your heart and think. In the 16 years since you left the Count’s house, have you truly lived as intensely as you would have here?”

Zion looked at his former junior with a sympathetic gaze.

Bang!

“Do not look at me with those eyes! Yes, it’s been far more fulfilling than being stuck here dealing with monsters!”

Yet, Luciano’s voice betrayed his lack of confidence. Memories of the past years flashed through his mind in an instant. Viscount Jaden was a confident and hearty individual. Most importantly, he was wealthy.

Having sold important territories of the Count’s house to rival families, he was never short of funds and provided ample compensation to the knights who left the Count’s house to follow him.

Though they lived the life of wanderers for a while, they always stayed in luxury hotels, receiving grand hospitality wherever they went. Once they finally settled in a city of the Brennan Republic, an even more opulent lifestyle awaited them.

Living in a lavish and grand mansion, surrounded by beautiful women and enjoying daily banquets, they received the true treatment of knights. Of course, they never stopped training. One had to be skilled to avoid disrespect in foreign lands.

Winning several duels and gaining formal recognition as a knight order cemented his belief.

‘Yes, my choice was correct.’

He had no interest in sweating it out training all day with the knights, being constantly deployed to monster-infested fortresses, and fighting without proper rest.

It was far better to have constructive conversations with knights from various countries and improve his swordsmanship, rather than wasting energy on trivial monster subjugations in a poor environment.

He genuinely believed this. But what was this situation now? How could he fail to defeat an old man nearing sixty?

Something was terribly wrong.

“I am not wrong!”

Underneath his armor, worm-like tattoos began to spread across Luciano’s entire body.

(To be continued)
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Black energy began to seep out from the gaps in Luciano’s armor. Sir Zion focused on dodging the deadly swings of Luciano’s greatsword rather than meeting them head-on.

‘Could young master Raul’s words really be true? I thought it was improbable, but to think he actually resorted to forbidden techniques!’

While young knights might not be aware, those like Zion, who were born at the end of the great war waged by the Empire, knew well.

The Emperor’s Brand.

A forbidden technique that, by activating tattoos etched into the body, temporarily grants overwhelming strength beyond the user’s natural limits.

No one could deny that the Empire’s knights, despite their smaller numbers, dominated the continent due to the power of these ominous tattoos.

‘But the drawbacks are severe and unmistakable.’

It was essentially a self-destructive technique that burned through the wielder’s life force and mana to temporarily unleash latent potential, causing severe side effects.

Post-war research led to many derivative and inferior versions of the tattoos, but they remained an implicit taboo for good reasons.

Repeated use would cloud the purity of one’s mana, making it coarse and transforming the user into a violent and brutal person.

Moreover, in the long run, it hindered growth, making it difficult to reach higher levels of mastery.

Nevertheless.

‘In short-term combat, it’s truly devastating. Such an absurdly powerful technique!’

Despite having the upper hand a moment ago, Zion was now constantly being pushed back. Enhanced physical abilities and explosive mana allowed Luciano to overpower Zion’s skill with sheer force.

If not for the simplification of his movements, even someone as skilled as Zion would have faced grave danger.

Bang! Boom! Crack!

The relentless attacks were wrecking the battlefield. Luciano’s darkened mana blades flew everywhere, making it clear to anyone that he had gained the upper hand.

Yet, even as his armor accumulated more damage, Zion’s eyes gleamed with determination, searching for an opening.

‘I trust young master Raul! An opportunity will definitely come.’

Raul had predicted this situation perfectly, and there was no reason not to follow his advice. Finally, Zion’s eyes lit up with a sharp focus.


***

A short distance from the plain where the knight duel was taking place, about twenty knights from both sides were stationed around the battlefield, prepared for any unforeseen circumstances.

Raul watched the duel with calm eyes from among them. Despite being roughly 30 meters away, waves of mana and fragments constantly flew in their direction.

Of course, none of it reached Raul.

Philip and Jake were standing by his side, diligently protecting him. Thanks to them, Raul stood with arms crossed, appearing like a mere spectator.

But in reality, it was far from that.

‘Phew, I’m finally getting the hang of it.’

Raul meticulously organized the barrage of incoming sensations and information in his mind, forming a three-dimensional understanding.

Having internalized the achievements from the Jeinack Dungeon, Raul’s psychokinesis had reached intermediate-level 9.

The range of his psychokinesis had expanded to 70 meters, and the explosive growth in power and control allowed him to attempt many things previously unimaginable.

‘Good, analysis complete.’

The duel had tipped in Luciano’s favor after activating his tattoos. Even as Zion seemed on the verge of collapse, Raul remained unfazed. He had anticipated this scenario.

‘Shall we test it now?’

Raul’s eyes turned golden as he activated his analysis vision again. With enhanced control and precision, every movement of Luciano became a three-dimensional image in Raul’s mind.

Focusing his energy, Raul directed it at Luciano’s right arm.

Whomp, bang!

‘Oh, interesting.’

Though subtle, the arm’s movement slowed, altering the sword’s trajectory.

‘Next, let’s try this.’

Concentrating energy on Luciano’s ankle, Raul saw him flinch slightly, disrupting his sword path. A faint smile appeared on Raul’s face.


The advantage of psychokinesis is the ability to exert force invisibly from a distance. However, even this seemingly perfect power has its limitations, particularly in the amount of spiritual energy required depending on the target.

In Raul’s case, using ‘Psychokinetic Reinforcement’ to strengthen his own body didn’t consume much energy.

Similarly, for non-living objects, only the energy equivalent to their weight was needed.

But projecting psychokinesis onto other sentient beings was a different story.

Since spiritual energy (靈力) is a supernatural ability based on the power of the soul, exerting it on someone with a soul required more force.

This was especially true for those who wield mana, making direct psychokinetic projection difficult and something Raul had avoided until now.

‘But things have changed.’

With the growth in his psychokinetic power gained as a reward, Raul confirmed it could now affect knights to some extent. Combined with enhanced control, this opened new possibilities.

Whoosh.

‘…Hmm?’

Zion’s eyes flashed. Brief though it was, Luciano’s greatsword had slowed down. Clearly, it wasn’t an illusion as Luciano’s movements continued to slow. It was as though he was wearing water-soaked clothes, his actions slightly hindered.

‘What’s this? Why suddenly? The activation time should still be far from over.’

Luciano himself seemed puzzled, tilting his head slightly, but it didn’t change anything. On the contrary, Zion’s movements grew lighter and faster. Was it an illusion, or did Zion appear more agile than before the duel started?

‘It’s like the wind is pushing me from behind.’

His sword felt lighter, and his movements gained power. The changes in both knights decided the outcome.

“Hah!”

Clang! Swoosh.

Zion’s greatsword, appearing to clash head-on, subtly twisted, deflecting Luciano’s blade diagonally. Twisting his wrist in a beat, Zion redirected his path and severed Luciano’s forearm.

“Aarrgh!”

Even as blood sprayed from his right arm, Luciano didn’t give up, swinging his greatsword with his left hand.


Clang.

Easily deflected, Zion’s sword plunged into Luciano’s chest.

Shunk.

“I… I… ugh.”

Luciano muttered weakly as he looked down at the greatsword impaled through his chest, then collapsed helplessly to the ground.

“Phew.”

Whirr.

Zion exhaled a sigh of relief, then lifted his sword towards the sky.

“Whoaa!!”

“Zion! Zion! Zion!”

A massive cheer erupted from Conford Castle as the soldiers chanted Zion’s name. With his other hand clenched into a fist, Zion responded to the cheers, then slowly walked over to Raul.

“Young master Raul, I’ve returned with victory in the first duel as commanded.”

“You fought a magnificent duel! On behalf of the Count Ashton’s family, I commend you for your efforts.”

The surrounding knights crowded in to congratulate the veteran’s victory and express their respect for their senior. While Raul watched with pride as Zion returned like a hero surrounded by his juniors, he turned his gaze to the enemy camp.

He wanted to see the frustrated expression of Viscount Jaden after losing the first duel. However, they were already turning their horses to head back to their camp.

‘Hah. What will you do now, Viscount Jaden?’

Raul smirked and turned his steed towards the castle gate.

***

The second duel knights stepped forward.

“I am Carlo de Ashton, commander of the Silver Bear Knights!”

“…Raider.”

Carlo, feeling irked by the opponent’s curt introduction, drew his sword immediately and shouted.

“You dare challenge the Count Ashton’s house without even revealing your full identity? Blame your foolishness in hell!”

“…Quite the tongue. I’ll go first!”

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Throwing off his cloak, the opponent charged, dual-wielding two swords.

For a moment, Carlo was pushed back by the torrent of lightning-fast strikes, but he soon began to parry the attacks more steadily.

Watching the duel from a little distance, Raul smiled.

‘It’s been a while. I wondered when you’d show yourself.’

With golden light filling his eyes, Raul activated his analysis, revealing the status window of the opposing knight.

『Name』: Graham (46 years)

『Level』: 89

*Class: Knight (Sword Expert, Advanced)

『Affiliation』: Baron House of Hound, ruben Kingdom // Delamain House, brennan Republic

『Title』: Red Executioner

『Stats』: Potential Ability (A-Grade)

『Strength 83』 『Agility 73』 『Stamina 84』 『Intelligence 63』 『Mental Power 69』 『Magic Power 72』 『Perception 77』

*Unique Traits

Unyielding Body (A), Melee Combat Specialist (B)

This knight was present when the incident occurred at the capital mansion. He was clearly an ally assigned by the Delamain House of Brennan Republic to assist Viscount Jaden.

Though his level had increased by one and his stats had risen slightly compared to before, his overall growth seemed minimal.

‘Back then, you were quite a formidable opponent, but now….’

Honestly, he seemed much easier to handle. The duel proceeded more evenly than expected. Given the nature of their weapons, the dual swords seemed to have an advantage, but Commander Carlo’s skills were not to be underestimated.

Although he was known for his pride and stubbornness, his prowess was undeniable. Being one of the top ten knights actively serving the Count’s house meant he was far from weak.

Strict adherence to principles and respect for chivalry and honor had elevated him to the position of the Silver Bear Knights’ commander.

‘Though he and I don’t quite see eye to eye.’

As someone rigid in his ways, Carlo had refused any blessings or buffs. He demanded a fair and honorable fight, and it wasn’t something Raul could force upon him.

But that didn’t mean Raul was going to leave everything to chance.

‘This knight duel must end 3-0 with our complete victory.’

For the sake of future plans, an overwhelming win was necessary, so Raul intended to assist in the duel subtly, despite Carlo’s wishes.

He planned to help without Carlo noticing.

Clang, clang!

If the previous duel was a heavy clash of greatswords, this one was dynamic and fast-paced.

Graham’s mana blades struck rapidly, targeting any opening, while Commander Carlo adeptly countered with precise slashes and thrusts.

However intense the duel, it would eventually reach an end.

Carlo gained the upper hand.

Whizz! Slash!

Deflecting both of Graham’s swords simultaneously, Carlo’s dual-wielded greatsword emitted a long mana blade that then split into four, enveloping Graham.

Like the claws of a bear, sharp, yellow blades of mana sliced through the air and curved around to strike Graham, bypassing his defenses.

Sizzle!

Though not a fatal blow, two deep gashes appeared on Graham’s armor.

“…Tsk.”

Frowning in dissatisfaction, Graham activated his tattoos. He acknowledged he couldn’t defeat Carlo with pure skill alone.

‘But this is where it ends.’

Unlike the foolish Luciano, who couldn’t control his power and self-destructed, Graham was confident in his abilities. With the burning energy filling his body, he believed he could even take on a master.

‘Die already!’

Graham launched an intricate and flashy assault, trying to bewilder Carlo with his rapid steps and swordplay. The already impressive dual-sword trajectory seemed to speed up, expecting Carlo to reveal an opening in confusion.

But the situation didn’t unfold as Graham anticipated.

Clang, clang!

“What’s this sudden pretentious swordplay? How disappointing.”

‘Wh-why?’

Despite his overwhelming energy and the stronger mana blades, his moves felt sluggish, like swinging a sword underwater. This momentary confusion was disastrous.

Slice!

With a displeased expression, Carlo swung his sword upwards and turned away.

‘Where are you going—’

Graham tried to strike at Carlo, who turned his back to him, but his strength failed him. The world seemed to split in two as Graham’s consciousness faded.

Slash.

His bisected body fell, blood spilling onto the ground.

Cheers!

A tremendous roar from Conford Castle marked the end of the second duel in the Count’s house favor.

(To be continued)
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Crash. Bang!

“Argh!”

The sound of furniture breaking and someone’s furious roar emanated from the tent. The guards standing outside flinched in fear. Eventually, the noise subsided, and someone emerged from the tent, causing the flap to flutter.

“Gather everyone.”

Though Viscount Jaden’s rage had somewhat diminished, his reddened face still bore traces of anger. An impromptu meeting continued in the adjacent tent. Having lost the first two duels, aimed at asserting dominance, the mood was understandably tense.

But surrendering the contest was not an option. While Luciano held symbolic significance as a knight commander, he wasn’t the strongest knight on Viscount Jaden’s side.

“Let me fight! I will secure victory.”

“I am the most familiar with the Count’s swordsmanship. Leave this to me!”

The knights, seeing it as an opportunity, eagerly volunteered for the next duel. Seeing their enthusiasm slightly eased Viscount Jaden’s mood.

“Enough. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we must secure victory at all costs. Suggest strategies, not just eagerness.”

“……”

Silence enveloped the meeting for a moment as the knights fell quiet.

“I have an idea!”

The one who spoke up confidently was Viscount Jaden’s eldest son, Titus.

“How about letting me handle the next duel?”

After a brief consideration following Titus’s explanation, Viscount Jaden finally nodded. The stakes were high; losing this duel would have significant consequences. It was crucial to turn the tide by any means necessary.

“Do as you see fit.”

And thus, the third and possibly final duel approached.

***

“Then, for the third duel, senior Knight Enrique will…”


“Excuse me! Young master Raul, you’re needed outside urgently.”

As they were about to decide the third contestant, a messenger came in searching for Raul. Curious about the situation, Raul followed the messenger up to the battlements, where someone below the castle wall was shouting.

“My name is Titus de Ashton! I am the heir of Viscount Jaden and the chief knight of the Black Bear Knights! I have something to say to my cousin, Raul de Ashton!”

Facing the enemy alone and raising his voice seemed quite brave, but Raul could see through Titus’s intentions and merely chuckled.

“He’s been shouting the same thing over and over for a while now.” the messenger explained.

Nodding in understanding, Raul stepped forward.

“You have something to say to me? Speak, Titus.”

As Raul appeared, Titus’s face hardened. He drew his greatsword and pointed it at Raul, shouting.

“Raul de Ashton! I challenge you to a duel! If you are a knight, come out and face me honorably!”

“……!”

The knights and soldiers atop the wall murmured in surprise at the unexpected challenge.

Raul, however, responded with a cold expression.

“I refuse.”

“…What?”

Titus’s face showed confusion, having not expected such a direct refusal. Unwilling to give up, he shouted again.

“Ha! Are you going to hide behind your subordinates like a coward? As a matter of the family, let’s settle this honorably!”

Raul looked down at him with cold eyes and asked.

“Are you the third duel knight for Viscount Jaden’s side?”

“This challenge has nothing to do with the knight duel! As a member of the Count Ashton’s house, I contest your unjust actions! Let’s settle this with our swords!”

“Bullshit.”


“What, what did you say?”

“Since the incident 16 years ago, Jaden’s name has long been removed from the Count Ashton’s family register. Don’t pretend to be a part of this family now. And you—you have no title or authority to challenge me to a duel. It’s laughable.”

Raul’s harsh words left Titus speechless. His greatsword trembled in his grip, barely containing his anger. As Raul turned away indifferently, Titus panicked. Originally, he planned to provoke Raul into a duel, defeat him, and nullify the knight duel altogether.

‘I thought he was a proud and hot-headed guy….’

Given Raul’s actions so far, it seemed like a reasonable assumption.

He had shaken up the family upon arriving in the capital, led his troops under the pretext of rescuing citizens during the Gate incident, and staged a spectacle at his knighting ceremony in collusion with the temple.

Raul seemed to crave attention, and rejecting a duel challenge in front of many onlookers was unexpected—Titus had miscalculated.

“Wait! I am the third duel knight! Raul, if you’re not a coward, face me in front of everyone! Are you, a direct descendant of the noble Count Ashton’s house, afraid of losing and avoiding this duel?”

Titus’s open provocation seemed to strike a chord.

Raul stopped walking, turned around, and wagged his finger side to side.

“Tut-tut. Know your place. Do you think the chief knight of some nameless order, with no titles, is on the same level as the lord of five territories, a Viscount of the Ruben Kingdom, and the temporary lord of Conford Castle?”

“Grr.”

“But if you’re the third duel knight, that’s a different matter. I’ll make you pay for running your mouth without knowing your place.”

As Raul accepted the duel, Titus clenched his fist in triumph.

‘Got him!’

However, several nobles near Raul voiced their concerns.

“Young master Raul, is it necessary to accept this duel? We already have two victories; let the knights handle the rest.”

“Young master Raul, you are the responsible overseer of Conford Castle. While we understand your feelings, it’s too dangerous for you to step in personally.”

Their concern was understandable. Few in the main family knew Raul’s true prowess. Though it was known that Raul had reached the Expert level at a young age, that didn’t guarantee he could defeat his older cousin.

But Raul, having made his decision, showed no intention of changing his mind.


The duel was thus set, and the nobles and knights of the Count’s house, unaware of the true situation, could only watch with bated breath.

*

『Name』: Titus (28 years)

『Level』: 69

*Class: Knight (Sword Expert, intermediate), chief Knight of the Black Bear Knights

『Affiliation』: Viscount Jaden’s house, Ruben Kingdom // Jaden family, brennan Republic

『Stats』: Potential Ability (A-Grade)

『Strength 73』 『Agility 67』 『Stamina 71』 『Intelligence 64』 『Mental Power 68』 『Magic Power 67』 『Perception 62』

*Unique Traits

Noble Swordsmanship Lineage (A), Aggressive Instinct (A-), twisted Fighting Spirit (B)

‘Fairly impressive.’

Reaching near-Advanced Expert level before thirty was indeed remarkable. With the use of tattoos, there would hardly be anyone among his peers who could match him.

But that was a general perspective; to Raul, Titus posed no threat at all. If they had sent out a genuine expert for the third duel, their chances of winning might have been higher.

But oblivious to this, Titus was supremely confident. The last time he saw Raul was at the knighting ceremony, and he knew Raul had reached the Expert level.

‘No matter how much of a prodigy he is, he couldn’t have advanced significantly in just a year. At best, he might be an Intermediate Expert. No way he’s my match.’

From a general standpoint, his prediction seemed reasonable. Who would have guessed that Raul had already reached the Advanced Expert level, nearing the pinnacle?

This misconception was enough to lead to a disastrous outcome.

Bang! Thud!

“Ugh…!”

The duel had not lasted even five minutes. Yet, Titus was already on the brink of giving up. His once-ornate armor, embellished with intricate patterns, was now battered and broken beyond recognition.

His helmet had fallen off and rolled away, and his face was swollen and bruised, making him almost unrecognizable. Though he hadn’t taken any fatal wounds, his ability to move was only adding to his misery.

Whish, thud! Smash!

“Agh! Aaaagh!”

A barrage of semi-circular mana blades, each the size of a fist, pounded on Titus’s body. While he managed to dissipate some of the blades with his sword, he couldn’t fend off the relentless assault.

‘Damn it, this guy’s a monster. He’s been hiding his true strength. This is unfair!’

Even as he was being pummeled, he stood his ground only because Raul was controlling his strength. Titus had already activated his tattoos, his body brimming with power, but what use was it?

He couldn’t even take a single step forward, being thoroughly outmatched. Raul, standing about twenty meters away, casually swung his sword in the air. But the results were anything but casual.

Golden mana blades shot from his sword, splitting in mid-air and homing in on Titus like guided missiles. At the Advanced Expert level, knights can launch mana blades from a distance.

Though initially just a single line, with practice, they can launch multiple blades simultaneously, and at even higher mastery, they can alter their shapes.

In other words, the technique Raul displayed was something only a small number of highly skilled Advanced Experts could achieve.

Borrowing the power of tattoos, Titus barely reached the Advanced level, which was leagues apart from Raul’s innate strength.

Swish! Swish!

With each swing of Raul’s sword, dozens of fragmented golden mana blades continuously flew out with breathtaking beauty and overwhelming force. Those watching the duel from the battlements were unknowingly cheering.

“Long live young master Raul!”

“Long live the Count Ashton’s house!”

“Whoaa!!”

Even though the duel’s outcome wasn’t officially decided, no one doubted Raul’s victory.

Rumble.

The castle gate opened, and three hundred fully armed knights and seven hundred cavalrymen rode out to line up before the battlements.

They were preparing for any unexpected situations that might arise after the knight duel concluded.

And finally.

Thud! Crash!

Titus’s defenses crumbled under the barrage of mana blades, leaving him sprawled on the ground, curling up and screaming.

“I surrender! I surrender! Ugh! I’ve lost! Stop, please!”

Raul walked over leisurely, pressing his sword under Titus’s chin and asked.

“Do you admit defeat?”

“Y-Yes, I’ve lost, aagh!”

Thrust. Raul’s sword pierced through Titus’s thigh.

“Your words are lacking. Let me ask again. Do you admit defeat?”

“Aah, yes, I do! I’ve lost!”

Titus clutched his bleeding thigh and bowed his head.

Whisk.

Retracting his sword, Raul turned his head slightly and called out loudly.

“You heard him. Do you acknowledge the defeat?”

By then, dozens of knights from both sides had approached, blades pointed at each other. In their midst stood Viscount Jaden, biting his lower lip.

Looking up at the battlements, he saw soldiers with arrows nocked, ready for battle. The mounted knights below were poised, ready to charge at any moment.

“Sigh….”

Viscount Jaden sighed deeply and plunged his greatsword into the ground.

Rumble.

The earth screamed as if an earthquake had struck, swallowing the greatsword to its hilt.

“Today, I’ve lost. We’ll retreat for now.”

“Very well. I shall leave it at that for today as well.”

Raul raised his hand, signaling the knights to carefully sheath their swords.

“Hmph, don’t think this is over.”

“Well, I beg to differ.”

“You insolent brat. Let’s go.”

At Viscount Jaden’s command, his knights began to withdraw their weapons and retreat slowly.

“F-Father….”

Titus, lying on the ground in pain, called out feebly, but Viscount Jaden only glanced at him momentarily before coldly turning away.

“Well, regardless of his name being stricken from the records, he is still of the bloodline. I’ll see to it that he’s treated and sent back.”

Raul’s words made Viscount Jaden frown deeply as he spun around.

“Do as you please.”

Thus, the knight duel concluded with a decisive victory for the Count Ashton’s house. True to his word, Viscount Jaden quietly ordered his camp to pack up and leave.

Watching from afar, Jake asked, “Wouldn’t it be better to deal with them now? It feels like we’re leaving trouble for later.”

“That’s an option, but if we’re going to deal with them, we should extract the maximum benefit first.”

“If you say so….”

Jake, having followed Raul for so long, knew he rarely made a move that didn’t benefit him in the long run. Even if it seemed like a short-term loss, it usually turned out advantageous.

‘He must have something in mind this time too.’

Jake wasn’t much of a strategist himself, but he was curious about what Raul intended to gain this time.

(To be continued)
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Several days passed. On the surface, it seemed Conford Castle had regained its composure. However, the reality was quite different.

“We’ve captured some merchants and mercenaries associated with Baron Jerrod.”

“We’ve apprehended Baron Fontra and his family trying to flee through the east gate.”

“Merchant-chief Kaiden has come forward with information about Baron Isak.”

There was a mountain of work to do, dealing with arrests and tracking down those involved in the incident.

The problem was that both the Count and the Count’s deputy were absent to pass judgment. Raul could only arrest the involved parties; delivering any form of judgment was beyond his authority.

As a result, the inner city’s detention centers were overflowing, and they had to establish temporary holding facilities.

“Whew, the place was absolutely crawling with traitors and scoundrels.”

“Count Melvin should have taken action when he assumed the title. The disgruntled ones left with Viscount Jaden, and now their remnants are finally showing up.”

Jake and Philip clicked their tongues as they reviewed the list of detainees.

Raul seemed intent on rooting out anyone involved, even remotely. If there was evidence of tampering with the Count’s property or committing any corruption, they were arrested without mercy.

Normally, the elders, vassals, and family gatherings would object to such actions, but everyone was lying low for now.

“But is it really okay to arrest all of these people? There will surely be a lot of backlash, considering the pride of some individuals.”

“The final judgment will be made by the Count and the deputy. Also, since the master won’t be directly involved with the Count’s house anymore, it won’t matter. By the time they pass judgment, we’ll be long gone.”

As Philip mentioned, Raul was handling everything strictly by the book, without concern for potential repercussions. He had even arrested influential elders, brokers affiliated with large merchant guilds, and high-ranking officials in various associations who were usually untouchable.

The charge of treason was severe enough that everyone was cooperating with the investigations.

‘This is a rare opportunity.’

There was no better time to break wrong practices, overlooked customs, and ties to corruption. Of course, Raul wasn’t acting alone.

After defeating Viscount Jaden’s forces, an emergency joint meeting was held. Through magical communication orbs, discussions were conducted with the acting lord Dylan, the Golden Bear Knight Commander, and the Supreme Commander about the current crisis.

While Raul took the brunt of the responsibility, the meetings decided the course of action. Such measures inevitably earned resentment, but Raul didn’t mind. Once this matter was settled, Raul would barely involve himself in the Count’s house’s affairs.


The First Knight Order had grown sufficiently strong, and if everything went according to plan, Raul would soon establish a power base where no one could easily challenge him.

‘I’ll leave the Count’s house to Dylan. To do that, I need to clear out any trash that might hold him back.’

While Raul was dealing with the traitors inside Conford Castle, Vice Count Dylan was handling the external matters.

Boom!

“Enemy attack!”

“What enemies? Who’s in charge here?”

Thud, thud, thud.

Breaking through the lord’s castle gate, knights clad in armor bearing the golden bear emblem marched in confidently.

“Who…who are you?”

“You must recognize this emblem unless you’re blind. Bring the person in charge immediately.”

“Y-yes, sir! Right away.”

While the gatekeeper hurriedly rode off to the lord’s residence, Dylan issued consecutive orders.

“Seal all gates and ensure the influential figures of the territory do not leave their residences. First platoon, follow me to the lord’s residence. Second platoon, head to the barracks and take command. Move out!”

The small southern castle was swiftly taken over by the Golden Bear Knights and cavalry. The lack of resistance was due to the lord having taken his forces and knights away from the castle.

“What is the meaning of this? Even as the Count’s deputy, how can you commit such an outrageous act?”

An elderly man, likely the former baron, along with his family, was dragged out to the courtyard and forced to their knees.

“Outrageous act? Let me ask you then. Where is the current lord? Where are the soldiers? The knights?”

The wrinkled ex-baron, sweating profusely, answered.

“T-The lord has gone to subdue monsters, leaving the castle temporarily.”

“Huh, is that so? How strange. Since when did Baron Kian’s house start subduing monsters from Conford Castle? Seems like the barons nowadays think it’s normal to lead their forces to the Count’s castle without reporting.”


The ex-baron closed his eyes tightly and lowered his head, realizing the inevitability of their situation.

“I will personally look into why the troops were mobilized. But until then, baron Kian’s territory will be under the Count’s management.”

Dylan called one of his subordinates and gave orders.

“Transport them all to the main house. Arrest all involved and incarcerate them. Seal off the residence. Set up a temporary command center in the barracks to manage the barony and control access until additional forces arrive.”

“Understood, sir.”

The lords who had joined Viscount Jaden hadn’t anticipated that Dylan would respond so swiftly. In the original timeline, Viscount Jaden successfully entered Conford Castle, and Dylan and the top officials were unable to mobilize forces as their families were held hostage.

However, with Raul’s intervention, the plan of Viscount Jaden’s side collapsed entirely. Trusting Raul, Dylan moved quickly, allowing them to take over the traitorous lords’ territories with minimal resistance.

‘Now all that’s left is Baron Yahir’s territory.’

Once that was dealt with, they would have cleansed the entire northeastern region of traitors by then. So, the remaining targets were the three baronies east of Conford Castle, where Viscount Jaden and his forces were stationed.

They could pressure those baronies slowly, especially with the Central Army joining them soon.

“Hurry! We must take Baron Yahir’s territory by tomorrow!”

Dylan and the Golden Bear Knights set off at a gallop once more.

*

“Urgent news! Yahir’s southern castle has also fallen to the Golden Bear Knights.”

“What about the Baron’s family?”

“Fortunately, our men managed to evacuate them first.”

“Phew. That’s some relief.”

“I suppose… it is.”

In the meeting room of Garriot’s southern castle, where Viscount Jaden and his allies were gathered, the somber expressions were evident. The numbers attending had dwindled by a third since they set out, with only bad news continuously arriving.

Bang!


“Damn it, what a mess. Where is Viscount Jaden right now?”

“He went to meet a collaborator in the inner city a while ago.”

“Collaborator? And when will these supposed collaborators provide the promised support? We don’t even know who they are or if they’re of any real help!”

“Indeed. We trusted Viscount Jaden and took action, and now look at where we are. Can these invisible allies truly be trusted?”

As Viscount Jaden was absent, the nobles gathered in the meeting room were engulfed in anxiety and distrust, voicing their grievances.

A significant number of nobles had parted ways following their retreat from Conford Castle. Among the retreating nobles were several lords, leading to a noticeable decrease in fighting strength.

The lords who had their territories occupied were shaken, as their families were held hostage by the Count’s house.

However, the situation had become too entangled to back out now. Any attempt at negotiation seemed futile, as Dylan and Raul pushed forward relentlessly, even implying they were ready for civil war. This left them with no choice but to struggle for survival.

Clank.

Just then, the meeting room door opened, and Viscount Jaden and Baron Tate entered.

“You all look displeased. Are you having regrets?”

“N-No, of course not!”

Those who had been loudly voicing their complaints earlier now fell silent, not daring to meet the Viscount’s eyes.

“We’re talking about replacing the head of the Count’s house. Did you not expect this level of risk? If anyone here followed me without such resolve, you’re free to leave now. I won’t stop you.”

No one moved.-Having bet everything they had, they couldn’t abandon the game without revealing their hand. They had no choice but to cling to Viscount Jaden, their only remaining hope.

“I understand your concerns. But remember, we still have a chance. Right now, Dylan’s forces are only acting this boldly because that old Melvin is still alive. Do you think they can maintain this pressure once the news of his death spreads?”

The nobles nodded at Viscount Jaden’s words.

Even though Dylan was the confirmed successor, Viscount Jaden contesting the title would inevitably stir controversy.

If another option appeared, the lords would have to reconsider their positions, and those who had yet to take sides might finally show their hand.

‘But in the current situation….’

Even that wouldn’t be easy. Something significant was needed to turn the tide. As if reading their thoughts, Viscount Jaden laid out his plan for the future.

“For now, we’ll hold our position here, keeping the Count’s forces in check and buying time. Simultaneously, we’ll redirect some of our forces to assist in another critical target.”

Viscount Jaden pulled out a dagger and stabbed it into a spot on the strategic map.

“That place is…!”

The name on the map was Calix. Raul’s territory.

***

Thud, thud, thud!

Running swiftly through the corridor and entering the room, nakiya greeted him with a bow.

“You’re here, Master.”

“Yes. I heard there’s some improvement?”

“Yes, this way.”

Approaching the bed, Raul noticed Count Melvin lying there, looking slightly less pale but still breathing heavily with his eyes closed. Although he hadn’t regained consciousness, his overall condition had visibly improved compared to before.

The swelling had subsided, his fever had gone down, and his complexion had returned to normal.

“His external treatment is complete. His muscles and some blood vessels were damaged, but they are in a state where they can recover.”

“And what about his mana?”

“The ‘Mana Filariasis’ that caused his mana to reverse flow has been stabilized. With the mana collision stopped, his life is no longer in danger. However…”

“…Is there still a problem?”

“Count Melvin’s mana is not circulating. Mana should flow constantly like blood, but it’s not. The odd part is that in such cases, there are usually other physical abnormalities, but none are present.”

“So, what’s your conclusion?”

“Count Melvin’s body will recover. But regarding his mana, I’m not certain. We need him to regain consciousness to determine any further treatment.”

Raul sighed lightly. They had passed the critical phase. He had some ideas about why the Count’s mana wasn’t circulating.

“So, when will he wake up?”

“Honestly, he could wake up at any moment. At the latest, he should regain consciousness by today.”

Nakia’s prognosis was accurate.

“…Raul, is that you?”

“Yes, Father. Are you feeling more alert now?”

Before the sun set that day, Count Melvin awoke from his coma. It had been exactly fifteen days since he had collapsed.

(To be continued)
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Even after regaining his consciousness, Count Melvin found it difficult to move his body easily. The state of his debilitated body was one thing, but the fact that his mana was not flowing at all was a shocking revelation for him.

For a knight who had trained for decades, losing mana was akin to losing his life. However, Count Melvin’s concern was more focused on the state of his territory than his own condition.

“…So where is Viscount Jayden now?”

“He’s staying at Barony Geriet with his followers.”

Raul explained step-by-step what had happened in the territory after the count had collapsed, and Melvin listened with his eyes tightly shut.

“…Ha, this is all my fault.”

Count Melvin was never a politically savvy individual. With innate talent and consistent effort, he achieved remarkable success in swordsmanship at a young age, gaining his family’s support.

His boisterous and bold nature, combined with the charisma from his achievements, made people follow him, ultimately leading him to inherit the countship. The problem arose after he assumed the countship and failed to take care of lingering issues.

Some close advisors suggested he should deal with Viscount Jayden, but Count Melvin refused their advice. Since the succession was settled, Melvin was confident he could lead the count family without spilling his siblings’ blood.

In reality, though Viscount Jayden had committed the inconsiderate act of selling off his inherited land, aside from that, the count family had sailed smoothly.

Count Melvin’s charisma was enough to suppress any discontent from other lords. Moreover, focusing on internal development and improving strength over politics had proven to be the right choice, allowing him to cultivate an elite knight order and strong soldiers.

This was evidenced by the fact that they managed to handle the recent gate crisis without significant damage.

‘But perhaps I was too lenient.’

The brighter the sun, the darker the shadow. Melvin had not anticipated that those who harbored discontent would stir trouble once the charismatic count had fallen. And certainly, he did not expect that his eldest brother, Viscount Jayden, would consider returning to their territory.

Judging by Raul and Dylan’s responses, they seemed to have been preparing for this scenario….

‘Those brats have outdone me. They’ve grown so well; there’s nothing more I could ask for. Perhaps it’s time for me to retire. Could this be God’s will?’

Count Melvin, in his relentless pursuit to become a master, had encountered an insurmountable wall. It was unlike any challenge he had faced before—a fundamentally different kind of limitation.

Every time he tried to break through, it was as if he could hear a divine voice saying, ‘You can go no further.’

Ultimately, he hadn’t managed to overcome this barrier; instead, he had lost his ability to use mana altogether. Perhaps this was the fate designated for him.

‘…But I still believed I could surpass it!’


His frustration was so intense that the sound of his grinding teeth echoed in the room, and his hands, gripping the sheets tightly, were drained of all color.

But what could he do? It had already come to this. Just as the count was about to release the tension in his hands, “Are you going to give up?”

“…What?”

“Are you going to give up on being a Sword Master? On the county? I asked if you’re going to give up on everything!”

“What are you talking about, Raul?”

The count’s eyes snapped open as he looked at Raul. Raul, not averting his gaze, spoke again.

“If not, then don’t make such a defeated face! That’s not the look of my father or the head of the Count’s family!”

“……!”

“Father falling? It was just cowardly scum using foul poison. The lords defecting? They were garbage that needed to be dealt with anyway. Mana not moving? Were you ever a man who was worthless without mana!?”

As he watched Raul’s face, slightly flushed from excitement, Count Melvin raised his hand to cover his own face.

“Krkrkrk, Khahaha, Puhahahaha!”

A big laugh erupted so strongly that the bed shook.

Thump.

The count ruffled Raul’s hair with his large, bear-like hand.

“Your old man showed a pitiful sight. You’re right, this isn’t the Melvin de Ashton I know.”

He had momentarily forgotten. He was not a perfect being from the start. Continuous challenges and relentless effort had made him an excellent swordsman, the head of the countship, and the father of three children.

‘Give up…? How ridiculous.’

In fifty-five years of life, that was a word he had never once considered. Just as Raul said, his life’s weight was not so light as to be shaken by such trivial matters.

‘Am I at my end? Destiny? If this is destiny or the will of God, I will destroy it all!’

Count Melvin resolved never to show a weak side again in front of his son, who believed in him so much.


Crack.

“Roar!”

Like a roaring beast, the previously slouched Count Melvin bolted upright. His shriveled muscles swelled and tensed, causing his patient gown to rip and tear.

“Gooorrrr!”

Rumble!

As the count rose and concentrated his strength, waves of mana emanated from his body, pushing objects away.

“No, you mustn’t! Forcing your mana to move like that could cause mana reflux or even rupture your mana circuits!”

Nakia shouted in alarm, trying to stop him. But her attempt to approach the count was blocked by Raul.

“Why…?”

“Everyone has something more important than their life. Father wants to reclaim that right now.”

“But no matter how important it is!”

Raul immediately opened guild communication.

「Philip, enhance the security level on the 5th floor of the mansion immediately. No, designate the entire main building as a restricted area and prohibit any unauthorized entry.」

「Yes, Master.」

「Ensure that no one approaches the mansion without authorization until further notice, except for Dylan. I will take full responsibility!」

Meanwhile, the count’s body was trembling violently, and the irregular waves of mana were sweeping through the room.

“Nakia, set up a barrier to isolate this room from the outside immediately. Can you do it?”

“…Yes, I’ll do my best.”

“Rabel! Stabilize the mana in this room and cast auxiliary spells on Father.”

“Leave it to me!”


Rabel fluttered her wings, flew over the count, and sprinkled fairy dust, bestowing a fairy’s blessing.

‘And as for me….’

As Raul activated Regnator, golden armor covered his right arm and half of his upper body. A radiant aura burst forth, bathing the count’s body in a warm light.

“Hmm. As expected… Something is suppressing the count’s manahole. That explains the imbalance in his mana levels, stage, and body condition.”

It was the conclusion of Caldenas, who materialized as Regnator activated, carefully examining the count’s state.

“Is there a way to resolve this?”

“Well. This isn’t a matter of personal will or stage; it’s due to an external factor. Someone or something is preventing him from progressing to the next level.”

Caldenas refrained from mentioning that it was likely the power of a being comparable to a god.

“Urgh! Gah!”

Count Melvin’s condition appeared dire. Just like when he first collapsed, his body started to swell, blood vessels bulged, and his complexion turned a bluish hue.

“It’s the early symptoms of mana reversal! At this rate, it’s really dangerous. Master, if you’re going to do something, do it quickly!”

Nakia’s urgent warning met with Raul’s nod as he advanced, braving the turbulent waves of mana emanating from the Count.

“Father, can you hear me?”

Count Melvin’s head barely nodded in response to Raul’s voice, letting out a faint groan.

“The issue with your mana and the barrier you’re facing is akin to a curse. It’s a petty trick set by someone envious of our family.”

Crackle.

The mana surged violently in response to the Count’s anger. Raul brushed aside the turbulent energy with his hand and continued.

“Of course, you could eventually break such a vile curse with your power alone. But the world won’t wait for us. Right now, the Count’s house, and we, need your strength!”

Raul brought up the guild interface.

“So this time, please don’t refuse my request. Allow me to share the blessing of the gods with you! Shatter that dreadful wall and fight alongside us!”

Like a vision, a prompt asking if Count Melvin wanted to join the guild appeared before his eyes. Simultaneously, everything seemed to come to a halt.

Creak.

The world and time froze.

-『Warning』 The player is currently attempting to interfere with a main scenario NPC of the enforced scenario.

-『Warning』 Changes to the main scenario NPC may cause errors in the scenario. The player is advised to stop their actions.

-Calculating enforced scenario error…….

-A critical error may occur in the enforced scenario 『Fall of the Count Ashton’s House』.

-If the enforced control over the current Count Melvin is released, all 3,281 related quests associated with player Raul may vanish.

-The influence of ‘Raul’ in the 『Count Ashton’s House』 could drastically decline. For the sake of player Raul, please make the right choice.

The sudden system message displayed. Raul, with a cold look in his eyes, read the message and whispered softly.

“Screw you.”

-If the enforced scenario 『Death of Count Melvin』 is completed, 13 hidden epic scenarios such as 『New Master of the Count’s House』, 『Youngest’s Rebellion』, and 『Savior of the Count Ashton’s House』 will be prepared for player Raul.

-Don’t you want to become the true master of the Count Ashton’s house, with vast territories and powerful knights? Follow the player-customized scenarios provided by the Connect system. In the near future, you’ll become the true protagonist.

-『Warning』 If an error occurs in the enforced scenario 『Fall of the Count Ashton’s House』 due to player Raul’s interference, all 27 related quest rewards achieved during this scenario may disappear.

-『Warning』 Twisted scenarios may cause the system’s enforced control to adversely affect player Raul.

Ignoring the warnings, Raul remained resolute. His whispered defiance marked his decision to move forward, regardless of the system’s reprimands.

“Screw that.”

If there was something good, they should have given it sooner.

‘Not that I ever planned to take over the Count’s house anyway. Now it’s too late to make a fuss about it.’

And not receiving some quest rewards wasn’t going to kill him. The quests disappearing? Really? If one scenario ends, a new one will certainly emerge.

Mere warnings were not going to change Raul’s mind.

‘Whoever you are, stop these useless warning pop-ups and just create a new scenario.’

With a smirk, Raul shouted,

“Get to work, creator!”

Shatter.

The frozen world cracked like glass, and Raul found himself standing before the Count. And then:

『Join Accepted』

As the text in the air sparkled and glowed, the mana surging from the Count stopped abruptly.

“Everyone, out of the room quickly!”

At Caldenas’s shout, Raul grabbed Rabel floating above the Count’s head and, holding Nakia by the waist, leaped out of the room (barrier).

Whiiing, boom! Boom!

As soon as Raul exited, a fierce windstorm centered around the Count erupted, and the terrifying mana storm began to be drawn back into his body.

“Ugh! What’s happening!”

“Everyone, get down and move away from the room!”

Philip, standing guard outside, grabbed two knights and moved them slowly away from the room, while Raul supported Nakia and distanced themselves from the room.

Wooosh.

Mana swirled inside the mansion, but fortunately, the non-combatants had already been evacuated.

“How far have you completed the barrier?”

“There’s one around the room and another around the mansion’s center. It’s a bit shaky, but it should hold and keep the effects inside the mansion.”

Nakia, having distanced herself, planted her staff on the ground and poured mana into the barrier.

The unexpectedly turbulent mana made it difficult to maintain the barrier.

“Leave the mansion’s barrier to me. I can control it sufficiently.”

Rabel also took out a small magic stick, reinforcing the magic circle engraved on the wall.

“Hahaha, I’ve witnessed the birth of many masters, but this kind of backlash is a first. The level he should have reached long ago had been forcibly suppressed… truly remarkable.”

Caldenas gazed at the center of the storm with a satisfied expression, eyes gleaming with anticipation of the incredible entity about to emerge.

Meanwhile, Raul tightened his fists, basking in the mana storm.

He had no interest in being pulled along by the scenario’s flow.

A second life. From now on, I’ll craft my own scenario!’

Raul’s eyes blazed fiercely with a golden hue.

(To be continued)
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Whoosh.

The fierce mana storm gradually subsided. At its center, Count Melvin abruptly opened his eyes, which glinted sharply like those of a predator before the intense light faded away.

“Phew….”

He exhaled deeply, staring at his hands with a sense of profound emotion.

‘I’ve finally overcome it!’

It had been decades since the Count Ashton’s house had produced a Master, and during this time, its standing had waned. No matter how well one managed politics or the domain, the fate of a noble martial house ultimately rested on the Master’s strength.

Some mocked the Count Ashton’s house for focusing on battling monsters at the borders and neglecting the kingdom’s central politics.

Even within the Count’s territory, some argued that attention to central politics was essential for increasing royal support and developing the domain. But Count Melvin believed that was not the fundamental solution.

Instead of wasting time in the central political arena competing for power, it was better to swing the sword one more time. His belief was ultimately proven correct.

‘Of course, I didn’t achieve this on my own….’

At that moment, the door burst open, and Raul and his companions rushed in.

“Father, are you okay?”

Raul, looking worried, broke into a bright smile upon seeing Count Melvin.

“Congratulations on reaching the Master level! You’ve worked hard, Father!”

“Congratulations!”

Amidst the congratulations from his companions, a smile appeared on Count Melvin’s face.

‘Thinking one must overcome such hurdles alone was merely my stubbornness.’

He wasn’t alone. He had a loving family, people to protect, and trustworthy subordinates. All these people were also his strength and foundation, yet he had been too narrow-minded.

‘I owe Raul another debt.’

But why did it feel good to owe his son this debt?


“Thank you. Now it’s my turn to— Ugh….”

Suddenly, the Count clutched his chest and staggered.

“Father!”

Raul, alarmed, moved to help, but the Count held up his hand to stop him.

“Just, just a moment.”

His face had turned pale with the intense pain in his chest. He steadied himself and took a deep breath. While he had successfully crossed the barrier and felt powerful mana within his mana reservoir (dantian), the uncontrollable movement of his mana along with the pain indicated it was out of control.

“Calm your mind and let the mana flow freely. Trying to force control will be more dangerous.”

“…Who are you? Could it be!”

As he recognized a semi-transparent figure emerging from behind Raul, the Count’s eyes widened in shock. If he was right, this figure should not have been able to appear here.

“Hmm. You remember me from 16 years ago. If you know who I am, don’t push yourself and listen to me.”

“Father, follow master’s advice; it will at least do you no harm.”

Welcoming Caldenas as his master, Raul’s words seemed to kindle a spark in the Count’s eyes. Realizing there was no harm in heeding the advice, he let down his guard and followed the instructions.

Rumble.

Like a dam breaking, the turbulent mana flowed through his mana pathways, flooding his entire body.

Gag!

Count Melvin retched, expelling black, blood-like bile after the excruciating pain subsided and his mana circulation completed.

“Count!”

The knights shouted in alarm, but the Count’s complexion had noticeably improved.

“Master, what happened? I could feel that father had broken through the barrier.”

Raul asked with a worried tone. Caldenas responded with a gentle smile.


“If he had naturally broken through the barrier, it would have been different. But in Melvin’s case, some suppressive force had been preventing him from advancing. Therefore, while his mana reservoir and paths should have expanded and strengthened, they remained unchanged even as his mana quantity and refinement increased. Essentially, he surpassed the barrier to Masterhood, but his body isn’t yet fully adapted to contain his mana and enlightenment.”

Count Melvin wiped away the bile with his sleeve and asked with a more relaxed expression.

“Master Caldenas, what should I do now?”

“For a while, expect recurring pain and uncontrollable mana surges. But this is a natural flow, so do not resist it.”

“You mean I just have to leave it be? How long will it take before I can wield my sword again?”

The Count was desperate to grab his sword and eliminate the enemies of the Count’s house immediately.

However, the situation wasn’t that simple.

“As it stands, you must refrain from using mana for at least a year.”

“That’s too long!”

“Of course, if you do nothing. But with my help—and Raul’s—you could cut the time significantly. With proper guidance, it could take just two months to adjust.”

The Count sighed deeply and grimaced as another wave of pain hit him. Caldenas added while watching the frustrated Count.

“Whether this is a blessing in disguise or not, it appears your level has surpassed even the upper Master level, Melvin. The very forces that held you back also contributed to your training. Just as others break through the barrier and then train for decades to ascend, you seem to have leaped over in a single bound. That kind of backlash is inevitable.”

“A Master of the highest level!”

Raul exclaimed in surprise. Among the three Masters currently in the Ruben Kingdom, the Swordmaster Marquess de Templeton was known to be at the highest level, Master highest rank. Marquis Clifford of the McNeil house was at the intermediate level, and Count Hudson of the Randal house was only at the lower level.

If Caldenas’s words were true, Count Melvin had instantly become the second highest-ranked knight in the kingdom.

“Of course, to exhibit skills matching your actual level, you’ll need to learn a lot. Simply reaching Master level doesn’t mean you immediately gain the corresponding skills.”

If Caldenas had vanished during the previous Gate crisis, Count Melvin, unlike other Masters, would have no one to seek advice from even after reaching his level.

“Thank you. And I look forward to your guidance, Master Caldenas.”

Count Melvin had many questions but bowed his head for now.

“Thank your son, not me. If it weren’t for him, you and the Count’s house would have been in ruins by now.”


“Raul, you rascal…”

Raul, embarrassed by the praise, averted his eyes from the Count’s moist gaze.

***

The Count’s awakening and breakthrough were kept strictly confidential. Count Melvin’s physical condition wasn’t fully stable yet, and if an assassin were to strike, all could be lost. The Count himself also wanted his revival to remain a secret.

“With this opportunity, we need to sort everything out.”

The Count desired to identify who were true friends and who were enemies within the Count’s house.

A few days later, when Dylan returned to Conford Castle, he burst into tears upon seeing his father awake. His sobbing, given his large frame, sounded almost monstrous, prompting the use of a soundproofing spell—an open secret.

Raul, meanwhile, stayed by his father’s side, summoning Regnator to call Caldenas whenever the cooldown allowed. Since Caldenas was in a semi-phantom state and couldn’t directly assist the Count, Raul had to step in.

‘Like this?’

‘That’s right. Think of weaving mana into fine threads… just like that.’

Helping his father manage his mana flow brought Raul significant accomplishments. Not only did he learn to handle mana more precisely, but he also gained firsthand experience of how a Master’s mana moved.

Meanwhile, Viscount Jaden’s forces, who had retreated to Baron Garriott’s territory, refrained from significant actions, instead observing the movements of the Count’s house.

The Count Ashton’s side, too, had redeployed some knights to neighboring territories but refrained from initiating attacks, closely monitoring the situation. With Count Melvin having ascended to Master rank, they felt confident in countering any of Viscount Jaden’s moves.

Thus, the turmoil following the Count’s collapse began to stabilize. Of course, some vultures still awaited the Count’s death, but outwardly things appeared calm.

Despite this, Raul had an uneasy feeling.

‘The lack of clarity is even more annoying.’

He unfolded the message lingering in his field of vision.

-Main Scenario NPC Count Melvin de Ashton has overcome ‘enforced constraint’ and joined First Knight Order.

-Count Melvin de Ashton is now a semi-player character under the Connect system’s guidance.

-System conflict detected. An error has occurred.

-The enforced scenario 『Fall of the Count Ashton’s House』 has been nullified due to critical error.

-All quests associated with this scenario have been nullified.

-A replacement scenario is being prepared.

-Rewards obtained by player Raul from this scenario will be partially retracted.

-『Warning』 Player Raul incurs ‘Karma’ due to excessive intervention in the enforced scenario.

-『Warning』 Beware. Player Raul may face unforeseen misfortunes at any time.

‘Karma, huh.’

It was a term Raul hadn’t heard before in the Connect system. After all, in his past life, there had never been an instance where an enforced scenario was nullified.

It was impossible for players to interfere with an enforced scenario’s NPCs. Scenario-designated NPCs followed predetermined actions almost as if receiving divine directives.

Though some assisted players, none had ever joined a player guild. This was why mega guilds of the past opted for ‘extermination’ rather than ‘recruitment’ to disrupt scenario progress.

If Raul hadn’t been straddling the line between PC (Player Character) and NPC (Non-Player Character), such an anomaly might never have happened.

‘Discovering these possibilities is a good thing, but it does leave some concerns. However, I don’t regret it.’

Having a Master-level father as backing was invaluable. Additionally, protecting the family that could provide significant support was worthwhile. While unpredictable, the concept of ‘Karma,’ could manifest in various ways, it seemed worth the risk.

And that potential misfortune was approaching Raul faster than expected.

Clunk.

The door opened, and Kane entered the room with a grave expression.

“Master, we’ve received a message from the capital. The royal permission has been granted for territorial wars requested by six baronies against us.”

“What? Explain in detail!”

“This morning, an emergency meeting was held at the royal palace to address the backlog of territorial war requests.”

“An emergency meeting?”

Since the Gate incident and the subsequent attack on the palace, the royal family had been struggling to exert its power. The King, devastated by the sudden loss of multiple heirs and the royal guardian knight, deteriorated in health rapidly.

Since succumbing to illness last winter, major state affairs had been postponed indefinitely. Raul, therefore, had assumed the territorial war matters would remain unresolved. The turn of events was unexpected.

“It seems the third prince has started to make his move. Reports indicate that he convened a meeting with his supporting families to process pending issues. They apparently used the royal seal, suggesting the King’s approval.”

“Hmm.”

The timing didn’t surprise Raul; the days were numbered for the King, and the lack of a designated successor meant turmoil was inevitable.

“Why specifically territorial wars, and why was permission granted for a war involving our territories? Didn’t we have connections within the Ministry of Justice to handle such situations?”

Raul differed from Count Melvin.

Although he wished to avoid political entanglements, securing minimal influence was necessary. Through alliances formed during the Gate crisis, he maintained covert cooperation with several influential figures capable of swaying royal decisions.

“That’s because… the third prince has approved all submitted territorial war requests.”

“What…?”

The atmosphere was undoubtedly tense.

(To be continued)
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No matter how you look at it, territorial wars were real wars. Each lord would bring their forces to battle. Winning or losing, it would inevitably weaken the kingdom’s overall strength and could lead to political chaos in certain circumstances.

But approving all territorial wars during such turbulent times?

‘I can see what their plan is.’

The royal family’s control over the state was under scrutiny after the Gate incident. The palace had been directly attacked and burned, and the Royal Knight and Royal Knight units suffered substantial losses.

With the loss of Caldenas, the royal family’s last line of defense, their power had significantly diminished. How could the royal family regain control in such a weakened state?

The simplest way was to weaken the nobility. Territorial wars served as an excellent mechanism for that. The royal family had no reason to oppose the nobles tearing each other apart.

But Raul clicked his tongue inwardly.

‘Third Prince, you’ve made a foolish decision.’

While it might seem like a smart move on the surface, reality was different. Approving all territorial war requests indiscriminately—could the royal family truly control such chaos?

Previously, territorial wars were moderately monitored, and the victor was decided under the royal observer’s arbitration. The loser would pay compensation or cede rights.

But what if the losing side refused the arbitration?

What if the victorious side outright annexed the defeated territories?

Such things rarely happened when the royal family wielded substantial power. But now, did the royal family have the capacity to manage the local lords?

‘Whoever orchestrated this has done a remarkable job.’

Certainly, a noble family close to the third prince must have created this situation. Most likely, a powerful or prestigious family orchestrated it. They must have submitted territorial war requests, hoping to expand their territories subtly.

Additionally, it might have been a move to check Raul and the Count Ashton’s house.

Accepting all territorial wars meant the fact that six baronies attacked Raul’s territories simultaneously was buried under the approval.

‘Is this the retribution and misfortune the system warned me about?’

Raul’s four scattered territories encircled by six baronies. And with the approval of simultaneous territorial war requests, he might have to fight all six at once.

In what seemed like a dire situation, Raul laughed heartily.


“Kekeke, pfft, hahaha!”

Couldn’t believe the situation unfolded this way. He stifled his laughter and asked Kane, “What do you think?”

“Well, they tried, but they’re idiots. Whoever’s backing them did us a great favor.”

“Indeed. If they had been more cautious, the result might have been disappointing.”

Facing six baronies simultaneously, Raul and Kane remained unperturbed.

“Call a strategy meeting and initiate Plan A. Notify all guild branches and switch to wartime operations.”

“Yes, Master.”

As Kane left, Raul stepped out onto the terrace and looked over the territory, a smile playing on his lips.

‘Letting Viscount Jaden go was the right decision.’

Had they crushed Viscount Jaden’s forces when he returned, this territorial war wouldn’t have materialized. Even if his adversaries had support other than Jaden, they wouldn’t dare challenge Raul, backed by the Count Ashton’s house.

Their audacity stemmed from the current standoff between Viscount Jaden and the Ashton forces. They underestimated Raul, assuming he was vulnerable without support from the main house.

‘Ignorance is bliss.’

They had no idea who they were dealing with.

***

『Declaration of War』

The Brock Barony’s House, as a loyal vassal family of the Ruben Kingdom and a good neighbor to Baron Francois’s House, cannot stand idle in the face of Young master Raul’s tyranny. In the name of the wise King Thadeus de Ruben, we seek a fair and honorable contest…

Raul tossed the grandly written scroll onto the conference table. Jake picked it up and read through it, shaking his head. There were five more scrolls on the table, all with different handwriting but nearly identical content.

“These people are shameless. They couldn’t come up with a better excuse?”

The basis for the territorial war was absurd claims made by the previous lords. During the Gate incident, lords unable to protect their territories fled to the capital with their families and a few retainers.

Naturally, their lands were devastated, and their castles either fell or were on the verge of falling. Raul purchased these lands from such lords, led his forces to subdue the monsters, and restored order.


The new territories acquired were Francois, Louisin, and Tern, along with the Calix territory bestowed by the Count, totaling four regions.

Now, after restoring order, reuniting scattered residents, and accepting new settlers, the previous lords were challenging the legitimacy of the transactions. They claimed they were deceived into selling their lands for a pittance and demanded their territories back with promises of repayment. Such claims were baseless.

The transactions had been conducted legally and had received royal approval. Yet they now argued the deals were void. And neighboring baronies supported these claims, thus sparking the territorial wars.

“This is outrageous. Among the lords who lost their lands during the Gate incident, only those who dealt with us received proper payment. Some got nothing at all and were driven out, yet now they act so ungratefully!” Bernard fumed, uncharacteristically agitated given his usual reserved manner.

“The royal family’s stance is also problematic. They certified the transactions themselves, and now they claim to be impartial and allow territorial wars to resolve disputes? It’s a disgrace to the royal family’s name.”

Philip criticized, baffled by the royal family’s lack of decisiveness. Even in times of chaos, such indecisiveness by the royal family raised questions about their reliability.

“While this situation doesn’t pose a significant immediate threat to us, the problem lies in what comes next. No matter how legitimate our claims and procedures, if the royal administration continues with such recklessness, it’s meaningless. This might be an attempt by the royal family to undermine us.”

Pierce, who usually said little, voiced his concerns, highlighting the absurdity of the situation. The conference room buzzed with outbursts of discontent toward the territorial wars and distrust towards the royal family.

“Enough.”

Raul calmed the room, indicating it was time to move forward.

“What’s done is done. There’s no need to argue about the process any further. We’ll discuss future issues after dealing with the current situation. Kane, brief us on the war status.”

“Yes, Master.”

Kane stepped up to the podium, displaying relevant data on a magical screen as he reported.

“We have received declarations of war from a total of nine families. Alongside the original lords of Francois, tern, and Louisin, the baronies of Brock, Josef, Allen, Zayer, Dawson, and Brennan have also joined. And…”

A map appeared on the screen.

The approximate number of families and troops stationed in the baronies surrounding Raul’s four territories was displayed.

Combining the nine families, the total force amounted to about 25,000 troops and approximately 250 knights.

In contrast, Raul’s forces were:

Calix: 2,000

Baytes: 1,500


Francois: 1,500

Louisin: 1,500

This gave a total of 6,500 territorial troops, along with 5,000 mercenaries, making a total of approximately 11,500 soldiers.

If including Raul’s elite guild cavalry of 3,000 and the forces deployed across various branches, the total could exceed 15,000, but the known external forces accounted for just around 11,500.

Conclusively, the opposing forces had an overwhelming numerical superiority with twice the troops and twice the number of knights. Furthermore, the battles were divided across four fronts, making the baronial alliance appear advantageous to any observer.

However, the officers in the conference room did not seem to think so at all.

“They must really be underestimating us, attacking with such a small force.”

Jake scoffed, and Philip responded.

“Well, it’s not easy for baronies to thoroughly assess our territory’s situation.”

While numbers were important, the battle’s outcome would ultimately depend on skill.

“Kane, how many of the 25,000 do you think are regular troops?”

“Fewer than 5,000 regulars, and not even 2,000 mercenaries.”

Hence, about 18,000 were conscripts, which was typical for military composition in this era.

Maintaining a standing army (regular troops) was costly with little productivity in peacetime. Thus, lords naturally kept the minimum number of regular troops for maintaining order and authority.

Even though the Gate incident increased the number of regular troops, the number a barony could sustain was limited. The result was an army with a small number of regular troops supplemented by conscripts.

In contrast, Raul’s troops had gained continuous combat experience against monsters since the Gate incident, forming an elite force.

With over six months of intensive training and battlefield experience, equipped with expensive weaponry and armor, they far outclassed typical baronial troops.

Additionally, the 5,000 mercenaries were handpicked elite mercenaries, D-rank and above, further justifying the officers’ confidence in victory.

“They have designated separate battlefields for each of the six territorial wars and proposed to fight on May 20th. How should we respond?”

Their opponent’s strategy was to divide Raul’s forces, ensuring victory through numerical superiority. Even partial victories would suffice to weaken Raul’s forces significantly.

If some battles led to loss of territories, the goal was to diminish Raul’s power and deliver a blow to the Count Ashton’s prestige.

‘Even partial victories on their end suffice since their goal is to weaken us and thumb their noses at the Count’s house,’ Raul mused.

The baronies faced minimal risk, with loss resulting only in paying compensation, whereas Raul risked losing entire territories.

‘Of course, that’s just their calculation.’

Despite the baronies’ casual approach to the territorial wars, Raul had no intention of letting the matter slide easily.

“Is there any reason we should follow their proposal?”

Raul grinned, prompting the officers to smirk as well.

“Why even bother showing courtesy to such bandits? Let’s crush them right now!”

“We don’t need to follow their lead just because they started it!”

Jake shouted energetically, and voices of agreement echoed throughout the room.

Bang.

Raul struck the map with his pointer and spoke.

“Now that we’ve received their declarations of war, the war has begun. Forget the child’s play of traditional territorial wars! Royal observers? Mediation? We don’t need any of that rubbish! Prepare for immediate deployment. Once preparations are complete!”

Raul struck the map at the six baronies.

“We will attack all six of these locations simultaneously!”

“Yes, Master!”

The knights and commanders answered spiritedly, bowing their heads.

“Remember, we will have some very special guests observing this territorial war. We must achieve an overwhelming victory with overwhelming force! Everyone, to your positions!”

Those attending the meeting saluted with their fists to their chests and hurried out of the operations room. Raul saw them off with a slightly firm expression, then looked down at the map.

‘You crossed the line. Don’t think this will end easily.’

The wooden pointer in Raul’s hand crumbled to dust with a soft crack, scattering throughout the room.

(To be continued)
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A few days before the declaration of war…

In the free city of Mira, a grand ceremony was being held amidst a gathering of many people.

(Congratulations) First Knight Order Academy 1st Graduation Ceremony (Celebration) –

A banner hung overhead as 600 graduates in ceremonial attire lined up in the vast plaza. It had been five months since the start of the open beta service.

The graduates, who had undergone three months of intensive training at the academy, were unrecognizable from their initial state.

While typical players spent their time hunting, these cadets attended classes and underwent training with instructors instead of wandering through dungeons.

Logically, they should have lagged in levels and equipment, but…

“Today is our last chance! We must recruit them.”

“Once the graduates disperse, who knows when we’ll see them again. Grab them at all costs!”

Scouts from various player guilds crowded the stands on one side of the graduation ceremony, practically drooling at the prospects. The academy strictly prohibited joining external guilds.

However, cadets were allowed to establish their own guilds, resulting in several guilds formed by top-ranking players. Yet many graduates were still undecided about their future guild affiliations.

Scouts had gathered to recruit these skilled players, driven by the obvious goal of securing strong members.

“If we don’t recruit them by tomorrow, the balance of power could shift dramatically! Recruit as many as possible!”

“The top priority is those within the top 100 rankings. Offer whatever it takes, but at least get their contact information!”

The revised player rankings were updated daily at midnight. Unlike the previous system, which only accounted for levels, the new ranking included factors like main skill proficiency, quest accomplishments, fame, and reputation.

All cadets from First Knight Order Academy were ranked within the top 1,000.

Notably, 90 out of the top 100 rankers were academy graduates, highlighting their prestige. Despite being on the brink of a promising future, most graduates seemed more wistful than joyful.

The primary reason for this sentiment was the ‘Purple Guild’.

A new guild led by Master Bae Dohyun, with Kim Ilwoo and Dalton (dispatched from the First Knight Order) as deputy guild masters.

Backed fully by the First Knight Order, the Purple Guild was different from typical player guilds from the very start.


Guild ranks were categorized from small (1~Lv. 10) to medium (1~Lv. 10). Typically, registering a guild started at small Lv.1, requiring at least 10 gold (approximately $1,000) and corresponding guild merit points to level up.

The highest-ranked player guild at the time was small 5LV.

Rumors had it that the Purple Guild had already reached medium Lv. 10.

As the guild rank increased, so did the guild buffs and additional features, offering significant benefits to guild members. Some rankers, initially reluctant to join any guild, signed up on the spot upon witnessing these benefits.

Besides the perks of the guild itself, the continued support from the First Knight Order was a major draw. Guild members received official equipment, salaries according to rank, and opportunities for advanced training based on their professions.

However, not just any cadet could join the Purple Guild simply because they were from the academy. Among the cadets, only the top-ranked and select few were offered invitations to join the guild.

Ultimately, only 15 cadets were accepted into the Purple Guild, all of whom were within the top 30 rankings.

“So, what are you going to do? I heard you got a good offer from an external guild. Are you thinking of joining?”

“Hmm. I’m not sure. It’s a good offer, but honestly, it doesn’t seem appealing enough.”

Having experienced top-tier accommodations, equipment, and meals at the academy, even the best external guilds couldn’t easily satisfy the cadets. Many opted for alternative paths instead.

“I’m planning to stay with the First Knight Order.”

“Really? But it’s not a player guild. Are you okay with that?”

“Honestly, joining a half-baked guild would be less optimal than being affiliated with the First Knight Order and playing solo.”

“Well, that’s true. And technically, it’s not solo play.”

The First Knight Order offered another proposition to the academy graduates. They could join as contract guild members, assisting with First Knight Order tasks. Although contractual, the treatment was leagues above ordinary guilds.

Though not as lavish as the Purple Guild, the First Knight Order provided equipment, lodging, meals, convenience facilities, and training grounds, along with a certain salary.

In return, they had to fulfill designated tasks and accumulate merit points.

“Hmm. Should I also stay with the First Knight Order? Anyway, if I plan to apply for the Purple Guild’s open recruitment in the second half of the year, I shouldn’t join another guild.”

“That, and there’s no rush to join any guild right now. The First Knight Order and the Count Ashton’s house are pretty influential in Connect, so building a career here wouldn’t be a bad choice.”

Players had different approaches to playing the game. Some aimed to establish the best guild, others preferred solo play, and some wanted to integrate into the world and live like NPCs.


For those who wished to live as residents of Connect, the First Knight Order was an attractive starting point. While graduates deliberated their future paths, the graduation ceremony proceeded smoothly.

Unsurprisingly, Bae Dohyun became the top graduate. No one was shocked by the outcome. More noteworthy was the second place. Due to an unusual tie in scores, two cadets shared the title of second place.

Kim Ilwoo and Wang Tianming, both having excelled in various contests, ended up with the same score. The key difference lay in their personality traits.

Wang Tianming excelled in combat, recording high scores in battle courses, whereas Kim Ilwoo was proficient in combat but stood out more as a party leader and in theoretical aspects.

Both had joined the Purple Guild, with Kim Ilwoo becoming a deputy guild master, reflecting their respective strengths.

“…Thus concludes the First Knight Order Academy’s inaugural graduation ceremony. May the blessings and glory of the gods follow you in your future endeavors!”

“Waaah!”

As chapter head Palmer of Mira declared the closing, the graduates threw their caps into the air, cheering, while the spectators applauded enthusiastically.

But strangely, no one left their seats. This was due to the large magic screen on stage and the notice displayed:

There will be an important announcement from the First Knight Order following the graduation ceremony.

Even those uninterested in the graduation filled the seats because of this announcement.

“What do you think the major announcement will be? Perhaps…?”

“It’s probably the notice for the recruitment of the second academy class.”

“I hope they open an academy in places other than the Ruben Kingdom this time…”

“Maybe they’re announcing that they won’t be recruiting anymore… Honestly, running the academy must be incredibly costly.”

“No way! I’ve been preparing for the second round of recruitment for so long.”

The audience murmured, mostly speculating that the announcement would be about the recruitment of the second academy class.

Thud.

Finally, the video began playing on the screen. It wasn’t just being shown here.

“Hey, it looks like it’s being broadcasted on the Connect main channel too!”


“It’s on the community main page as well!”

“What’s going on? Isn’t this the academy announcement?”

As curiosity peaked, the prepared video gradually revealed its contents.

*

“My goodness! Contact the guild leader immediately!”

“This is headline news!”

“Where is it? Where do I apply?”

“First Knight Order did it again! I knew they’d come up with something big!”

Players who had watched the video were in an uproar. Some were contacting their acquaintances, while others ran towards the guild receptionists.

Meanwhile, the graduates, as if anticipating this, casually chatted with their colleagues.

Connect’s First! We invite players to a large-scale territorial war event! –

The closing message easily conveyed the essence of the video. The video briefly recapped events following the Gate incident.

The monster invasion through the Gate.

Lords abandoning their territories and fleeing.

First Knight Order’s magnificent battle scenes, subduing monsters and saving territories. The restored state of the territories. And even the conniving allied baron lords scheming through backdoor deals.

With Raebell’s narration, the video clearly presented the background leading to the upcoming territorial war.

“The event participation guidelines are up!”

“You can watch additional videos on the First Knight Order broadcasting channel!”

“My goodness! I absolutely have to participate in this!”

Player excitement was natural. Comparing a brawl with a handful of monsters to a “real” war involving thousands of soldiers, there was no contest which was more thrilling.

Furthermore, not everyone could participate. First Knight Order had allocated a total of 5,000 spots.

Among those, 500 spots (excluding 100 non-combat roles) were reserved for academy graduates, leaving only about 4,500 slots available for open recruitment.

With nearly 100,000 concurrent players approaching the six-month mark since the game’s launch, 4,500 was not an ample number.

“Damn… I should have boosted my ranking a bit more!”

“Priority is given to members of allied guilds? How do I join an allied guild?”

“Thank goodness. They’re opening portals to Mira during the event period? Should I move to Mira?”

The first large-scale territorial war event, garnering immense interest both in and out of the game, concluded with over ten-to-one competition, finally selecting 5,000 players for participation.

A few days later.

The southern plains of the free city of Mira. Fifteen members of the Purple Guild, clad in ornate armor embroidered with purple, stood on horseback with their backs to a platform.

In front of them, graduates wearing cloaks emblazoned with the golden hawk of the First Knight Order stood in formation, surrounded by thousands of orderly general players.

At the forefront, standing tall on the large platform in white armor, was Raul.

“Warriors of the otherworld! I thank you for your courage and resolve in standing up against injustice. This war is not just to protect the lands of the First Knight Order and my territories, but it is also a crucial opportunity to make your presence known in this world of Connect. Show the world that you can change this world with your strength! Fight! Conquer! And prove your existence! Advance!!”

As Raul’s brief but powerful speech ended, the plains erupted with cheers.

The players, divided into four battalions, began moving toward the large teleport gates prepared on each side.

“Calix territory, this way!”

“Francois territory, here!”

“Louisin, over here….”

“Tern, this way….”

At the rear of the plains, numerous players watched enviously as others passed through the gates, while their progress was broadcast live to the entire world.

Raul watched their march with a calm expression. Though his words were strong, he knew the players’ roles might not be that significant. He didn’t expect much from ordinary people inexperienced in large-scale battles.

However, for those participating in this territorial war, it would be an unforgettable and thrilling experience.

‘This is how you slowly color the canvas.’

The concept of camaraderie wasn’t born without reason. With this, the preparations for the territorial war were complete. All that remained was to deliver judgment to the treacherous ones.

‘Now, let’s see what expressions they’ll make.’

With a light step, Raul approached the gate.

(To be continued)
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Inside the Luxurious Tent.

Several individuals in sophisticated attire gathered around a table, holding wine glasses. On the long table were several magical video globes, projecting the faces of similarly dressed nobles.

The tent’s side wall was adorned with a map. In the middle of the table, a model of the terrain and troop placements was set up, indicating a strategic meeting in progress.

However, the atmosphere resembled a banquet more than a meeting.

“Hahaha, then shall we officially begin the meeting?” said a noble with a distinctive twisted mustache, smiling.

He was Baron Brox, who owned the territory adjacent to Raul’s main stronghold, Calix Castle.

“How are the troop deployments?”

One of the figures in the crystal ball replied to his question.

“Well, the troops have been stationed at the border for a while now. The reinforcement troops all arrived yesterday.”

“Well, we might be overdoing it a bit with the deployment… If we scare the young brat too much, he might hole up in his castle.”

“Either way, it doesn’t matter, does it? It would be nice if he came out, but we’ll see, hahaha.”

None of the attendees seemed tense. That was because they were confident of their victory.

“Everyone, please calm down. Has there been any special movement? By now, he should be trying to make some sort of move after receiving our declaration of war.”

“Hmph. What can he do? We see a few scouts on horseback now and then, but he’s still holed up in the castle like a rat.”

Since deploying their troops to the borders, Raul’s movements had been entirely defensive. They knew he had already summoned all the residents into the castle and recalled the troops sent for subjugation.

“Let’s review the situation. Young master Raul currently holds four territories. The confirmed troops in Calix Castle are roughly 5,000, and about 3,000 in the others.”

“Hah, less than 15,000 in total? No need to even calculate.”

“As you said, we have over 25,000 troops. We are vastly superior in numbers.”

Moreover, if Raul chose an open-field battle instead of a siege, he would have to leave defensive troops behind, effectively doubling the advantage. That’s why they proposed open-field engagements.

“Not just in numbers, but considering the knights, there’s no way we can lose. They have at most 100 knights, even with support from the Count; they’d struggle to field 150.”


“Haha, we have over 250 knights on our side. It’s a sure victory!”

“Our backers provided an additional 30 knights yesterday, all armored users.”

“Oh, we can’t lose even if we wanted to, hahaha.”

With over 280 knights, their numbers rivaled those of a prestigious martial house’s knight order. While qualitative differences existed, the numbers alone were formidable.

More than half of these knights belonged to the nine baronies, while the remaining 120 were provided by sponsors and mercenary knights.

Under normal circumstances, no single viscount could match this force. Not even if he was the youngest son of a distinguished martial house.

“No matter how I think about it, we might have to resort to a siege. He wouldn’t dare leave the safety of his castle unless he’s a fool.”

“That doesn’t matter. With this many troops, besieging a few scattered castles will be a simple task. Hahaha.”

As the loosely structured strategy meeting wrapped up, the real discussion began.

“Now, let’s talk about what comes after the battle. Any changes to the plan?”

Cough

“Some adjustments might be necessary. The duration of troop deployment has been extended, and the costs…”

“Are you changing your tune now?”

“Well, things have changed quite a bit from our initial discussions!”

“About the Francois mines…”

The previously jovial atmosphere swiftly transformed as the lords’ voices grew louder. With nine noble houses involved, complex negotiations were inevitable. Their argument didn’t last long, as a messenger burst into the tent.

“Urgent report! Young master Raul’s forces are exiting the castle and heading our way!”

“What? Hahaha. The youngster clearly doesn’t understand the situation. Report in detail.”

The tent fell silent once more as the messenger continued the report. The time for battle was drawing near.

*


Clink, clink, clink.

Down the main road, thousands of troops marched in orderly formation. Nearly 7,000 strong, this was the main force that had departed from Calix Castle three days prior, led by Young master Raul.

Although their uniforms varied, their keen military discipline clearly marked them as elite soldiers.

The troop composition was as follows:

Calix Castle’s territorial troops: 1,500

Mercenary unit: 1,500

Raul’s personal cavalry: 1,000

Troops mobilized from the First Knight Order branch: 500

Player units: 2,000

Totally, 6,500 soldiers.

Additionally, there were 200 knights adorned in white armor with the golden hawk insignia of the First Knights, and 50 knights from the Iron Bear Knights in silver armor marked with a brown bear emblem.

The cavalry in white armor led the formation, followed by the knight order, territorial troops, player units, mercenary units, and guild troops.

The marching pace was leisurely, and the soldiers showed little signs of fatigue. This was because Raul had deliberately ordered a relaxed march.

“Report. The enemy has taken a position on a hill approximately an hour away. Their forces appear to be around 12,000 strong.”

“What’s the condition of the enemy camp?”

“The central unit seems to have completed their preparations, but the left and right flanks appear disorganized and weary.”

“Well done. Report immediately if there are any changes in the enemy camp.”

“Yes, Master!”

After the messenger left, Raul gathered his officers.

“You called for us?”


The assembled individuals included Kane, Dalton, Ken, and the other unit commanders.

“The enemy is now an hour away. As expected, their forces have merged.”

“Haha, they must have run their feet raw to get there. It must have been quite a sight.”

Dalton said with a gleeful grin.

“Well, they didn’t have much choice. Being potentially defeated in detail must have been a concerning scenario for them.”

Among the six territories that declared a territorial war, three baronies adjacent to Calix had deployed their forces in this direction.

Since Calix Castle was Raul’s main stronghold, they concentrated their troops here. The issue was that instead of merging into a single unit, the enemy forces had spread out and set up separate camps.

In an open-field battle, they likely intended to divide or encircle Raul’s forces. However, the situation did not unfold as they expected.

Contrary to their estimate of around 5,000 troops, Raul had deployed nearly 7,000 soldiers despite leaving a garrison at the castle. Expectedly, they chose to merge their forces hastily rather than risk facing Raul’s significantly stronger force separately.

“But why did you give the enemy time to regroup?” asked Sir Lamont, the deputy commander of the Iron Bear Knights, who had come to support.

Count Melvin had offered more support, including additional knights from the Golden Bear Knights, but Raul refused.

The main actors of this battle had to be Raul and the First Knight Order.

“Ah, I haven’t explained that to you yet, sir Lamont.”

Raul’s strategy in delaying their march was to end the battle decisively in a single engagement. If he attempted to defeat them in detail, other noble lords might choose to retreat upon hearing the battle results.

This could lead to a prolonged siege against a well-prepared castle, with the possibility of royal intervention suspending the territorial war.

Thus, Raul intended to annihilate the enemy in one large-scale battle before spreading his forces to simultaneously conquer the three territories.

“Are you serious? No matter how elite our troops are, the enemy’s forces nearly double ours…”

Having only recently joined Raul, sir Lamont had not yet grasped the full extent of his forces’ strength, which made him voice his concerns.

Moreover, intelligence reports indicated that the enemy had about 150 knights, which further fueled his apprehension. After hearing the operational plan, sir Lamont could only stare in disbelief.

While he reluctantly nodded given that Raul held command, he couldn’t hide his unease. To him, Raul’s strategy seemed utterly preposterous. Facing no opposition from the other officers only solidified Sir Lamont’s resolve.

‘If it comes to it, I’ll ensure Raul escapes, no matter what.’

*

Thump, thump, thump.

Bwoo!

Raul’s forces arrived at the battlefield and both sides began to form up for battle. The Baronial Alliance’s 12,500 troops faced off against Raul’s 7,000.

A total of 20,000 soldiers stared each other down from a distance of about 500 meters.

“Holy shit, this is insane!”

“Hearing the numbers didn’t seem like much, but seeing them in person is something else!”

Unlike the tense soldiers, the players excitedly gasped and chattered, creating a chaotic atmosphere. Even though the battle was being broadcasted live, standing on the actual battlefield was a different experience altogether.

“Hey, do you think we can really win this?”

“I don’t know, they clearly outnumber us…”

“Guys, the broadcast is analyzing the battle situation right now!”

Despite the imminent battle, the players were noisy and disorderly. There was a stark contrast between the soldiers whose lives were at stake and the players who saw it as just a game.

Meanwhile, self-proclaimed experts in the broadcast booth were predicting the battle’s outcome.

“In terms of numbers, the First Knight Order is certainly at a disadvantage. In medieval warfare predominantly consisting of hand-to-hand combat, overcoming such a numerical deficit is difficult.”

“Then are you predicting defeat for the First Knight Order?” the caster asked.

The expert shook his head.

“Not necessarily. Notice the composition advantage the First Knight Order holds. The Baronial Alliance mostly consists of infantry, whereas the First Knight Order has nearly 1,500 cavalry. That tactical advantage could level the playing field despite the numerical disparity.”

Another expert chimed in.

“Additionally, look at the quality of armor and weaponry. Both sides lack uniformity in their troops’ equipment in general, with a wide variety of outfits among them.”

“Yes, that seems to be the case.”

“Yet, if you look closely, the First Knight Order’s units, excluding the mercenaries and players, are uniformly equipped with high-quality armor and weapons, indicating they are regular or standing troops. On the other hand…”

The camera shifted, zooming in on the Baronial Alliance’s forces.

“Do you see this? Most of them are wearing flimsy leather vests over plain cloth. Their weapons are just crude wooden spears. Clearly, these are conscripts.”

Naturally, the expert predicted a victory for the First Knight Order.

‘Well, their analysis isn’t wrong,’ Raul thought, a smirk playing on his lips as he briefly scanned the analysis channel before the battle.

However, they completely missed the point.

The battlefield in Connect was fundamentally different from a medieval battlefield where sheer numbers and equipment quality decided outcomes.

What truly determined the battlefield’s outcome were:

– The knights, the flowers of the battlefield.

– Armored users, considered strategic weapons.

– And the presence of superhuman entities capable of overturning the battle scenario.

Raul was confident in his superiority in all three aspects.

Clip-clop.

Riding a pure white horse, Raul moved to the center of the battlefield, clad in white armor and a blue cloak adorned with the golden hawk.

Sunlight streamed through the clouds, illuminating Raul like a spotlight, and a confident smile graced his lips.

(To be continued)
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“Well, it seems we’ve been outplayed.”

“Where on earth did they hide those troops?”

In the main camp of the Baronial Alliance, the three lords of the border regions—Baron Brock, baron Josef, and Baron Allen—conversed while observing the enemy lines atop their horses.

For over two weeks, they had been monitoring the troops entering and leaving Calix Castle through their scouts.

However, the appearance of far more troops than they estimated rendered their meticulous plans futile.

But it wasn’t entirely their fault.

Raul had used large-scale ‘Teleport Gate’ magic circles to summon players and guild forces.

This required at least a 6th-circle mage and consumed dozens of mana stones for each activation.

In simpler terms, it was incredibly expensive.

Who would have expected such an inefficient spell, rarely used even in national conflicts, to be deployed in a mere territorial war?

And therein lay the difference in perspectives between Raul and the barons.

While the barons aimed to gain visible benefits from the war, Raul sought an overwhelming victory for the future, even at a loss.

“Ha, it appears they’re desperate as well, cobbling together troops from various places.”

“The rumors about his wealth weren’t exaggerations. Look at the mercenaries he’s gathered.”

From their perspective, it was hard to see Raul’s forces as elite.

With over half of the 3,500 being mercenaries and players, the disorganized appearance of their mixed gear and attire hardly inspired confidence.

They couldn’t begin to comprehend the true nature of the players.

“The cavalry is a bit concerning, but our knights should handle them easily enough.”

“Indeed. Though they have numbers, they can’t compare to our knight order.”

“Don’t worry. The power armor renders the number and quality of troops meaningless.” said two knights standing proudly beside the barons, wearing unadorned, plain knight armor.


The knight in black armor was Latrell, a top-level knight from the Black Bear Knights hurriedly sent by Viscount Jaden.

The knight in gray armor was Zachary, the leader of knights dispatched by another supporting house.

“It looks like Ashton’s Iron Bear Knights are here. Is that concerning?”

“Hmph. There’s no need to worry about a mere minor order. They hardly have any power armor.”

With 60 of their 150 knights being armored users, they believed losing was nearly impossible.

At that moment, they saw a knight from Raul’s camp slowly moving to the center of the battlefield.

“Is it an envoy?”

“Perhaps for pre-battle negotiations.”

As the barons wondered, Latrell from Viscount Jaden’s forces reacted with shock.

“No, that’s Young master Raul! What is he thinking, coming out without any escorts?”

“Really?”

All eyes turned to Raul.

Capturing Raul would swiftly end the territorial war without the need for battle, making his move even more baffling.

Reaching the middle of the battlefield, Raul scanned the Baronial Alliance’s lines, drew his sword, and shouted.

“I am Raul de Ashton, Lord of Calix, Francois, Louisin, and Tern, Master of the First Knight Order, and leader of the First Knights! You opportunistic and despicable scoundrels seeking to profit from the kingdom’s turmoil! Is there anyone among you rogues who dares to face my blade!!”

Raul’s roar, amplified by Rabel’s magic, resounded across the battlefield.

When his raised sword emitted a golden mana blade about 2 meters long, a cheer erupted from Raul’s side.

Regardless of the outcome, the sight of their lord stepping forward and drawing his sword personally boosted the morale of both soldiers and knights.

“Wow, that’s badass!”

“I don’t know about anything else, but damn, that’s cool!”


“Raul, you’re amazing!”

Caught up in the atmosphere, even the players cheered along with the soldiers.

Some female players, already fans of Raul, screamed and frantically saved the video footage.

“But wait, if he loses, aren’t we screwed too?”

“This is a bit much. Should the commander-in-chief really be doing this?”

“He’s young and overconfident. How does he know who will step forward? What a gamble.”

Of course, there were plenty who watched with concern.

It was natural to be uneasy when the top commander was recklessly provoking the enemy from the front lines before the battle had even commenced.

Conversely, the Baronial Alliance was smirking at this unexpected opportunity.

“Hahaha, he’s lost his mind after gaining some fame at such a young age.”

“This is our chance! Let’s capture him and end this territorial war right here.”

“He must think very little of us. So, who do we send to deal with him?”

The barons passed the opportunity to the two senior knights who were there for support.

Frankly, there were no high-caliber knights among the baronial houses.

A typical barony had fewer than twenty knights, most of whom hadn’t even breached the Expert rank.

Though they scoffed at Raul, none believed their knights could handle him.

Latrell and Zachary eyed each other competitively.

Believing the prey was already caught, each vied for the glory of capturing Raul.

“Maybe I should go. After all, I recently defeated their chief knight.”

Zachary suggested.


Latrell of the Black Bear Knights snapped at that.

“Damn it. The chief knight was only highly regarded due to being the son of a viscount. We have more knights, so it’s only fair I go.”

Despite knowing Raul had reached the high Expert level, they felt confident as high Experts themselves.

None believed a mere sixteen-year-old Raul could defeat them.

But the final decision came quickly, dictated by their masters and the hierarchy.

“Well, it seems I’ll have to do it. I’ll teach that brat a lesson he won’t forget. Hahaha.”

“Commander Zachary, remember, don’t kill him! We must capture him alive.” urged Baron Brock urgently.

Zachary chuckled darkly and promised he wouldn’t forget.

‘As long as he’s alive, it doesn’t matter if I cut off a few limbs.’

After all, his mission was to weaken the Count Ashton’s house and inflict as much damage as possible.

Zachary hadn’t expected the opportunity to fulfill his lord’s orders would come so swiftly.

Carrying a self-assured expression, he spurred his horse towards Raul, a massive battle axe slung over his shoulder.

*

Two knights faced each other on the plain.

Having already sent their horses back to their respective camps.

In a mana-infused duel between knights, horses were merely a hindrance.

“Raul.”

“Zachary.”

There was no need for formalities. Raul’s eyes glowed golden as he studied Zachary, who, in turn, cautiously observed him.

“Not using the greatsword?”

“Well, there’s no need to bring out the family’s techniques against mere thieves.”

“Arrogant brat.”

Zachary noted that Raul stood with just a longsword, rather than the signature two-handed greatsword of the Ashton household.

In contrast, Zachary wielded a massive battle axe, exuding sheer destructive potential.

‘So the McNeil Marquessate is involved.’

Despite wearing armor devoid of any insignias and not revealing his affiliation, it was clear. In the Ruben Kingdom, the only house that used such weapons as their mainstay was the McNeil Marquessate.

The exploration phase ended, and it was time for weapons to speak. Activating his power armor, Raul charged towards Zachary.

‘I’ll make you regret meddling in someone else’s fight.’

Boom!

The plains echoed with explosions and shimmering light.

*

It took only two minutes.

“H-How is this possible…?”

Zachary, staring dumbfoundedly at his shattered power armor, murmured in disbelief.

He didn’t have time for more.

Schink! Shlak!

“Ugh!”

Raul’s golden mana blade severed half of Zachary’s shoulder guard, and a searing pain on the opposite cheek signaled a stream of blood.

Tremble.

The battle axe’s handle shook violently in his grip, his hand trembling along with it. The disparity in skill was overwhelming. In the past two minutes, Zachary’s battle axe and mana blade hadn’t even grazed Raul’s clothes.

For reasons unknown, his body felt as heavy as waterlogged cotton, and Raul seemed to anticipate his every move, effortlessly deflecting his attacks.

On the other hand, Raul’s attacks never missed. His seemingly casual swings effortlessly penetrated Zachary’s defenses, landing each time. Even strikes Zachary thought he could block somehow changed trajectory at the last moment, striking his body.

‘I’ve never seen such skill, except for my lord….’

Since reaching high-rank Expert and becoming the chief knight, no one besides his master, Marquis Clifford de McNeil, had ever overwhelmed him like this. Even when sparring with various commanders of his house’s knights, he felt he could hold his own despite losing.

Yet, to feel so utterly defeated by a mere 16-year-old was beyond comprehension. Were it not for his power armor’s protective field, he would have been dead long ago. And now, with the field gone, his luck had run out.

“Damn… you monster.”

Those were his last words. Zachary crumpled to the ground, felled by Raul’s golden mana blade piercing his forehead.

Thud.

A thunderous cheer erupted from Raul’s camp. Watching in amazement as Raul annihilated his opponent, many couldn’t help but shout in admiration.

“My god. I’d heard rumors, but to see him demonstrate such skill!”

Lamont, the deputy commander of the Iron Bear Knights, couldn’t contain his amazement. While the regular soldiers might not fully understand, Raul’s performance held significant meaning beyond what was visible.

Zachary had appeared to be of high-rank Expert or higher. His power armor was also top-tier, at least C-rank.

Defeating such an opponent in just two minutes?

This indicated that Raul possessed something beyond what could be seen.

‘Now it all makes sense. The seemingly impossible battle plan and his confidence.’

Wait, does that mean Young master Raul really plans to execute that strategy?

Lamont urgently shouted to his subordinate knights,

“Prepare for battle! When the order is given, charge straight into the enemy main force!”

Lamont swallowed nervously, watching Raul’s back intently. At that moment, Raul’s voice echoed across the battlefield again.

“Is that all you’ve got? Is this the best you can offer to dare set foot in my territory?”

Swish! Boom!

As Raul swung his sword from left to right, the golden mana blade surged like a wave, exploding in front of the Baronial Alliance’s front lines.

The sight of soldiers instinctively retreating in fear was clear even from a distance.

“Come on! It doesn’t matter how many of you come at me; I’ll take you all! Is there no knight brave enough to stand before me?”

Raul’s booming voice echoed like a lion’s roar, causing the Baronial Alliance’s forces to shrink back in fear.

“What, what should we do?”

“Sir Latrell, do something!”

The barons, their faces pale, couldn’t hide their panic.

Even the knights, who had been brimming with confidence just moments ago, were now visibly unsettled, realizing Raul’s extraordinary skills. Even Latrell, who had been so assured, could only bite his lip and avoid the barons’ gazes.

‘What do they expect me to do?’

Facing Raul alone now would be tantamount to suicide. As silence gripped the Baronial Alliance’s camp, Raul shouted once more.

“You cowards! If none of you will come out, then I will come to you! Baron Brock! Baron Josef! Baron Allen! Prepare to meet your end!”

Without hesitation, Raul charged towards the enemy camp.

(To be continued)
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Thump. Thump.

Raul slowly ran towards the more than twelve thousand enemies. In the almost surreal stillness, the only sound he could hear was his own heartbeat.

‘Ah, it’s been a while since I felt like this.’

A memory from his past life flashed through his mind: charging towards the enemy encampment while surrounded by guild alliances. Even for the number one ranked player, charging alone against thousands was akin to suicide.

Yet, even then, he was thinking more about finding a way out than succumbing to fear.

‘Though I lost my life, I took several key enemy leaders with me.’

Now, facing even more numerous and stronger foes, the feeling was entirely different. Knowing he had allies to back him up added a sense of security, but more importantly, he had confidence in their victory.

‘Sixty armored users. Honestly, that’s a daunting number even for my past self.’

Raul instinctively realized he had surpassed his previous incarnation, Bae Dohyun.

「Activate: Regnator!」

Infusing mana into the bracelet on his wrist, golden metal began to envelop his white power armor. The golden armor, which covered half of his upper body, exponentially amplified Raul’s power.

「Radiant Aura!」

As he activated the Radiant Aura, now at intermediate level 8, a halo of golden, sacred energy emanated from his body, spreading across the battlefield.

Shiiiing.

Simultaneously, semi-transparent golden wings unfurled from behind Raul, lifting him slightly off the ground.

The phantom wings, responding to his divine power, poised to launch him forward at any moment.

「Rabel, support me with everything you’ve got!」

「Leave it to me!」

By now, a blue spellbook named ‘Skill Codex’ had materialized in front of Raul’s chest, and Rabel perched herself on his left shoulder, wielding a small magic wand.

As incantations flowed from her small mouth, various magic circles shimmered around the Skill Codex, stacking multiple buffs on Raul.


With the effects of Nakia’s ‘Amplification Potions’ taken before the battle added in, Raul’s body surged with unprecedented power.

He was in a fully enhanced ‘full doping’ state, deploying every asset obtained in this life.

Finally, Raul activated the secret technique that had once secured his number one rank in his past life.

“Open: Field of Weapons!”

Shraaaang!

Dozens, hundreds of weapons erupted from behind Raul, ascending into the sky.

Daggers, short swords, long swords, bastard swords, two-handed swords, zweihanders—dozens of swords.

Short spears, battle spears, long spears, halberds, pikes—dozens of spears.

Clubs, maces, war hammers, battle axes, tomahawks, flails—dozens of blunt weapons and axes.

And hundreds of throwing knives, small enough to fit in the palm. All these weapons formed a formation above Raul’s head, radiating golden energy.

It was a legion of weapons, a fearsome and magnificent sight that captivated both friend and foe alike.

***

Meanwhile, the high command of the Baronial Alliance, whose hearts had shrunk at Raul’s bluster, quickly reacted when he truly began his solo charge.

“Knights, advance! Capture him at all costs!”

“Archers, begin shooting as soon as he’s within range!”

“Sir Latrell, we entrust this to you.”

Charging alone against an entire army seemed like sheer madness unless Raul was a Master.

“Leave it to me. I’ll make him pay for his arrogance.”

Firing up with fighting spirit, Latrell gathered his subordinates.

“We’re going after him! Follow me!”


Sixty knights from Viscount Jaden, along with the rest of the knights, crossed the camp, trailing behind Latrell.

Thwong, clang!

Arrows and bolts began raining down on Raul as he entered range. A group of 150 knights charged at Raul, led by the 60 armored users who had already activated their power armor, mana blades igniting on their swords.

“Hurry! The enemy is moving!”

Raul’s gradually approaching back was visible to the cavalry and knightly orders departing behind him. Latrell was impatient, knowing they had to capture Raul before reinforcements arrived.

But it was too late to worry about that now.

“Hey, what’s that?”

“Holy shit.”

“What the…!”

Raul’s body erupted with a pillar of light, wings sprouting from his back. Surrounded by a dazzling magic circle, hundreds of weapons formed above him in the sky. All this happened almost instantly, and before they could react, Raul closed the distance.

“Charge! Crush him!”

There was no time to ponder what they were seeing. Latrell ordered a full-on assault. But then, he noticed something peculiar.

‘A fairy?’

Perched on Raul’s shoulder was a green-haired fairy. As she murmured and smiled gently, Latrell realized something was terribly wrong, but it was already too late.

Rumble, boom!

Thud! Thunk!

Whinny!

With a tremendous vibration, the ground in front of the knights suddenly erupted with large and small stone spikes. The horses, unable to stop in time, crashed headlong into the spikes, letting out pitiful screams and spraying blood everywhere.

“Ugh!”

“Damn it!”


The armored users reacted quickly, kicking off their horses and leaping into the air, avoiding direct impact with the spikes, but the knights’ charge formation was completely shattered.

And at that moment, an unwelcome guest greeted them.

Swish!

“Everyone be careful… Ugh!”

As if waiting for this moment, Raul’s weapon legion descended upon the airborne armored users.

Thud! Clang! Crash!

“Ugh!”

“Damn it!”

Caught in the storm of weapons, the armored users were relentlessly beaten in mid-air and flung in all directions.

Thanks to their power armor’s protective fields, they survived the ordeal, but the impact was transferred directly to their bodies, and some of the weaker power armors were on the verge of breaking.

The real problem was for the ordinary knights who followed them. The next targets of Raul’s weapon legion, after dealing with the airborne armored users, were those knights.

“No, stay away!”

“Ah! Please, spare me!”

The rain of weapons descended on the knights, eliciting screams from them.

Ping, clank, thud!

Ordinary knights who hadn’t reached the Expert rank fell almost instantly, unable to even swing their swords more than a few times. Even those knights who had reached the Expert rank and wielded mana blades fared little better.

Clang! Clang! Shlink!

“…Ugh. How could this be…?”

The weapons didn’t just fly; they attacked with the precision and skill as if someone were wielding them directly.

As a knight desperately deflected a couple of weapons, a dozen throwing knives simultaneously struck his vital points.

“Guh, gah…”

As one knight spat blood and fell, the weapons swiftly turned to the next knight. The fewer knights there were, the more weapons targeted each individual, and even Expert-level knights struggled to fend off dozens of weapons at once.

“Damn it! What is this!!”

Clang! Clang!

By the time the armored users rejoined the fray with powerful mana blades to push back the weapon legion, it was already too late. In less than 30 seconds, nearly all the ordinary knights who weren’t armored users had been decimated.

“Form up! Form up and block them!”

Individually, the weapons weren’t an overwhelming threat. If the knights grouped together and minimized their attack range, they could fend them off.

Following Latrell’s shout, the armored users formed tight groups and resisted the weapons, preventing further casualties. But they had forgotten the true threat wasn’t the weapons themselves.

Fwsh, shink, splurch!

“…Ugh.”

“Gah…”

In the sudden onset of fog that obscured their vision, a golden something flashed and sliced through them. A cluster of knights split in half from head to toe, collapsing as the fog turned crimson.

Raul’s ‘Phantom Wing Charge’ had cleaved through the knights. Witnessing this, Latrell’s eyes widened in shock.

‘Aura…?’

If he wasn’t mistaken, the energy shimmering at Raul’s sword tip and wings wasn’t just mana—it was definitely ‘Aura’. Even a low-grade power armor shouldn’t have been cut in half like that without Aura.

In reality, Raul had reached the peak of the Expert rank, producing a temporary ‘Aura Blade’ by squeezing out his strength. But Latrell didn’t care about the technicalities. An Aura Blade was an Aura Blade, be it temporary or not.

“…Re-Retreat.”

As Latrell stammered out the order, golden lightning sliced through the fog several more times. And as the mist cleared slightly, a figure barely twenty remained unscathed. Fortunately for Latrell, Raul had already passed them and was heading toward the barons’ main camp.

‘I-I’m alive.’

Though some weapons still assailed them, it was nothing compared to the terror of facing Aura.

“Fall back! We need to retreat from the battlefield!”

Regaining his senses, Latrell tried to gather the surviving knights to flee.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Thunk! Splurt!

“Gah!”

The First Knights were upon them, launching a lance charge. With over 200 knights, including 40 armored users, the collective charge of the First Knights was devastating. The power armor fields, already weakened by Raul’s weapons, shattered like glass.

“Damn it!”

Latrell, thrown to the ground by the charge, sprang up and swung a massive mana blade at the oncoming cavalry.

Boom!

Rattle.

The charging knights’ fields warped slightly as the lance of a knight clashed with Latrell’s greatsword through a small gap. Despite being pushed back, Latrell stubbornly held his ground and finally managed to halt the knight in front of him.

Several other high-ranking armored users managed to similarly disrupt the cavalry charge of the First Knights. But the officers leading the First Knights did not halt their disrupted formation.

“Don’t stop! We follow the Master’s lead!”

With the First Knights’ charge passing through, the second wave surged forward.

“Wipe out every wretch who dared bare their fangs at the Count Ashton’s house!”

Fifty knights from the Iron Bear Knights joined the First Knights members who had been stalled by Latrell and other armored users.

Fewer than ten remaining armored users from the Baronial Alliance found themselves surrounded by dozens of knights, desperately holding their ground. The situation had become utterly hopeless.

Among their immediate opponents were also armored users, and everywhere they looked, they were surrounded by enemies. Seeing the advancing infantry lines up close confirmed what they already knew.

‘There’s no escaping this now.’

Clatter.

One by one, they began dropping their weapons to the ground, surrendering.

***

“Out of my way!”

Despite Raul’s commanding shout, some soldiers stubbornly blocked his path. Even as other soldiers abandoned their weapons and fled, these men showed their resolve to fight to the end, marking them as elite troops.

But it was all in vain.

Swish, thud!

Without Raul needing to lift a finger, his flying weapons literally sent the soldiers hurtling away. He had no intention of slaughtering them, so he struck with the flat of the blades or the handles, but there was no guarantee they would escape unscathed.

As if parting the Red Sea, the weapon legion cleared Raul’s path, and he quickly reached the command tent of the Baronial Alliance.

“Well, I expected as much.”

Of course, the command staff had already fled, leaving only an empty tent behind, but Raul wasn’t disappointed. He had already instructed Kane to cut off their retreat routes before the battle began.

‘Now then.’

Raul seized the enemy’s war banner planted in the main camp with a powerful yank.

(To be continued)
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Stripping the central command of its war banner was all it took to crush the soldiers’ morale. Raul added insult to injury by replacing the banner with the golden hawk emblem of the First Knight Order.

Despite the enemy’s massive force of 12,000, maintaining formation was impossible after their general fled and the command post fell.

“Hold your ground! Fight to the end!”

The lower-ranking commanders of the Baronial Alliance desperately tried to rally their troops, but it was futile. With their central forces demoralized and fractured by Raul’s breakthrough, the First Knights charged in and decimated what remained.

“Drop your weapons! Surrender, and you will be spared!”

Most soldiers, hearing this from the knights, quickly threw themselves to the ground, abandoning their weapons.

“Damn it… What should we do?”

The left and right flanks of the Baronial troops, untouched by direct combat, found themselves in disarray. Their leaders had fled, and their central forces were in shambles.

Fighting seemed pointless, but surrendering without having fought felt like cowardice. The two flanks made different choices.

“This is a hopeless fight. There’s no need for unnecessary sacrifice.”

The commander of Baron Allen’s forces chose to surrender. His soldiers sighed in relief, setting down their weapons and sitting down quietly. On the other hand, baron Josef decided to resist.

“If we surrender like this, they won’t spare us. Fight to the last!”

Of course, he had no intention of risking his own neck.

‘I’ll escape while the soldiers buy me time.’

He herded his troops into battle.

“Form ranks! Anyone trying to escape will be cut down by my hand first!”

Enforcers within the ranks threatened the soldiers into advancing against their will. Although reluctant, they pointed their spears at the enemy ahead.

Unfortunately for them, the player unit had been positioned on the right flank. Dalton, commanding the guild forces and players, grinned widely.

‘This is a lucky break. I thought we’d just be spectators, heh.’

Dalton drew his sword and shouted.


“Prepare for combat! Ranged units, target the enemy command, not the frontline soldiers!”

There was no need to slaughter unfortunate conscripts.

‘Did you think you’d be safe back there?’

Dalton sneered at the enemy leadership pushing their soldiers forward and issued his command.

“Commence attack! Flanking units, circle around and surround the enemy!”

Swoosh! Fwoosh! Kaboom!

As the enemies closed within a hundred meters, a barrage of attacks from the players rained down upon them. Fireballs, ice blades, wind spikes, and an array of colorful magic, alongside power shots, curved shots, and arrow showers from the archers, flew over the conscripts’ heads to hit the command group in the rear.

“Ugh! What the…!?”

“Mages in a battlefield!?”

Baron Josef’s officers, panic-stricken, tried to fend off the attacks with shields and mana blades, but there were too many.

Boom! Crash!

Even though the attacks weren’t overwhelmingly powerful, the sheer volume overwhelmed the command, sweeping them aside.

‘Raul was right.’

The Ruben Kingdom was woefully unprepared for magic and supernatural abilities. True, deploying high-level mages with large-scale defensive spells for a territorial war was rare anywhere. Had they remained calm, expert-level knights could have blocked such attacks effectively.

Thud, thud, thud.

The cavalry unit on Raul’s left flank kicked up a cloud of dust as they swiftly maneuvered around the enemy’s left side.

“Charge!”

Following closely behind, the players surged forward, forming a pincer movement. Using skills like Sprint, Acceleration, and Dash, the melee-class players moved at speeds unimaginable to regular soldiers, quickly cutting off the enemy’s flanks.

Wham! Thud!

“Drop your weapons!”


The vanguards of both sides clashed. Or rather, it was less of a clash and more of a one-sided display.

Rattle.

“Please, spare us!”

“W-We surrender!”

The conscripts in the front lines threw down their spears and knelt, clearly more intent on surrendering than fighting. The players ignored the surrendering conscripts, quickly bypassing them.

“Don’t worry about the low-level grunts! We’re after bigger prey!”

The lead formations consisted of guilds with over ten members each. Each guild leader had already been briefed and given orders for this battle.

“Capture them, don’t kill! The rewards decrease if they die!”

The First Knight Order prioritized capturing rather than killing the soldiers. With plans to annex the territories, killing too many soldiers would only breed resentment among the populace and reduce the available workforce.

Moreover, while players were accustomed to hunting monsters, they still felt uneasy about killing human NPCs. In such one-sided conditions, having players ‘massacre’ NPCs wasn’t what Raul desired.

‘This battle is just an appetizer. Soon, players will have to choose sides when the new scenario starts.’

If the top-tier players of Connect held favor towards the First Knight Order and Raul’s faction, it would be a significant boon.

“Form up! The real enemy is ahead!”

After breaking through the conscript lines, the players were met by Baronial regular troops. These soldiers, having received proper training and experienced real combat against monsters, stood in stark contrast to the conscripts in both morale and skill.

Swish! Clank! Thunk!

Spears thrust out from behind the shielded soldiers, targeting the players. However, relying on their levels and stats, the players pushed the spears aside and charged at the soldiers.

“Shield Charge!”

“Breaking Attack!”

“Power Slash!”

Players countered the disciplined formation of soldiers with their skills. Some attacks were blocked by the solid defense, while others knocked shield bearers aside, allowing players to break through enemy lines.


Kill them!

Aaargh!

Crash, clang!

In an instant, the melee between the players and soldiers turned into chaotic skirmishing. The regular troops of the territory, considered somewhat elite, had levels ranging from 25 to 40.

The participating players in this territorial war averaged around level 30. While the soldiers excelled in weapon handling and training, the players boasted powerful skills and equipment.

Most importantly, players moved with fearless abandon, knowing they wouldn’t suffer real death. Top-ranking players demonstrated skill levels nearly akin to knights, making it difficult for ordinary soldiers to hold their own.

It seemed as though the players were gaining the upper hand when—

Clang! Thud!

“Guys, break through!”

Among those clashing with the players were the mercenaries hired by the barons. Mercenaries were perhaps the most unfortunate and disadvantaged in this battlefield.

In case of defeat and capture, nobles could ransom themselves, and even common soldiers could often be released with reasonable compensation.

However, no one would bail out mercenaries. Unlucky ones might be sold into slavery, and at best, they would be held until they could pay their release fee or get guaranteed by the mercenary guild.

Despite the fact that it was their own fault for choosing the wrong side, they were undeniably the most pitiable victims. Their desperation was palpable in their fighting spirit.

“Break through to the southwest! Southwest!”

Not so much aiming to win, but rather looking for any opportunity to escape the battlefield. The battle between Baron Josef’s right wing troops and the player units turned into a fierce skirmish.

And yet, with hardly any fatalities and mostly injuries, it was clear to everyone on the battlefield that the outcome had already been decided.

“What should we do?”

An officer commanding the left wing under Raul’s banner asked Dalton, who surveyed the battlefield.

“Hm. I think we’ve done enough. Don’t you?”

Dalton’s sword was already at the throat of the commander from Baron Josef’s forces.

“Y-Yes, that’s correct! We surrender, we surrender. Please!”

The commander, pinned to the ground under Dalton’s boot, desperately shouted. It was understandable since he had been begging for surrender in that position for several minutes now.

“Let’s wrap this up.”

“Yes, captain. Everyone, advance!”

At Dalton’s command, the First Knights and elite guild members who had secured the enemy command activated their mana blades and charged into the battlefield.

Simultaneously, Dalton shouted, “Cease all action! The battle ends here! Anyone who continues to wield their weapons will be prosecuted under military law!”

His voice, amplified by a voice-enhancing artifact, spread across the battlefield, and the noise of clashing weapons gradually faded.

“Man, that’s disappointing. I wanted to rack up more points.”

“Huff, puff. Real combat is definitely different.”

“Healers! We have wounded here!”

The players reluctantly sheathed their weapons. Alongside the promised rewards from the First Knight Order, the Connect system had also initiated a territorial war quest. The rewards varied based on the achievements earned during the war, driving the players’ enthusiasm.

Thud. Clatter.

As the players lowered their weapons, the baronial soldiers followed suit, begrudgingly dropping their arms. Mercenaries who had intended to resist to the bitter end also surrendered, cowed by the formidable mana blades.

Thus, the first-ever territorial war in Connect concluded with an overwhelming victory for Raul and the First Knight Order.

Meanwhile, “Let go of me! Do you know who I am!?”

“How dare a mere knight treat a kingdom’s lord like this! Does Raul have no honor?”

Bound hand and foot and dragged along by ropes were the fleeing Baron Brock and other high-ranking members of the Baronial Alliance.

“Shut up and walk. You cowards who abandoned your men to save yourselves sure have a lot to say!”

Kane barked, glaring at them with a look of disdain.

“You fool! Do you know who backs us? Release these ropes immediately!”

“Oh, really? You must have some very important people supporting you. But what good will that do when they can’t save your neck right now?”

“You insolent cur! How dare a mere knight insult me!”

Kane abruptly stopped. He drew a dagger and approached Baron Brock.

“W-What are you doing?”

“You keep going on about ‘mere knight’ this and ‘mere knight’ that.”

A green mana blade flared from Kane’s dagger.

“Do you understand now?”

Buzz.

The green mana blade shrank and darkened, transforming into something more menacing.

Whoosh.

Even a slight swing made the knights’ spines tingle.

“I could walk into any noble house and be granted a title higher than baron at this level.”

Kane, now at the peak of the Expert level, was not exaggerating. Reaching Master rank meant being treated as a viscount regardless of background.

“So a broken-down baron like you should know your place. Keep annoying me, and I’ll cut out that useless tongue of yours.”

Given Kane’s reputation for expertise in intimidation, the barons had no choice but to fall silent, trembling.

Finally, they arrived before Raul.

In the large tent, Raul sat on a chair atop a platform, chin resting on his hand, smiling as he slowly walked towards them.

“So, can I also hear who these so-called important people backing you are?”

“Gulp.”

The barons, cowed by Raul’s presence, could only roll their eyes for a while without uttering a word.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 157

				
Raul Viscount’s Territory—The border region between Bates Territory and Baron Zayer’s barony.

“This must be a nightmare.”

Baron Zayer stood trembling, clutching his horse’s reins, unable to believe what lay before him on the battlefield.

‘Weren’t Raul’s knights supposed to be concentrated around Calix Castle?’

Cautious of the possibility, he had brought along fifty knights, including ten armored users. A force like this should have been more than enough to sweep through any typical baronial house without much resistance.

Boom! Crunch!

“Argh!”

But those white-armored knights rampaging on the battlefield—what in the world were they?

There were 100 Expert-level knights armed with mana blades, completely decimating his forces. And the large knight leading them was literally unstoppable. With massive arms wielding two greatswords effortlessly, his weapons didn’t even emanate mana blades.

Yet.

Swish. Whoosh!

As if his arms were moving in afterimages, the armor of anyone near him was cleaved through in an instant, sending them tumbling from their horses. The fact that the baron’s most trusted knight, an Expert-level armored user sent by his backer, had his head lopped off in just four swings was terrifying.

‘Damn it. Is he a hidden Master or what? How can he cut down armored users so fast!’

Baron Zayer couldn’t fathom the high-level technique of activating ‘temporary aura’ just as the blade struck.

The knight who brought despair to Baron Zayer. Philip, the commander of the First Knights, crossed the battlefield with a calm demeanor, thinking, ‘The feel isn’t quite right. None of this swordsmanship is interesting.’

*

“Here we go!”

Whoosh!

Shink!

A massive yellow aura blade scythed through everything within a 7-meter radius. Horses, armor, men, weapons, even power armor. Ten knights were cut down in one fell swoop, a fountain of blood spraying up while shock spread across the enemy’s faces.


“A Master?”

“A monster! We need to flee!”

As they hesitated, the wielder of the aura blade, Jake, the deputy commander of the First Knights, let out a hearty laugh and shouted,

“Hahaha! These rats are scared stiff! Alright, boys, wipe them out!”

“Yes, Vice Commander!”

The knights of the First Knights, drawing their mana blades, surged forward like a yellow wave. With their morale broken and their numbers dwindling, the enemy knights were powerless to stop them. Jake stood proudly, greatsword resting on his shoulder, watching his subordinates in action.

‘Good grief. If I use this one more time, I might be done for.’

Having reached the peak of Expert rank, this was Jake’s first real battle, and he had just wanted to put on a bit of a show. But now his entire mana road was throbbing with pain.

‘Well, as long as the result is good, it’s all fine.’

Philip’s advice to not use temporary aura in combat until getting used to it was long forgotten. Nonetheless, the battle at the border of Raul’s territory and Francois seemed to be coming to a swift conclusion, thanks in part to Jake’s ‘bravado.’

*

Whooosh, bang!

“Argh!”

A knight holding a shield was knocked flat on his back.

“Damn it!”

Boom!

Another knight, who had blocked something with his shield right in front of the fallen knight, groaned in pain.

“Get another shield up, quick!”

Behind the frantic knight, a pile of nearly scrap-level smashed shields and several dismembered bodies piled up.

“Damn it, where are our knights?”


“We’re nearly at the enemy lines!”

“If we don’t take out that insane archer soon, we’ll all be dead!”

The long-range attacks had started just a few minutes ago. Despite being over 500 meters from the enemy, arrows imbued with powerful mana tore through their ranks, turning three knights and two officers into bloody messes.

Now, a few knights were trying their best to block the arrows with shields, but it was no easy feat. The mana-infused arrows exploded upon impact, shattering the shields into pieces.

‘These are not the arrows of a typical Expert archer!’

Destroying mana-infused shields with a single arrow, the knights had never heard of such a terrifying archer, even in rumors. They shivered at the cold mana seeping through the broken shields, praying for their allies to stop that demonic archer somehow.

However, “What the hell is that?”

“No way! How could this happen?”

The charging knights and cavalry found themselves completely surrounded upon reaching the enemy lines. They were encircled by over a hundred Expert-level knights brandishing mana blades and hundreds of trainee knights wielding mana swords.

“Damn it! Can we only trust in Sir Hayward and the power armor users?”

He hoped the reinforcements could break through, dealing with the local knights.

Whoosh! Thud!

“Good heavens!”

An arrow, much thicker and longer than the previous ones, flew like a streak of light and struck Sir Hayward’s power armor. Everyone sighed in relief as he got up after being knocked from his horse.

Clang! Clatters!

But, falling back under relentless attacks, he was eventually pierced by a sword and collapsed. With his barrier already shattered, even an armored user couldn’t withstand any longer.

Whoosh! Swish!

And that demonic archer’s arrows relentlessly flew, shattering the barriers of the baron’s power armor users. Along with it, baron Brennan’s shallow dream of reaping benefits was crushed.

“Retreat, retreat.”

With no knights left to hold the line, the battle was already lost. Just as Baron Zayer made up his mind to flee—


“Watch out!”

Swish!

Three arrows shot towards the command post, bursting into dozens of fragments mid-air. The shards rained down on them.

Boom!

“Aargh!”

“Medic!”

While the knights managed to block most of the fragments, the less skilled commanders weren’t so lucky.

And worse still—

“The horses!”

Although the knights managed to shield Baron Zayer, they couldn’t save the horses. Now, they’d have to escape on foot.

‘Ah, damn it…’

As hundreds of cavalry from the enemy’s side spread out, encircling them, a groan escaped the baron’s lips.

The fourth battlefield. The battle at the border of Raul’s territory and Louisin ended under the command of First Knights’ deputy-commander, sir Pierce.

*

Having secured overwhelming victories at all four fronts, Raul’s forces did not regroup. Instead, they marched directly towards the baronies. With six baronies in total, the forces dispatched to each territory ranged from 1,500 to 2,000 troops.

They had to leave behind soldiers to manage the captured prisoners, which limited their numbers. While these seemed insufficient for siege warfare, the reality was different.

With the main forces of the baronies decimated, the remaining reserves and conscripts were not much of a challenge. Given the inclusion of knights and armored users in each unit, the number of troops was largely inconsequential.

“Report. A royal observer and his entourage have requested an audience with the master.”

As they were advancing toward Baron Brock’s stronghold, a royal observer appeared out of nowhere. The proposed date for the all-out battle by the Baronial Alliance had been May 20th.

Yet, Raul had settled it by the 15th, much earlier. Thus, the royal observer had rushed to Raul’s camp without witnessing any of the battles.

“I have a rough idea of what they might want to say. Bring them in.”

Since it was mealtime and they had set up a temporary camp, there was no need to halt the march for the observer.

“Ahem. Could we get an explanation?”

Without preamble, the royal observer, who entered the tent with three knights, demanded.

“What do you mean by that, without any context?”

Dalton asked, perplexed, standing beside Raul. The observer frowned slightly.

“Who are you, to interrupt a royal official’s inquiry? You’re not even a viscount.”

Almost gesturing dismissively, the observer’s tone caused Dalton to chuckle.

“Well, well. A royal observer is nothing but a baron-level junior official, correct? If you’re curious about my identity, I’ll tell you. Dalton de Templeton, baron. Marquis de Templeton is my grandfather. Does that satisfy you?”

“What! The Sword Saint’s grandson?”

Now understanding Dalton’s lineage, the observer quickly paled and apologized.

“I-I apologize. I had no idea the young master of the Templeton Household was here. My sincerest apologies.”

From his attitude, it was clear that he was more concerned about the grandson of the Templeton Household than Young master Raul himself.

“Enough. Just explain your purpose quickly.”

The observer swallowed hard and turned to Raul.

“Why did you initiate the battle without a royal observer present? Wasn’t the territorial war scheduled for the 20th?”

Due to Raul’s unpredictability, the observer had been severely reprimanded by his superiors upon hearing the news of the concluded battle, and had to rush here through a portal. Moreover, he was given a special mandate to mediate the situation, leaving him no choice but to raise his voice.

“What’s the problem?”

Raul asked, tilting his head as if he was genuinely puzzled.

“Viscount, you should know better. A royal observer must oversee territorial wars authorized by the Royal Court. Isn’t that a given?”

“Well, I’ve never heard of such a law. Hey, Ched, has there been any new legislation I’ve missed?”

Raul turned to his scholar-like adviser, who shook his head.

“No such law exists. It has never been recorded in our legal texts. I’ve heard of such practices, but they hold no legal binding.”

This adviser, an administrator recruited from the capital, had been brought along specifically for instances like this.

“As you can see, my friend here has been working on legal matters in the capital for nearly 15 years. Is there any error?”

Stunned, the royal observer could not respond immediately.

‘Even if there’s no law, such practices and customs still exist!’

But openly stating that wouldn’t be favorable.

“Ahem. Still, cooperating with royal events is part of a lord’s duty. If territorial wars are conducted so recklessly, the Royal Court will not look upon it favorably…”

“Sorry, but I see no reason to entertain unnecessary conversations when no law has been broken. If that’s all, you may leave. We need to resume our march.”

At Raul’s curt dismissal, the observer hurriedly spoke up.

“But still, you should at least listen to what I have to say.”

‘Is he not afraid of the Royal Court?’

The royal observer grumbled inwardly as he hastily pulled a scroll from his robe.

“What is that?”

“It’s the Royal Court’s mediation proposal.”

Whoosh.

Raul unrolled the scroll roughly and scanned the contents swiftly.

Twitch.

Raul’s eyebrows furrowed slightly as he finished reading. He handed the scroll over to Dalton.

“You understand what this document contains, don’t you?”

“Of course. That’s the reason why I rushed all the way here.”

Suddenly, Dalton’s face contorted with displeasure, and a sharp sound accompanied the motion.

“What kind of mediation proposal is this? This is blatantly biased in favor of the barons!”

(To be continued)
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“This… this is outrageous. My apologies. I had no idea that the young master of House Templeton was present here. Please accept my sincere apologies.”

His demeanor hinted that he was more worried about offending the Templeton Household than Raul, a viscount.

“Enough. Just explain your purpose quickly.”

The observer took a deep breath and turned to Raul, retrieving a scroll from his robe.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the Royal Court’s mediation proposal.”

Whoosh.

Raul unrolled the scroll roughly and read through it rapidly.

Twitch.

Raul’s eyebrow twitched slightly as he finished reading and handed the scroll over to Dalton.

“You know what this document says, right?”

“Of course. It’s why I rushed all the way here.”

Suddenly, Dalton’s face contorted with displeasure and made a sharp sound as he grasped the scroll.

“What kind of mediation proposal is this? It’s blatantly biased in favor of the barons!”

Here’s a rough summary of the mediation proposal:

Stop all further combat, given that the outcome has been decided. The Royal Court will recognize Raul as the legitimate lord of Bates, Francois, and Louisin territories. Release all captured barons, and under Royal Court mediation, agree on compensation for Raul’s casualties, thus concluding the territorial war.

How could it be meaningful to reaffirm Raul’s territory after the Royal Court already backed out of their previous endorsement during the transaction?

And with this latest decree, they wanted Raul to abandon all further claims to the barons’ territories, with only the promise of compensation for casualties.

Managing evacuated villagers, marshaling forces, hiring mercenaries, and military supplies had all cost extraordinary funds, and now they expected Raul to settle for only casualty compensation?

Raul’s irritation was clear.


“Do you know who proposed this mediation? If not, you don’t need to answer.”

Raul didn’t actually expect an answer; he asked out of sheer exasperation. Yet the observer replied confidently, “Consider it an honor. This mediation was directly issued by His Highness, the Third Prince of the kingdom! Such a generous and peaceful offer!”

‘Does this mere viscount think he can ignore a mediation proposal from the Third Prince?’

The observer’s smile widened slightly, thinking he had struck a blow to the unruly viscount by delivering an order from such high authority.

But he had no idea whom he was dealing with.

“I see. So that’s how it is.”

Nodding, Raul stood up and shouted.

“Break time is over. We need to reach the lord’s castle before sunset. Let’s hurry up!”

“Yes, Master.”

The commanders exited the tent swiftly, and Raul started rearming himself. The observer, left in the dust, looked around in dismay before shouting, “What do you think you’re doing!?”

“Hm? You haven’t left yet?”

“I asked what you think you’re doing!”

“What does it look like? We’re headed to end this war. Oh, do you need this?”

Raul threw the mediation scroll back at the observer.

“I was thinking of keeping it as a memento, but if you need it, take it.”

Crack.

The observer could be heard gritting his teeth.

“How dare you! Do you think you’ll get away with this!?”

As he pointed and yelled at Raul,

Zap.


‘Ugh…!’

The choking presence of the knights still in the tent made the observer nearly breathless.

Shing.

When the observer’s guard moved a hand to his sword hilt, “If you draw that, you’ll be dead before you can swing it.”

Josh, a cavalry commander present in the tent, scowled as he warned. The audacity of a mere baron to speak out against his master infuriated him, along with the observer’s underlings, who seemed barely of Expert level, daring to draw weapons.

Clearly outmatched from the start, the guards let their hands drop from the sword hilts, breaking out in cold sweat.

“What should we do with him, Master?”

“…Let him be. He’s just doing his duty. Prepare for departure.”

The tense atmosphere finally eased.

“Huff, huff.”

The observer, almost on the verge of collapse, managed to catch his breath with the help of his guards. Raul picked up the dropped scroll, his gaze icy cold.

“This mediation proposal is rejected. After all, there is a ‘law’ that states the lord has the final say on whether to accept mediation. Now leave.”

The observer glared at Raul one last time before turning away.

“Oh, and I apologize, but I’ll be keeping this scroll. It will make a meaningful keepsake.”

Raul had never intended to give it back. This mediation proposal would not only enrage Raul but also the local lords. Essentially, it was a veiled threat demanding submission to the Royal Court’s will, no matter how adverse the terms were.

‘If necessary, this will become a valuable card.’

The mediation proposal, bearing the Third Prince’s signature, could soon prove useful. Thus, the royal observer left Raul’s camp without achieving any resolution, and Raul’s army approached the lord’s castle without facing much resistance.

*

“Hmm. Are they seriously planning to resist?”

As Raul muttered this, staring at the firmly shut castle gate, it slightly opened, and a messenger waving a white flag emerged.


“They want to negotiate!”

It appeared that Baron Brock’s son had taken over in his father’s absence, seeking a peaceful resolution. Considering the observer and his entourage had already entered the castle ahead of Raul’s army, they likely understood Raul’s intentions.

Thud.

Raul set the scroll down and asked,

“So, you’re saying if I release the baron and withdraw my forces, you’ll offer compensation and cede part of the territory?”

The proposed ransom seemed reasonable, but the land they offered was only 1/20th of the barony’s size and practically abandoned.

“Yes. The acting lord desires a peaceful resolution.”

Raul chuckled.

“Peace seems to be quite popular these days. They should’ve thought of that before starting this war. What if I refuse?”

The messenger, his voice slightly trembling, responded with a firm expression.

“T-Then you’ll have to face the 5,000 determined soldiers defending Brock Castle!”

“Hmm. Soldiers determined to fight to the death, you say.”

Raul glanced up at the castle walls. There were few properly armored soldiers, and the ones he saw were either elderly men over fifty or just-shaved teenagers holding wooden spears.

“It appears the acting lord might be a bit naive. Go back and inform him that we’ll discuss this face-to-face shortly. It shouldn’t take long.”

“W-Wait, hold on…”

“The Viscount asked you to leave!”

The messenger was dragged back by soldiers. Clicking his tongue, Raul spoke to Dalton.

“Has peace lasted too long? These lords seem to have lost their grasp of what war entails.”

“Indeed, having conducted nothing but mock battles under the Royal Court’s watch, they haven’t realized that times are changing.”

“They’ll understand soon enough. War is not a child’s plaything.”

Through these barons, Raul intended to send a clear message to other local lords: Don’t engage in unnecessary territorial wars.

‘I have other events to prepare for.’

Raul watched the humbled messenger reenter the castle and commanded,

“Surround the castle and ensure no one escapes. Power armor users, open the gate.”

With over twenty power armor users at his disposal, calling it a siege was almost laughable.

“Advance!”

As anticipated, the outcome was swift and one-sided. The power armor users, activating their power armors, leisurely approached the castle walls. Arrows launched from the walls proved entirely ineffectual.

Scaling the walls like seasoned rock climbers, the power armor users quickly neutralized a few knights and ignored the soldiers, heading straight for the gate to open it.

Thud, thud, thud.

With the gate opened, knights and cavalry poured into the castle, heading towards the lord’s manor, concluding the uneventful siege.

***

Imprisoning the lord’s family and securing the castle, Raul sat in the lord’s office, engaging in video communications with other divisions. Reports were coming in that the other five baronies had also been captured without much difficulty.

Three surrendered without a fight, while the barons’ families of the other two were caught fleeing with their treasures.

「What are your next steps, Master?」

Philip and the other commanders looked curious. They had heard about the Royal Court’s observer and the mediation proposal.

「As planned, we will annex all the baronies. Arrest the barons and any resistance, and transport them to Calix Castle. Secure and stabilize the villages and strongholds in each territory.」

Raul remained firm. He hadn’t broken any laws and had no intention of yielding to the Royal Court’s whims. The Third Prince acted like he was already king, but the future was uncertain.

「Yes, Master!」

Seeing Raul’s unwavering stance, his subordinates responded with relief.

「What should we do with the prisoners? Once we annex the territories, we won’t be able to ransom them. Shall we put them to work?」

The usual practice was to enslave or make prisoners work off their debt if they couldn’t pay their ransom. But Raul shook his head.

「You’ve all seen the lord’s castle, right? How many young men did you see inside?」

「Come to think of it, hardly any. The few on the walls were mostly middle-aged or elderly.」

「It seems the barons conscripted all the young men for this territorial war. What do you think will happen to the local economy if we put them to work? Release all conscripts and send them back to their homes. Of the soldiers, only accept volunteers, train them, and integrate them into our forces. Retire those who wish it.」

「Understood, Master.」

In Connect, people were more important than land. Given the vast but underpopulated continent, many lands remained undeveloped. The Gate Incident further reduced the population.

Raul’s efforts to spare common soldiers during the territorial war were precisely for this reason. He needed these people to become his subjects. What’s the point of harming those who would work for him?

‘If there had been a direct clash and the conscripts were wiped out, it would have taken ages to rebuild the territories.’

He couldn’t help but feel relieved. To run his territories effectively, he needed more civilians engaged in economic activities than soldiers. Players continually streamed in, able to replace soldiers, exacerbating power inflation.

Training soldiers would be futile.

「What about the barons?」

「Of course….」

All eyes turned to Raul.

「We’ll squeeze every last bit from them and then release them. I’d love to dispose of them, but I can’t go that far without consequences.」

Without special circumstances, nobles couldn’t kill other nobles without the king’s permission. Killing them during battle was one thing, but executing prisoners was another.

‘They’re not even worth killing.’

The fate of a baron who had lost his land, wealth, and followers was grim. Their backers might turn their backs on them as well. Who would support someone who fled and survived only by abandoning everything?

All they had left was to desperately cling to their noble titles, using whatever connections they had.

If they foolishly bore a grudge and tried something against Raul, ‘Then we’ll quietly eliminate them.’

Interest in them would fade over a few months, and dealing with them later wouldn’t be a problem. To be honest, Raul almost hoped the released barons would gather new backers and come at him again.

After all, there was a practical benefit to it.

「Send the recovered power armors to the workshop immediately. How many do we have?」

「There are ten power armor users. We’ve got two intact, seven repairable, and one completely destroyed.」

Thanks to Philip’s precise and controlled combat, the loot was quite impressive. In contrast, Jake’s more heavy-handed approach yielded five, while Pierce had seven, some of which were damaged due to penetration.

From Raul’s battlefield, they retrieved around forty—combining all, they had over sixty power armors from this campaign.

「Wow, this is amazing! A few more like this, and we’ll have everyone fully equipped.」

「Jake, if you’d smashed fewer, we could get there even quicker.」

「Aw, come on, commander. Didn’t you hear? There’s a famous saying: ‘People come first!’

To avoid casualties, I had no choice, you know?」

「Tsk. I’ve read the reports. When we return to Calix, be prepared for some intensive training.」

「Aw man, why is it always me….」

Jake grumbled, causing everyone to chuckle. With the battle safely concluded and the ample loot secured, everyone started to relax a bit.

「Finish up the cleanup as quickly as possible and regroup at the main castle. There’s still a major task left to handle.」

「Yes, Master!」

Raul’s expression hardened as he glanced in the direction of his ancestral home. He was curious about the reaction their lord would have upon receiving news of the territorial wars’ results.

‘Running away is unforgivable.’

The time was approaching to judge the traitor within the family.

(To be continued)
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Boom!

“Damn it all to hell!”

Viscount Jaden slammed his fist on the table, nearly breaking it in the process. The report in his hand detailed the outcome of Raul’s territorial war.

‘Those fools had all that support, and this is the result they bring me?’

He had provided the Baronial Alliance with the support of 90 knights, 50 of whom were armored users. Even if they were lower-level knights with subpar power armor, it was still a substantial force equivalent to the main knight order of a significant count’s household.

“How many returned?”

“S-Sir, including Sir Deoric, seven survived.”

“Argh!”

Crash, clatter!

Enraged, Viscount Jaden began decimating the objects in the room, while the messenger, kneeling on the floor, shivered in fear. He had lost 20% of his knightly power.

Replacing the knights might be possible, but the loss of power armor was a severe setback. Even so, he still commanded around 200 armored users and nearly 300 knights in total.

‘But now…’

His plan to surpass the count’s house in numbers had hit a dead end.

“Send those surviving knights to me at once. I want to hear their stories.”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

Without the count’s main knight order mobilizing, it was unfathomable how Raul had managed to defeat nearly 300 knights of the Baronial Alliance. After hearing the accounts from the nine returning knights, Viscount Jaden’s confusion only deepened.

‘Each front had at least 100 Expert-level knights?’

With four battlefields and even more knights at Calix, the numbers implied at least 500 Expert-level knights.

‘This is ridiculous. That’s more than even the count’s household knights!’

Either the information was deeply flawed, or some trick was used to inflate their numbers. He recalled that Raul was closely associated with Sage Gray.


‘Yes! Magic. It had to be magic! He must have used teleportation magic to cycle his knights around.’

It was a plausible theory. Believing Raul personally commanded more than 500 knights seemed less credible. But this misjudgment would trap him. If Jaden had known Raul genuinely commanded over 500 knights, he’d have abandoned the idea of pursuing counts’ ambitions.

“Convene a strategy meeting. Call everyone.”

Viscount Jaden steeled himself.

‘This isn’t over yet.’

He had invested too much to miss this opportunity. He had mortgaged his estate and trading company, built over 15 years in the Brennan Republic. He used those funds to hire knights and purchase power armor from his backers.

Returning to Ruben Kingdom, he spent lavishly on nobles and the Royal Court and engaged in numerous covert operations. Giving up now would lead to financial ruin, scattering his loyal knights.

While he wouldn’t be utterly destroyed, recovering would take an uncertain amount of time.

‘Melvin, just give up already. For the glory of the count’s house, relics like you must disappear!’

Viscount Jaden was possessed by the belief that only he could achieve the count’s house’s glory. Whether true or not, he genuinely believed it.

***

Count Ashton’s Residence, conford.

In the mansion’s conference room, the prominent leaders of the Ashton County gathered.

Among them were:

Earnest de Vogel, the County’s High Commander.

Trevor de Hesse, commander of the Golden Bear Knights.

Carlo de Ashton, commander of the Silver Bear Knights.

Carson, commander of the Iron Bear Knights.

Brayden, commander of the Chain Knights.

All key military figures were present, and naturally, Raul’s eldest brother and the heir to the county, Dylan de Ashton, sat at the head of the table.


“Young master Raul has arrived.”

With the announcement from the guard, the meeting room doors swung open, and in walked Raul and Philip with a confident stride.

Clap, clap, clap.

Not only did the gathered leaders applaud, but even Dylan stood to greet Raul.

“Well done. Congratulations on your victory!”

“Congratulations on the grand victory!”

“You’ve achieved remarkable success, Young master Raul.”

“It’s all thanks to your support. If anything, I apologize for causing undue concern.”

After exchanges of pleasantries and modesty, they took their seats. Before the main meeting began, Trevor, the commander of the Golden Bear Knights, let out a hearty laugh.

“Kahaha. Truly, no tiger raises a cub that doesn’t excel. I’m genuinely impressed, Young master Raul. To be aiming for the ‘Master’s realm’ at the age of 16! What a blessing this is!”

Viscount Trevor, now over 50, was essentially the mentor of all the knights of the Ashton County. During the unified training periods, he personally oversaw the training not only of the Golden Bear Knights but all knights under the county. When new knight trainees joined, Trevor was the first to interview them.

Raul had also received direct guidance from him during his early swordsmanship training. Despite the privilege granted due to being a direct descendant, Raul had initially left an unimpressive mark.

However, during recent visits to the mansion, Raul had sparred with Trevor multiple times, and Trevor had been pleasantly surprised by Raul’s unexpected growth.

‘Who would’ve thought he was on the cusp of reaching the Master’s realm!’

Being at the Expert level at the age of 16 would already earn one the title of a genius of the century. But to reach for Master at such an age was beyond expectations.

“It truly is a great blessing for the Count’s house. Even though the lord is in a dire state, with such talented sons, what is there to worry about?”

Viscount Earnest de Vogel, the High Commander, laughed heartily. The oldest among the current leadership at 58, Earnest had reached the high Expert level as a knight.

His family, the Vogels, had historically served as the Golden Bear Knights’ commanders and High Commanders. Recognized for their contributions, the Vogel family managed the second-largest territory in the county and had produced numerous knights.

The Vogel and Hesse families were the two loyal pillars supporting the Ashton County. From their perspective, Viscount Jaden’s actions to destabilize the county could not be tolerated.

With the Gate Incident weakening the borders of the Forbidden Forest, the estate was on high alert. An internal conflict within the county was tantamount to inviting disaster for all.


Raul’s swift action to crush Jaden’s schemes and repel the baronial challenge had earned their admiration and relief.

“Indeed. With such outstanding talents emerging in the family, it’s gratifying. But what should we do about that rogue, Jaden?”

Viscount Earnest furrowed his brows slightly.

“I suspected that scoundrel would cause trouble, but he’s certainly been a thorn in our side.”

Trevor echoed, “Why not just crush him outright? If our forces remain tied up because of him, it could spell disaster for the entire county.”

Carlo, commander of the Silver Bear Knights, suggested vehemently. The management of the Gates had already slackened, and the troops near the Forbidden Forest were exhausted from lack of rotation.

In such conditions, should a wave break out from the Gates or the Forbidden Forest, the devastation could be unimaginable.

Dylan shook his head.

“That’s not an option.”

“At the moment, we have no justification. Furthermore, even if we win the battle, there is no guarantee we can capture him,” Dylan explained.

Objectively, Viscount Jaden appeared to be a concerned brother visiting his sick sibling. Although bringing an excessive number of knights with him caused suspicion, his official reason was legitimate. He hadn’t directly harmed Count Ashton’s soldiers, making a preemptive strike difficult to justify. Earnest and Trevor were troubled because they lacked a valid pretext for action.

Moreover, there was no guarantee that they could completely eradicate Viscount Jaden if they went to battle. He could very well escape using a portal, leaving behind unresolved issues and potentially creating larger problems.

Raul then spoke up, “I have a plan. Would you like to hear it?”

“Do you have a strategy?”

“Yes, please share.”

Raul stood up, “Why don’t we take this opportunity to eliminate all the instability in our territory? First, there’s one more person whose approval we need, and I’ve invited them here.”

At Raul’s signal, the conference room door opened, and someone in a hooded cloak entered.

“…Who?”

“Thank you all for your hard work.”

“Gasp! My lord! Are you alright?”

“Your Excellency!”

Everyone in the room stood up in shock. The person revealed to be Melvin de Ashton, the seemingly incapacitated Count.

“Let’s leave the detailed explanations for later. For now, let’s hear Raul’s plan. Continue, Raul.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The very next day, whispers silently spread from Conford Castle.

-The current head of the Ashton County, Melvin de Ashton, has finally passed away.

The county was shaken once more.

*

“Have you confirmed it?”

“Yes. It appears to be true. The mansion has been entirely shut off for several days, and there’s an unusual number of couriers leaving the castle. Even the Senate…”

As the messenger continued, Viscount Jaden’s smile widened.

‘Finally!’

The opportunity he had been waiting for had arrived.

“Gather more detailed information! Find out where those couriers are heading, who is entering Conford Castle, and the movements of the knights and troops! Bring every piece of information you can find!”

“Understood!”

As the messenger left, Viscount Jaden turned and locked eyes with the assembled nobles. His time to act had come.

“The game begins now. Although there were minor operational setbacks, the outcome has set the stage we desired. From this moment, we launch our full-scale operations. Gather as many allies as possible.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Baron Tate, mobilize all spies around Conford Castle and its surrounding territories. Spread rumors about the failings and problems within the Count’s household. Foster the perception among the populace that a new successor is needed!”

“Leave it to me.”

“Dylan might rashly mobilize troops in his anger. Fortify our defenses. Also, send messengers to nearby lords again to confirm their allegiance. With Melvin dead, some may have changed their minds.”

After the meeting, Viscount Jaden returned to his office and clenched his fists. Dylan should have mobilized his forces before Melvin died—then he would have had the full authority to command all troops.

But now, dragging this into a succession conflict, commanders and nobles who wish to avoid a civil war would not follow his orders. His backers would provide the necessary legitimacy.

‘Within the family, you might be the rightful successor, Dylan, but will that hold once the Royal Court challenges it?’

While external interference in family matters was generally disdained, the Royal Court was a different case. Even as a border-count with guaranteed autonomy, they remained nobles of the kingdom.

The Royal Court typically respected family decisions regarding succession but wasn’t bound to do so. The Royal Court wouldn’t outright reject the next count, but they could certainly cast doubts.

‘After all, how much money did we pour into gaining their favor?’

It was time to reap those benefits. But he was unaware of one fatal fact: from beginning to end, he had been dancing in the palm of someone else’s hand.

To be continued
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Clip-clop, clip-clop.

“Whoa, whoa.”

A detachment of cavalry made their way towards Conford Castle, halting in front of the gate. The commanding officer on the battlements called out.

“State your business!”

The standard-bearers raised their flags and shouted,

“We come from the House of Viscount Austin. Accompanying us are Viscount Austin de Ashton and his family.”

Seeing the red banner with the brown bear’s paw insignia of House Austin, the commander confirmed their identity, and the heavy gate slowly lifted.

“Proceed. From the first outer wall onwards, your soldiers must set up camp in the temporary barracks.”

Soldiers were waiting behind the opened gates to guide them.

‘Looks like something serious is definitely happening,’ thought Viscount Austin.

Almost 1,000 cavalrymen, led by Viscount Austin, rode through the gate in orderly fashion. Among them stood out fifty knights donned in brown armor.

“Sir Albert, lead the men to the camp and set up accommodations. Trevor, come with me to the main castle.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Yes, Father.”

Sir Albert, commander of the ‘Brown Paw’ knights of House Austin, led several knights and soldiers to the camp, while Viscount Austin and his eldest son, Trevor, headed towards the main residence.

“Is it true that our second uncle has met with an unfortunate end?”

“Rumors are just that until confirmed. It’s crucial to verify such important matters personally.”

“Understood.”

Viscount Austin had declared his independence from the House of Ashton early on, carving out his own territory through sheer effort. Aware that he wouldn’t inherit the county, he received soldiers and funding instead of lands, and headed north to establish a stronghold and village in uncharted wilderness.

However, this did not mean he was entirely free from the influence of House Ashton. Post-establishment, tax collection, military operations, and trade were naturally conducted through the count’s house.


The distinction between House Ashton’s vassal families and independent lords was significant. An independent lord was seen more as a collaborator than a subordinate.

That was why Viscount Austin had remained silent during the internal strife, only appearing now. There was considerable buzz at the first outer gate where many cavalrymen had gathered.

With over ten standard-bearers, it was clear that at least ten other lords were present.

‘Strict control. Likely due to recent events.’

As they approached the gate, familiar faces appeared.

“Ah, you’re here! Viscount Austin.”

“It’s been a while.”

Various lords greeted Viscount Austin with bowed heads. Raising his hand to acknowledge their greetings, he exchanged pleasantries until the gate opened.

“You’ve come, Uncle.”

Raul rode out personally to meet him. Given that Viscount Austin was the most influential figure outside the House of Ashton, Raul showed utmost respect.

“It’s been a while. I’ve heard the rumors, but you’ve grown so much I hardly recognize you.”

Despite his warm demeanor, Viscount Austin felt uneasy. He recalled his youngest son, Dion, being beaten up by Raul at the coming-of-age ceremony. But the gap between the two had grown too vast to compare.

‘Life is unpredictable. Just two years…’

Dion had given up on enrolling in the academy, isolating himself in their territory to focus on swordsmanship, vowing to one day get revenge on Raul. As a father, he was pleased to see his son dedicated to serious sword training instead of frivolous pursuits, but his son’s revanche seemed an unlikely dream.

‘Even if only half the rumors are true, the House of Ashton is poised for great success, provided we navigate this crisis well.’

“Come inside. There’s much I wish to ask you.”

“Yes, follow me this way.”

Guided by Raul, Viscount Austin and the other lords proceeded to the temporary conference room within the first outer wall.

***

“Report. Currently, about a third of the lords have entered Conford Castle, including Viscount Austin.”


Meanwhile, in the camp of Viscount Jaden de Ashton at Gariet Castle. As expected, rumors of the count’s death had prompted some lords and nobles to gather, making the meeting room much more crowded than before.

“It was anticipated that Austin would head there. But given his nature, he won’t necessarily side with Dylan. He’s always been quick to weigh benefits. If he sees our strength, he might withdraw.”

Independent lords, like Austin, would likely be cautious. To many, the identity of the Count’s leader was insignificant, so long as their interests were preserved.

Thud.

The board in the center of the meeting room displayed the names and allegiances of the lords and key nobles.

The balance of power was about 3 to 1, favoring Dylan. Excluding neutral lords like Austin, the gap narrowed to 2 to 1.

“Impressive. Despite being away for so long, you still command this much support! You are indeed the future of House Ashton!”

Baron Tate, an aide, applauded, prompting the gathered nobles to join in and chant Viscount Jaden’s name. Feeling confident about their chances, they believed victory was within reach.

“Well done, everyone. Tomorrow, an envoy from the capital will arrive. They’ll bring a statement from the Royal Court supporting me, Jaden. At that point, we will march to Conford Castle with legitimacy!”

“Hurrah!”

Though it might set a bad precedent for the Royal Court to interfere in a noble family’s succession, Jaden didn’t care. With House Ashton under his control, he planned to quietly manage any fallout from the declining Royal Court.

Drunk on dreams of victory, the traitors raised their glasses in celebration.

*

“Haha. I’m glad to see you well, brother.”

Viscount Austin showed no surprise at seeing Count Melvin in the conference room, warmly embracing him. Other lords and Austin’s son, Trevor, couldn’t hide their shock.

“It’s been a while since I’ve seen you so flustered, haha.”

But Melvin, being his brother, quickly sensed Austin’s underlying anxiety.

“You can’t fool me. So, what’s the story?”

Visibly, Melvin still appeared frail. He had lost muscle mass and looked pale. Most importantly, his aura of mana was absent. Usually, his mere presence would dominate the room, but now that was gone.

In truth, Melvin had reached the Master’s realm, condensing his muscles and repressing his mana for control, but Austin couldn’t discern that.


‘He’s not in normal condition. Inviting everyone here means….’

Dylan had formally invited the lords, citing the need to discuss succession and stabilize the territory amid Count Melvin’s illness. The lords assumed the count had already passed or was critically ill.

As Melvin took his seat, Dylan stepped forward.

“Thank you all for accepting our invitation despite your busy schedules. We’ve convened this meeting to…”

Dylan briefed them on recent events, reassuring them of the count’s condition.

“This meeting is to ensure no further disruptions within the House of Ashton.”

“Indeed. It’s a relief. Things will return to normal.”

The count’s return signaled stability, but the situation was more complicated.

Viscount Austin asked, “What will you do about Jaden? If left unchecked, he might cause trouble again.”

“Raul will explain that part.”

At Count Melvin’s words, Raul took the podium.

“First, let me introduce you to our allies: Carissa, a 6th-circle mage from the Magic Association, Archbishop Osvaldo from the Zenon Church, and Master Alchemist Nakia.”

After brief introductions, Raul proceeded with the main topic.

“This recent collapse of the Count was no accident. It was an assassination attempt!”

“What?!”

“What do you mean?”

“Is this true?”

Dozens of assembled lords and prominent nobles leapt to their feet, shouting in disbelief. An attempted assassination—especially against the head of the House Ashton—was not something to be taken lightly.

In the knightly Ruben Kingdom, such underhanded tactics were utterly intolerable. If found guilty, the punishment for assassination ranged from the stripping of titles to execution.

Though such deeds often went on discreetly among noble houses and lords, being caught would change everything. But once publicly exposed, the consequences were drastic.

“Do you have evidence? This is a critical matter.”

Viscount Austin inquired.

Raul responded confidently, “Indeed. We have not only evidence but also witnesses, accomplices, and even the mastermind. Bring them in!”

At Raul’s signal, a few individuals with bowed heads and hands bound were brought into the meeting room by soldiers. Among them were kitchen staff, servants from the mansion, and even some nobles caught during the recent crisis.

“We will now reveal the full details of the incident.”

As Raul began his explanation, the hall plunged into a state of shock and outrage.

*

In a field camp near Gariet Castle, occupied by Viscount Jaden’s forces. The camp was established near where Jaden and his entourage had made their base.

Buzz.

A magical circle on the ground glowed brightly, and several figures emerged from its light.

“You have arrived.”

Awaiting them, Kane greeted Raul with a bow. The sun had set, and twilight blanketed the surroundings. In the camp, soldiers were having their evening meal.

“What’s the status of the castle?”

“So far, no significant changes. According to our intelligence, they plan to remain in the castle until the envoy from the capital arrives tomorrow.”

“Ha. They must be elated.”

“I hear the music from the banquet hall hasn’t stopped.”

“That’s good. Let them enjoy their final feast.”

Raul had teleported here immediately after the meeting. While Jaden’s camp dropped their guard, assuming nothing major would happen within a single day, house Ashton had secured the justification to strike.

“Soon, orders will come from the main castle. Not only here but all stationed troops will begin a nighttime march to surround the castle. Make sure our agents are well-positioned to prevent any escape.”

“Leave it to me. We have already blocked all major escape routes with our cavalry.”

“Good job.”

“But…”

“Yes? Something on your mind?”

Raul was about to leave the tent, but Kane’s hesitant expression stopped him.

“Are you really planning to go alone? If you’re doubtful, let me accompany you.”

Raul chuckled and patted Kane on the shoulder.

“You know my skills well, right? It’s not that I don’t trust you—it’s just easier to move alone. Besides, if things go south, I need you to secure the retreat.”

“Phew, still, if Sir Philip finds out you went alone, he’ll raise hell.”

“Ah, you realize Philip must never know, right? If the knights break through the gate, it could cause a lot of trouble.”

Though currently away temporarily commanding the troops, Raul knew it would be problematic if Philip discovered this.

“Understood, Master.”

As Raul disappeared into the night, Kane’s expression grew serious. The camp buzzed with men preparing for the upcoming engagement, unaware that the final showdown was about to begin.

“If you’re concerned, just return as quickly as possible. Contact us immediately if there’s any trouble.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not as dangerous as you think.”

Later that night, while everyone was asleep.

A dark shadow silently soared above Gariet Castle.

(To be continued)
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“Whhew, quite a sight, isn’t it?”

Raul floated high above Gariet Castle, gazing down at the baron’s fortress using his psychokinetic powers. Even in the dead of night, torches lined the walls and magical lights illuminated the lordly mansion, casting small glimmers in the darkness.

“What do you see?”

“As expected, the aerial defenses are quite lacking.”

Rabel, perched on her skill compendium, adjusted her glasses and surveyed below.

Her senses detected the castle’s defenses and magic barriers, which were like a doughnut: strong along the walls, with major protections like a grand magical barrier, defensive fields, and mana suppression zones, but only minimal defenses like alarm spells and coordinate disruption magic at the core.

“Well, full-scale magical barriers covering entire castles are prohibitively expensive to maintain, so it’s understandable.”

The installed magical circles ranged from 3 to 5 circles in level. For an average baron’s castle, this was overkill, yet still somewhat superficial.

‘Well, Ruben is a kingdom where magical capabilities are notably deficient.’

Such fortifications were only possible due to Viscount Jaden’s substantial investment.

“Are you sure about this? There might be a mage who fortified these spells inside the castle.”

Raul asked, Rabel smugly smiled.

“Who do you think I am? Deceiving a 5th-circle mage is child’s play.”

Despite being restricted to 6th-circle abilities due to the skill compendium, Rabel’s magical prowess and knowledge were originally on par with or exceeded that of an 8th-circle mage.

“Alright, let’s begin.”

Drawing things out could alert the enemy to their troop movements, causing complications.

“Target acquired. Cancellation!”

With a flick of Rabel’s small hand, a cloud-like anomaly in the air dissipated.

“Now!”

Whoosh.


Raul accelerated sharply, descending into Gariet Castle. Shrouded in invisibility and silence magic, Raul’s presence went unnoticed.

He further invoked assassination skills, ‘Presence Elimination (C)’ and ‘Object Assimilation (C),’ to blend seamlessly into his surroundings. Clad entirely in black and wearing a bronze mask taken from one of the Imperial Hounds, even if spotted, his identity would remain concealed.

Without touching the ground, Raul’s form glided through the air, reminiscent of an ethereal monster like a ‘Wraith’ or a ‘Ghost’. Moving through the shadows, Raul approached a large warehouse or administrative building, its silhouette prominent in the night.

「Is this the place?」

「Yes, the energy I’m sensing is definitely coming from here.」

Though reports from spies had been reliable, checking for himself was crucial to avoid ruining their plans. Raul paused at the wall of the building, focusing his senses. His keen perception allowed him to survey the interior as if seeing through the walls.

‘One knight and five soldiers?’

Surprisingly, the knight wasn’t even at Expert level.

‘Such lax security for an important site. Lucky for me, I suppose.’

Likely, many knights were occupied with tonight’s festivities.

「Rabel, your turn.」

「Got it. I’ll isolate the place without a peep.」

As Rabel cast several spells, an aura wrapped the building, ensuring no sound or light would escape.

‘Now then.’

From Raul’s sleeve, twenty black daggers floated, trailing behind him. Silently, Raul ascended, bypassing the door, and entered through a rooftop window that opened on its own.

Whoosh!

Slice! Swish! Thud.

A whirlwind of death swept through the room, leaving no one standing but Raul.

“Is this it?”

“Yes, that’s the core mana stone which forms the heart of the portal.”


“Then I’ll take it, thank you very much.”

Raul’s hand glowed golden as it reached into the small orb embedded in the floor.

Zzzzt!

Sparks flew as the magic array resisted fiercely, but it couldn’t hold against Raul. With a faint smile, Raul pocketed the translucent sky-blue mana stone etched with mysterious runes.

A snap of his fingers, and the mana blades on the dozen floating daggers began to whirl around him, slashing through the floor, walls, and ceiling, destroying everything in their path.

“That should be enough.”

With the portal magic circle completely torn apart, rabell confirmed the destruction.

“How long until they can fix it?”

“Depends. A 5th-circle mage would need at least a week to fifteen days.”

“That’s quite the range.”

“Mages differ greatly in skill, even within a single circle. And with high-quality magical tools or equipment, they might shorten that time.”

“That’s problematic.”

Raul had infiltrated the enemy castle alone to ensure that Viscount Jaden and the traitors couldn’t escape. All his efforts to win the fight would be in vain if the real instigators got away.

After a brief mental calculation, Raul decided.

“It’s best to be thorough. Rabel, let’s go catch the mage as well.”

“Phew, I knew it would come to this.”

Although grumbling slightly, rabell didn’t try to dissuade Raul. In her opinion, no one in this castle could stop Raul. Initially, both Kane and Rabel had different opinions when they crafted this plan.

“If you’re going to infiltrate the castle, why not just capture or kill Viscount Jaden?”

Kane suggested they could handle Jaden directly with the extra manpower of the agents and Pierce.

“The more people involved, the lower the success rate. Raul can capture Viscount Jaden alone.”


Rabel believed Raul was capable of taking down Jaden without assistance.

“That won’t do.”

However, Raul had a different perspective.

“This is a sensitive political matter. It’s not just about whether I can handle it alone—it’s about how it needs to be done.”

This was an issue that his father, Count Melvin, and his eldest brother and heir, Dylan, needed to resolve personally. To solidify control over the fief, which was essentially a coalition of numerous nobles, the House of Ashton needed to display its strength.

They had to clearly demonstrate what happened to traitors and those who dared challenge the House of Ashton.

“So I can’t be the one taking center stage. I’m practically independent from House Ashton now.”

Using the “assassination attempt” as their justification, if Viscount Jaden were to be assassinated or kidnapped, it would only provide leverage for Jaden’s backers.

Therefore, Raul had to undertake these discreet and bothersome tasks from the shadows.

“Ugh!”

“Who’s there? Gah!”

Watching over the guest mage were two knights. Their vigilance proved futile.

Creak.

Raul opened the door and stepped inside, greeted by a sudden rush of aggressive magic.

“Wind Cutter! Ice Arrow!”

Blades of wind formed and sharp icicles shot towards him.

Clang. Boom!

But they were rendered useless. Rabel had already extended her staff defensively, and an elemental shield of pale green had materialized before Raul.

“Wind Bla—urk!”

The next magic attack never came. The mage, who had been preparing spells behind the bed, was telekinetically choked, halting his casting.

Whoosh.

The mage was pulled through the air as if magnetized, his neck gripped by Raul’s hand.

“Sleep.”

With a light tap on the mage’s forehead, his eyes rolled back, and he went limp. Raul had used psychokinetic force to disrupt the blood flow to the mage’s head, causing him to faint.

Hoisting the unconscious mage over his shoulder, Raul spoke to Rabel.

“Let’s get out of here!”

Even though Rabel had temporarily set up a barrier, a highly sensitive Expert-level knight might still sense something.

If an power user appeared, things could get complicated, so a swift retreat was the best course. Raul, stepping onto the windowsill, leapt into the air, his form turning invisible once more as he melded into the night sky above Gariet Castle.

***

Crash!

Another innocent table in the baron’s castle was shattered today.

“I explicitly ordered the defenses to be thorough!”

“S-Sorry, my lord. You instructed the knights to attend the banquet to unwind…”

“What? So, this is my fault now?”

“N-No, sir. I’ll reprimand those responsible for last night’s watch!”

Despite saying that, baron Check, the head of security, wore a face that signaled he believed he bore no responsibility.

‘This wretched bastard!’

Viscount Jaden was livid, but he couldn’t strike the baron. Baron Check was one of the higher-ranking lords who had joined his cause. If Jaden acted rashly in front of so many allies, it could fracture their alliance.

‘Just you wait.’

Though he had many allies, few truly satisfied him. Those who aligned with him were, at best, shrewd individuals or, at worst, opportunists.

‘Once I become the count, I’ll get rid of all these pests.’

Currently, they all smiled and played nice, but none of them featured in his long-term plans.

“So, what’s the exact damage?”

“The portal magic circle has been completely destroyed, three knights and five soldiers are dead, and the mage you hired is missing.”

“Damn it. Of all times…”

Honestly, he wasn’t that attached to the mage, whom he had hired with money, but the destruction of the portal magic circle was a significant blow.

“How long will it take to repair the portal?”

At Jaden’s question, baron Tate’s expression turned grim.

“Repairing it… seems unlikely.”

“What?”

Sighing deeply, baron Tate calmly explained,

“The mage who examined the remnants said it would be easier to create a new one than to repair the existing one. And that would require at least a 5th-circle mage…”

However, the castle’s magic association only had two resident 3rd-circle mages. Jaden paced back and forth, his mind racing through possible solutions and the impending crisis that loomed without the portal as an escape route.

“Damn it, of all days!”

Viscount Jaden’s anger was understandable. The envoy from the capital was supposed to arrive by portal around noon, but now that was impossible.

The backup plan involved traveling to a nearby baron’s castle via portal and then coming here by land. But that would take at least two more days, with no guarantee of reaching here safely without being caught by House Ashton’s forces.

‘How did they bypass the stringent castle defenses to destroy the portal and disappear? Unless…’

Up until now, he assumed this was the work of House Ashton, but a sudden thought struck him—it might not be. There was no evidence of infiltration through the walls.

That could mean this was the work of an insider. As he considered this, the pieces began to fit.

‘Who could it be? Which one of them betrayed me?’

Suddenly, every noble in the meeting room looked like potential traitors. One of them could very well be a spy from House Ashton. But Jaden didn’t have time to dwell on suspicions.

“Disaster! During the night, the castle has been completely surrounded by House Ashton’s forces!!”

“What did you say?”

“What’s this about? They broke through the border to our territory?”

“None of our soldiers noticed until the castle was fully surrounded?”

The members of the meeting room were bewildered. That House Ashton would move its forces first?

Despite their authority, it was unthinkable that House Ashton would surround a castle without notice, especially while the head was absent. This was, at least in their eyes, an impossible situation.

“Quiet! Everyone calm down!”

The commotion subsided at Jaden’s shout.

“What are their numbers? How many knights?”

With a trembling voice, a pale-faced knight responded,

“There seem to be at least 20,000. And judging by the flags and insignias, several other lords’ knights have joined House Ashton’s forces.”

Boom!

Jaden’s fist punched a gaping hole in one side of the meeting room wall.

“These bastards really want a fight! Prepare for battle!”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

The nobles and commanders rushed out, sweating in fear, to ready their forces. Left alone, Viscount Jaden clenched his teeth.

“Fine, if it’s a battle they want, it’s a battle they’ll get.”

But he had yet to realize that the true assault had not even begun.

(To be continued)
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Doom, doom, doom, doom, doom.

With the sound of drums, the massive force of House Ashton slowly advanced toward the fortress of Baron Gariet. The force numbered over 30,000. The 20,000 Viscount Jaden had reported were just the vanguard.

Even as they were slowly marching, additional forces were continuously joining from the rear of the main army.

“We heard the news from House Clifton and have brought 2,000 troops.”

“By the command of the Count, we have brought 1,500 troops and 20 knights.”

“From House Adrian…”

What Viscount Jaden had not anticipated was that Count Melvin had issued a conscription order to the lords. When Count Melvin, having completed all preparations, personally issued orders and sent messengers to summon the surrounding lords, the lords of the nearby counties swiftly joined.

As a result, without additional conscription, and by mobilizing only parts of the central and guard forces, the army had swelled to over 30,000 by the time they reached Gariet fortress.

“What, what in the world is happening? Where did all those troops come from!”

“My God, you mean not only the main force of the Count’s house but also surrounding lords have joined?”

The lords and nobles on the wall of Gariet fortress, allied with Jaden, were stunned into silence. The forces gathered at Gariet fortress numbered at most 15,000.

Even though their total forces were considerably larger if you included those stationed in the two rear fortresses and the lords’ personal garrisons, these were of no immediate help now.

Few had expected a real battle and brought their full forces; most had just come to show strength and provide escort. Faced with this situation, they couldn’t help but be flustered.

Viscount Jaden was just as bewildered.

‘What in the world is going on!’

No matter how much Dylan was the heir, it didn’t make sense to mobilize so many lords before the title succession was even completed. More than fifteen lords’ banners fluttered across the plains.

But it was still too early to give up. Viscount Jaden had immediately sent for reinforcements from the two rear fortresses and informed their supporters and the capital.

He believed there was still ample opportunity to turn the situation around.

***

Shortly thereafter, the formation of the Count Ashton’s army was completed, and a group of cavalrymen approached the main gate of the castle. Among them, a particularly large figure with a massive physique stepped forward and shouted,


“I am Dylan de Ashton, heir and acting count of House Ashton! Where is the leader of the rebels, Viscount Jaden?”

As Dylan glared up at the figures on the ramparts, the lords and nobles there averted their gazes.

“Rebels? How dare a young punk like you throw insults at the elders of the house? Come on, explain why you bring an army to oppress the good lords!”

Viscount Jaden, adorned in splendid black armor, appeared on the ramparts and shouted back.

“I’m sure you already know, but if you insist, I’ll tell you!”

As Dylan raised his right hand, beams of light shot up from the main army as if launching fireworks into the sky. With a flash and a spark, enormous magical letters were inscribed in the sky.

-For the crime of attempting to poison and assassinate Melvin, head of House Ashton!

-For conspiring with certain nobles to overthrow Conford Castle!

-For inciting a civil war within the count’s domain by deceiving the lords!

-For the above reasons, Viscount Jaden and his accomplices are charged with treason.

Faces turned pale as the people read the letters in the sky.

“Assassination?”

“What’s this about Conford Castle?”

“Treason! I haven’t heard of any such thing!”

The lords who had joined in the hopes of gaining favor in the next count’s succession were horrified and looked to Viscount Jaden.

“Silence! Everyone, calm down! All of this is the count’s scheme!”

Jaden forcibly quieted the panicking nobles around him and shouted at Dylan.

“Ha! Do you think this will make us flinch? Do you think spewing such absurd accusations without any evidence will deceive anyone here? You’re just showing how desperate you’ve become with these shallow tactics. Ha ha ha!”

“Well, let’s see if you can laugh after seeing this.”

As soon as Dylan finished speaking, a large magical projection began to play in the sky.


-I am Karisa, Vice Branch Leader of the Mage Association in the Ruben Kingdom. Regarding the incident with House Ashton…

-Archbishop Osvaldo of the Zenon Church…

-The Alchemist Association…

Representatives from various authoritative associations appeared, giving their testimonies about the cause of Count Melvin’s collapse. Then followed the confessions of traitors captured in Conford Castle, admitting they had received orders from Viscount Jaden.

“It’s a frame-up! It’s all lies!”

“Tate! Stop that projection now! Are you planning to continue falling for the enemy’s tricks?”

Viscount Jaden shouted in fury, but it was to no avail. With no competent mages in the castle, there was no way to stop the magical projection from afar.

Moreover, with voice amplifiers ensuring that even the residents inside the castle could hear clearly, none could miss what was being said.

“Don’t be fooled! It’s all fabricated!”

“It’s just the enemy’s scheme!”

“Do not be swayed!”

Belatedly, knights tried to control the soldiers, shouting to maintain order, but the projection had already ended. Furthermore, the imposing magical letters still hovered menacingly in the sky, exerting pressure on them.

“Dylan, you bastard! How dare you engage in such filthy and despicable acts! I’ll have you, and those dirty rascals who lied for money, dragged before the royal court!”

Dylan clicked his tongue at the sight of Jaden, shouting with veins bulging from his neck and face.

“You’re foolish till the end, Viscount Jaden. Whether you admit it or not, the count’s house will judge you for your crimes!”

As Dylan drew his sword and aimed it at him, Viscount Jaden scoffed.

“Ha! The order of the count’s domain has hit rock bottom. The lords have been deceived by the sweet talk of a mere heir and brought their troops here? Dylan, what right do you have to judge me? If you claim the authority of an heir and acting count, then I, as a former heir of the count’s house, will entertain your foolish antics!”

Viscount Jaden’s shameless attempt to lecture Dylan even in the face of accusations made the members of the count’s house shake their heads in disbelief.

Just as Dylan was about to say something more, someone with a hood pulled over their head stepped forward and spoke.

“You’re still as shameless as ever.”


“… Who are you?”

“Haha, if you missed home so much, you should’ve just contacted us quietly, brother.”

“…!”

As the figure pulled back the hood, it revealed the face of Count Melvin, looking gaunt but sharp.

“You, how…?”

Count Melvin gazed steadily at Viscount Jaden, whose face was twisted in shock. A ghost from the past and a traitor to the family he had tried to forget. Realizing that his unresolved issues were now confronting him, the count’s expression turned grim.

“Hoo. I heard you were living well and prosperously in a foreign country, so what was so lacking that you had to cause all this trouble?”

Though the count spoke calmly, it didn’t sound that way to Viscount Jaden. Enraged by his brother’s seemingly accusatory tone, he shouted, “Yes, those eyes! That voice! That attitude of looking down as if you’re the best! Decades have passed, but I could never forget! Everything you took for granted was supposed to be mine! If not for you, it would have been all mine!”

Spitting with rage, his rant resembled a childish tantrum more than anything else. Unable to bear watching his brother any longer, Count Melvin’s face hardened as he shouted,

“I will acknowledge you no further as my brother. Viscount Jaden! You are charged with treason for disturbing the count’s domain! If you surrender now, I will show leniency to your family members except for you. Will you surrender?”

“Don’t make me laugh! Who are you to dare? How dare you!”

Viscount Jaden, seemingly out of words, continued to spew curses in anger. Seeing no value in continuing the exchange, Count Melvin spoke to the ramparts and walls one last time,

“I’ll give you two days. Those who have been unwillingly dragged into this rebellion, or those who wish to repent and surrender, come out of the castle by then. I will show leniency according to the severity of their crimes. But…”

When the count raised his hand, mana blades sprouted from the swords of the hundreds of knights surrounding the castle.

“After two days, anyone left in the castle will face execution.”

With a sweeping gesture from the count, the knights’ mana blades caused a loud shockwave across the plain in front of the baron’s castle.

Count Melvin turned away without hesitation and headed back to the main camp, leaving behind the people on the ramparts with pupils shaking in fear and confusion.

***

Two days later.

“Baron Atro has surrendered with ten knights.”

A messenger entering the command tent reported.

“Accommodate them according to protocol.”

“Yes, Count.”

The messenger left, and the numbers on the situation board were updated.

“With this, eight lords, twenty-two nobles, and around one hundred fifty knights have surrendered.”

“Only three lords and those who came with Viscount Jaden remain. Now all who wanted to leave have done so.”

The knight commanders discussed the situation in the castle and reviewed the operational plan. Not only nobles, but many soldiers had also deserted, leaving barely five thousand inside the castle.

The number of knights was about two hundred, including those brought by Viscount Jaden and the remaining lords. With a significant number of those who came with Jaden having surrendered, it was clear how one-sided the situation had become.

“Let’s bring this dirty war to an end. Prepare everyone.”

“Yes, sir!”

The outcome was essentially decided.

However, complacency could result in increased casualties or the escape of Viscount Jaden, potentially leading to another threat later. Count Melvin called out to Raul, who was about to leave the tent for the final preparations.

“Raul.”

“Yes, Father.”

In many ways, the crisis of the count’s house had been resolved single-handedly by Raul. When the count fell ill, he defended Conford Castle and the estate, cleared internal enemies within the castle, defeated Viscount Jaden’s knights, cured the count’s illness, and cut off Jaden’s retreat.

At only sixteen, Raul had protected the vast count’s estate.

“I’m sorry. And thank you.”

Though brief, the words carried deep emotions.

“I was just doing what needed to be done. Besides, if not me, my brother would have managed just fine.”

The count could only pat his admirable son’s head.

“Yes. You’ve worked hard. For this final battle, I’d like you to stay by my side and witness the end together.”

“Of course, Father.”

The count’s health was still not fully restored. Should Viscount Jaden make a desperate charge at the main camp, Raul intended to be at the forefront to defend his father.

***

The final battle began. Having had ample time to prepare, the magical forces hired through the Mage Association neutralized the castle’s defensive magic array.

Pooo!

“Knights, move forward!”

It would have been foolish to push soldiers against the 200 armored individuals standing on the wall. With the signal, the knights lined up in front appeared with imposing elegance.

Eighty members of the elite Golden Bear Knights.

Forty members of the Silver Bear Knights.

Seventy members of the Iron Bear Knights.

One hundred and fifty members of the Chain Knights.

Fifty members of the First Knights.

Including the 300 knights accompanying the other lords, there were nearly 700 knights in total.

“Everyone, charge forward!”

“Waaah!”

Dismounted knights, with shields held high, charged toward the castle wall. The power armor users activated their power armor and ran while holding large stakes, throwing them at the wall.

Crash! Bang!

The magically treated stakes embedded themselves in the gaps of the wall where the defensive barrier had been broken. The following knights used these stakes as footholds to climb the wall.

Clang, clank!

Boom! Slash!

“Die!”

“Haaah!”

Ordinary soldiers were helplessly cut down by the knights wielding mana blades, and the wall was soon filled with knights. It wasn’t long before the tide of the battle shifted.

From the beginning, they had more power armor users; the level of their knights and their overall numbers were far superior. The knights on Viscount Jaden’s side began to fall one by one, and the walls became overrun with the count’s knights.

Then, with a creaking sound, the main gate in front opened.

“Charge! Kill them all!”

Viscount Jaden, along with about thirty power armor users, rushed out. But someone stood in their way.

“I’ve been waiting for this.”

Dylan, clenching his fist, charged toward them.

(To be continued)
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“D-Damn it. Let me go! It’s not over yet!”

“Sorry, but it’s all over now.”

Viscount Jaden was being dragged along by Dylan, who had him by the collar. The once splendid armor Jaden wore was now shattered and broken, reduced to mere scraps. His limbs hung limply, possibly broken, and he continued to babble incessantly.

‘Should I shut him up for good?’

Dylan clenched and unclenched his itching left hand, barely resisting the temptation. Viscount Jaden’s final charge had achieved nothing. It was far too obvious, and the count’s strongest knights were already waiting for him.

While the heads of the various knight orders and the best power armor users held off the remaining power armor users, Dylan faced Jaden. Viscount Jaden’s skill level was at Expert high rank.

With the tattoos of the empire’s runes, he could temporarily boost himself to a near Master level. But it was ineffective against Dylan.

Thud! Crash!

People didn’t call Dylan “the body blessed by the gods” for nothing.

Having learned the 『Zeinak’s Martial Arts (A+)』 from Raul, Dylan’s body was practically a combat weapon.

Jaden’s mana blade couldn’t penetrate Dylan’s fists. In fact, the absurd sight of the mana blade shattering against Dylan’s punches occurred. The great swordsmanship of House Ashton was similar to spear techniques, suited for mid-range combat.

Although slightly slower than a typical sword, it had superior range and destructive power. However, it was not ideal for close combat, and in extreme close quarters, martial arts were necessary. In this regard, Dylan, equipped with excellent martial arts, was a nemesis to Jaden, who had mastered the house’s swordsmanship.

‘As expected, I wasn’t wrong!’

Raul watched the duel with a satisfied smile. Just as Raul had judged, his elder brother Dylan was more suited for martial arts than swordsmanship. Once he had started learning advanced martial arts, Dylan, who had been stuck at the entry level of high rank, swiftly reached the peak and mastered it within just three months.

And now, the result was evident to all on the battlefield.

Thud! Thwack! Crash!

Dylan systematically broke through Jaden’s defenses, finally disabling his power armor and shattering his great sword with aura-infused punches. Ultimately, with his armor turned to rags and his limbs broken, Viscount Jaden was captured by Dylan, marking the end of the short yet intense civil war within the count’s house.

Shink.

In front of all, Count Melvin beheaded Viscount Jaden. Jaden, with a look of unjust disbelief, tried to say something, but he was executed without being given a chance. It was the count’s decision to swiftly end the unnecessary fraternal tragedy.

For a while, a bloody purge swept through the count’s territory. All of Jaden’s co-conspirators were executed without exception, and the lords who had sided with him were stripped of their titles and exiled from the domain.


Those loyal to the count were appointed in their place, and the territory was reorganized with the count’s house at its center. As the saying goes, “the ground hardens after the rain,” House Ashton, now unshaken and solidified, would steadfastly navigate through the turbulent times ahead.

***

Raul also received rewards. Count Melvin generously gave Raul 50 of the 100 power armors seized in the final battle. Additionally, Raul’s entire territory, including Calix Castle, was recognized as an independent domain, establishing a cooperative relationship with the count’s house rather than a subordinate one.

Moreover, Raul received 500,000 gold as a reward from the confiscated assets of the rebels. With this, the First Knights secured roughly 180 power armors. From the original 60, they obtained 10 from raiding the Imperial Hound’s hideout, 60 during the territorial battle, and 50 from the final confrontation.

‘Once all repairs are complete, we could possibly form two knight orders entirely of armor users.’

With such strength, no force short of a prestigious family would dare challenge Raul’s territory. While this was already a sufficient gain, Raul received yet another reward.

Karma Quest 『Baron Alliance Encirclement』 has been completed. Check your rewards.

Alternate Scenario 『Betrayer’s End』 has been completed. Check your rewards.

Completion of 『Betrayer’s End』 has opened a new hidden scenario 『New Heir of House Ashton』.

Upon seeing the system messages, Raul scoffed.

‘Not doing that, Count!’

The system kept presenting strange scenarios, but Raul had no interest in them. Having secured an independent territory, why would he engage in a succession dispute?

The affairs of the count’s house were now beyond his concern. Raul dismissed the system messages and checked the rewards for the completed quests.

‘Oh, I received two titles?’

『Title – Specialist in Territorial Warfare』

Grade: B+

Effect: +20% morale for all troops when commanding territorial warfare, +5% personal combat power in territorial warfare.

It was evidently a reward for his role in territorial battles. While it was uncertain how often he would engage in territorial warfare in the future, it seemed quite useful.

『Title – Punisher’s Mace』

Grade: A+


Effect: +10% combat power against traitors, betrayers, and the corrupt, +10% additional combat power when aiding someone.

Although the title appeared advantageous, its conditions were somewhat restrictive. The lack of clear targets was a bit disappointing, but it wasn’t bad.

In fact, if the conditions were met, it could be incredibly effective.

‘Passive buffs are always welcome.’

The actual noticeable increase in combat effectiveness was uncertain, but considering how difficult it becomes to increase proficiency as skill levels rise….

Among the rewards, aside from the titles, the most eye-catching were two small pills in his hand.

『Absolute Stat Boost Pill』

Grade: S

Effect: Instantly increases the selected stat by (+1) permanently upon consumption. The stat increase effect continues to grow based on the user’s absolute stats.

Example: If a stat is 70, it increases to 71. If the stat later reaches 80, it increases to 81.

‘Yes, this kind of reward is fitting for achieving a scenario overturn!’

For each multiple of ten, the experience needed for growth and the effective gains in stats exponentially increase. However, these pills defy that rule, providing a +1 increase to the stat unconditionally.

In other words, even if Raul reaches the human growth limit of 100 in a stat, these pills would boost it to 101, making them incredibly valuable items.

In his previous life, Raul had only obtained one such item, but now he had two.

‘Well, I didn’t even reach 90 in my past life.’

This time, he wanted to surpass that limit. After setting the pills aside, Raul checked his other rewards. He received several item enhancement tickets, some B-Grade or lower skill book tickets, 150,000 player coins, and a significant amount of experience points.

‘Well, is that it?’

It didn’t quite meet Raul’s expectations. This was likely because he had broken the forced scenario. Nevertheless, having received substantial real-world rewards and successfully overcoming his family’s crisis, he had no complaints.

‘Shall I check my status window after a long time?’

Since realizing that the numbers in the status window were not the ultimate measure of strength, Raul rarely opened it. As one’s level increased, the more important aspect was the feel of the body rather than visible numbers.


However, with a major task completed and preparations for the next phase needed, he was curious to see his progress.

“Status Window Open.”

『Name』: Raul

『Level』: 84->99 (Hardcore Mode)

*Class: Knight (Sword Expert Highest Grade), intermediate Psychokinetic

『Affiliation』: Ashton county, house of Young master Raul, First Knight Order

『Stats』:

『Strength 75->80』

『Agility 79->82』

『Endurance 76->81』

『Intelligence 71->77』

『Willpower 80->83』

『Magic 79->82』

『Spirit 82->85』

『Perception 81->83』

*Unique Traits:

Skill Collector (EX)

Developer’s Analytical Eye (EX)

Psychokinesis Master (S+)

Noble Swordmaster’s Lineage (A)

??? (EX)

“Hoo, I maxed it out.”

At some point, his level had risen to 99. Moreover, his main skills, Infinity Sword (S+) and Psychokinesis (S), had reached Intermediate level 9.

This marked the beginning of the infamous ‘999 Hell’ phase that caused many players to despair.

To reach the next stage, known as Master, you had to surpass level 100 and raise your main skills to Advanced level 1. This process was notoriously difficult. Opening the system messages at the bottom of the status window revealed some noteworthy information.

-Player Raul is the first to reach level 99.

-The special title 『Pioneer』 has been awarded.

-This is the current level cap for players. Until further updates, additional experience points will not be supported by the Connect system.

‘Yeah, I figured this would happen.’

He had hit the game’s level cap, the maximum level. In his past life, he had also been the first to reach level 99 and had seen similar messages.

『Title – Pioneer』

Grade: EX

Effect: Experience points and all skill proficiency +5%

Since it was an expected title, it didn’t evoke much sentiment.

The problem was that if things stayed as they were, he would lose the advantage of having started ahead of others. However, there was an additional message he hadn’t seen before.

-Scanning player for irregularities.

-Confirmed that player Raul is a resident of Connect.

-Special adjustments for residents (NPC) applied.

-Player Raul is now subject to the experience boost system for residents (NPC) until the next update.

A smile crept onto Raul’s lips.

‘Yeah, I figured this would happen.’

Residents included entities like Sword Masters and even higher-level superhumans. Even with a player level cap, as a resident, Raul could continue to grow.

Moreover, the guild members of the First Knight Order, though ordinary NPCs, had advanced leaps and bounds faster than others due to this ‘resident experience boost system.’

‘It might not be as good as the player-exclusive system, but it will be plenty helpful.’

Without this assistance, Raul, like others, would have had to train for decades to reach the Master level through sheer effort.

Though it was unclear when the next update would be, he needed to maintain a lead that other players couldn’t catch up to.

From now on, it was a battle of time and perseverance. The journey from level 99 to 100 was arduous. Raising this single level required more time and effort than all the previous ones combined.

In his past life, it had taken nearly ten years, but this time it wouldn’t take as long.

‘I have the resident experience boost and Master Caldenas’ teachings as my cheat codes.’

And once he reached that level, unlike in his past life, he wouldn’t be dragged along by scenarios. Renewing his determination, Raul successfully concluded his first major goal: overcoming the family crisis.

***

The capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium.

Although the territorial battle and the internal conflict within the count’s house had concluded, not everything was resolved.

The royal family demanded an explanation from Raul for conducting a territorial battle without a royal observer and for rejecting the mediation proposal.

Furthermore, there were critical voices within political circles accusing House Ashton of disregarding the royal family by executing Viscount Jaden and several nobles.

Regardless of the weakening power of the royal family, completely alienating them would be unwise.

Thus, Raul personally ascended to the First Knight Order branch in the capital to gauge the atmosphere and prepare for a visit to the royal palace.

“…Therefore, most royal affairs are currently being decided through the Third Prince, Herdian…”

Kane briefed Raul with information gathered from various spies, causing Raul to furrow his brow in frustration.

‘The Third Prince keeps weighing on my mind.’

The presence of the Third Prince, who seemed both different and unchanged from his past life, was complicating matters in various ways.

In his past life, the Third Prince had a high probability of becoming king, so Raul’s concern continued to grow.

At that moment, a servant entered and announced, “Master, you have a visitor.”

(To be continued)
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‘A visitor at this time, huh.’

Unfortunately, Raul didn’t personally meet anyone below a certain status.

Given his fame in the capital, where he was known as the “Guardian of Thurium,” there were simply too many people wanting to meet him.

If a visitor wasn’t someone the branch head Elias could handle, it meant they were of significant status. Hearing the visitor’s identity from the servant, Raul nodded knowingly and moved to the reception room to greet them.

“Welcome, Your Highness.”

As Raul bowed his head in greeting, the guest waved him off.

“We agreed to speak comfortably in private, didn’t we? Using formal language is just burdensome.”

“If you say so.”

The visitor was none other than the 6th Prince, Gerard. They had established a connection as academy classmates and had grown closer through the knightly investiture and gate crisis.

Even after Raul left the capital last year, they occasionally exchanged letters.

“What kind of tea would you like?”

“A simple milk tea, please.”

“Got it.”

Raul rang a bell and asked a servant to bring the tea. Then, the two sat facing each other on the sofa with a table between them.

“I heard the news. There was a significant event in your territory, huh?”

The conversation started with Raul’s territorial battle, then moved on to the internal conflict within House Ashton, and eventually touched upon the current situation in the capital and the atmosphere within the royal palace.

“…So, the current noble council in the royal court seems to consider you and House Ashton quite inconvenient.”

“I see. Thank you for coming all the way to inform me of this.”

“No problem, you probably knew most of this already. It’s just a shame I couldn’t be of much help while in the capital.”

“Don’t say that. I appreciate you coming all the way here.”


Truth be told, 6th Prince Gerard lacked any real power or background. He was so far down the line of succession that neither he nor those around him had any interest in it, and his mother, the 3rd Queen, had passed away long ago due to illness.

As a result, when Gerard heard about the territorial battle and House Ashton’s conflict, it was already over. Despite being a prince, his position was worse than that of a common noble in the capital.

“So, what made you decide to come here? I’m sure the surveillance wasn’t light.”

Looking at Gerard’s appearance, no one would think he was a prince. He wore simple clothes that a wealthy commoner might wear, with a slightly worn cloak. It was likely to avoid surveillance, but how effective it was remained uncertain.

“Well, in a way, I owe it to you. My third brother and the noble council pushed their agenda confidently but ended up in a mess. Consequently, surveillance has become more lax.”

“They reap what they sow.”

Even the Third Prince must have been taken aback. He probably thought he could weaken the provincial lords seamlessly, but what ensued was chaos rooted in the survival of the fittest.

Previously, the royal observer’s mediation proposals might have worked, but not now.

Raul had set a clean precedent for territorial consolidation, prompting other lords to battle until one side was completely crushed.

‘The result will eventually be the emergence of powerful provincial lords.’

Just look at Raul; he had just consolidated six territories at once. In terms of territory size, this made him the owner of a vast domain that surpassed that of a viscounty when compared to ten baronies combined.

‘If I can fill it with enough population, it would rival major counties.’

If territorial consolidation continued, small baronies would disappear, hastening the royal family’s loss of control over the provinces. Putting aside thoughts on the royal family’s blunders, Raul refocused on Gerard.

“Now, could you tell me the main reason for your visit? You wouldn’t risk coming here in disguise just to see a friend’s face.”

The 6th Prince Gerard took a deep breath and cautiously began to speak.

“It’s a bit awkward to ask, but I’d like you to talk some sense into my brother.”

The brother Gerard referred to was not the Third Prince Herdian, but the Fourth Prince Jonas. Explaining the current situation of the royal family was complex, but briefly, the factions were divided by the queens.

The Ruben Kingdom had four queens, but only the Fourth Queen was still alive. The heirs with the highest legitimacy were the offspring of the First Queen: the deceased Crown Prince and the Third Prince Herdian.

The Second Queen’s son, the Second Prince, was also deceased.

The Third Queen’s children were the Fourth Prince and the Sixth Prince Gerard.


The remaining Fifth and Eighth Princes were the children of the Fourth Queen.

Thus, the factions were split with the Third Prince holding the highest legitimacy, the Fifth Prince having the only surviving mother, and the Fourth Prince being without allies.

‘Frankly, the Fourth Prince doesn’t stand much of a chance in this situation.’

Gerard seemed to share this view.

“Recently, my brother has started coveting the throne. It seems someone is putting ideas into his head… To be honest, it’s hard to say this myself, but he has almost no chance.”

Given the background support, it wasn’t even a fair game. And judging the individuals, ‘To be honest, I’m not sure.’

In his past life, these figures were already dead, so there weren’t many records left regarding their abilities or reputations.

The Third Prince was thirty-two, the Fourth Prince was twenty-seven, and the Fifth Prince was twenty-four.

They were not too old to aim for the throne, but none had made any remarkable achievements. Information was still being gathered through the intelligence department, but reliable information on royal figures who didn’t engage much in public activities was hard to come by.

“…So, my brother wants to meet you. He asked if you could visit him when you go to the palace.”

“And you want me to dissuade your brother?”

Gerard nodded. He feared his brother would be ‘eliminated’ for coveting the throne with no chance of winning.

Whether this concern stemmed from genuine worry for his brother or fear the repercussions might affect him was unclear.

However, it was a reasonable judgment at this point.

“What about you? Don’t you want to be king?”

When Raul asked, Gerard, taken aback, placed a finger to his lips with a rigid expression.

“Raul, be careful! Speaking recklessly like that in the capital can get you in serious trouble. Besides, someone like me becoming king is… impossible.”

Though he shook his head vehemently and looked genuinely horrified,

‘He didn’t say no. Then again, who wouldn’t want it?’

It would be strange for a prince who grew up watching the king in the palace not to have any desire for the throne. They merely suppressed that ambition because they lacked the circumstances to pursue it.


In that sense, Gerard seemed more patient and thoughtful than the Fourth Prince. In any case, this was as far as Raul would test him. There was no need to provoke him further when nothing had been decided yet.

“Alright. I’ll try to have a word with Fourth Prince Jonas. Competing against the Third Prince in the current situation isn’t a wise choice. But I can’t guarantee that he’ll listen to me. Don’t get your hopes up too high.”

“That’s more than enough. Thank you.”

As Gerard prepared to leave, Raul spoke one last time.

“I don’t know if this will help, but if anything happens, you can find refuge with the Duke of Templeton. I’ll give Dalton a heads-up. If that’s not possible, you’re always welcome here.”

There was no need for further elaboration. Gerard looked somewhat relieved, nodding gratefully before leaving the room.

Alone, Raul sipped his now-cold milk tea, deep in thought.

‘I’m not planning to get deeply involved, but in case of anything…’

It’s always good to have more cards in hand.

*

“Wow, what can I say?”

Raul, back from the royal palace, slumped onto the sofa, feeling drained.

“Did things not go well?” asked Kane.

“No, it’s just that everything went exactly as expected, which is somewhat amusing and a bit disappointing.”

Raul replied, shaking his head. He recalled the events at the royal palace. Raul wasn’t summoned to the main hall or a conference room but rather to a reception room.

This was because Raul hadn’t broken any major laws or committed any crimes warranting formal punishment. Moreover, although the summons bore the royal seal, it wasn’t from the king but the Third Prince (who wasn’t even the crown prince yet), making it a somewhat informal setting.

Upon his arrival, it wasn’t the Third Prince who greeted Raul, but a group of nobles. They were mostly in their 20s and 30s, either heirs from noble families or newly-appointed heads.

‘So these are the Third Prince’s pawns or think-tank members?’

The Third Prince had previously stated that he would overhaul the political scene with young nobles if he ascended to the throne. These individuals seemed to be part of that plan.

Among the group of sixteen or so, the most notable figure was Viscount Brayden. In his mid-thirties, he had reached the high rank of Expert and was the fifth son of Marquis Clifford de McNeil, a current Master.

‘So it’s you.’

It was clear that Viscount Brayden was the leader of this group. Even after the Third Prince entered, Brayden led the conversation, with the Third Prince seemingly heeding his words.

The discussion naturally centered on the territorial battle. From the way things unfolded, it was evident that this current territorial matter was the work of these young nobles.

What struck Raul most was how uninformed and disinterested the Third Prince seemed about the entire situation.

‘Now I understand why things unfolded the way they did in my past life.’

The Third Prince severely lacked capability. He was an authoritarian who believed the world revolved around him and took great pride in the royal bloodline.

Though he had a strong desire for power, his actual cognitive and decision-making abilities were subpar. He was utterly unaware of the implications of every territorial battle approval he had signed.

Surrounded by sycophants who only told him what he wanted to hear, he was completely out of touch with the realities outside the palace. The young nobles were no better.

Despite priding themselves on being progressive, they were inexperienced and clueless about actual governance and warfare. They were just desk-warmers, thinking everything could be resolved through paperwork and theory.

Hence their absurd suggestions like ‘returning the annexed baronies through territorial wars to the barons,’ and ‘the Crown should reclaim part of your excessive holdings as a viscount.’

Of course, Raul didn’t bat an eye and refuted their nonsense point by point. He suggested that if they wanted to return the territories, the Crown should compensate him for the baronies’ value, including war expenses. The amount silenced them.

He boldly proclaimed that if the Crown attempted to seize lands without just cause, he would bring the matter to the united lords and wouldn’t hesitate to go to war.

When he said he would challenge the person who proposed it to a duel, their face turned pale and they quickly apologized. While the Third Prince seemed slightly displeased, seeing the reality of those he worried about made his concerns seem trivial.

However, there was one exception. Viscount Brayden couldn’t be taken lightly. He cleverly maneuvered the conversation, drawing out his desired opinions through others.

Unlike the other young nobles with empty heads, he clearly understood the situation’s full scope. Though it may have been his opinion, ‘It’s likely that the real masterminds are the Marquis McNeil.’

The biggest backer pushing the Third Prince for the throne, and the ones gradually expanding their influence through territorial wars—the McNeil household.

Ultimately, this series of events was likely orchestrated by the McNeils, using the Third Prince as a puppet. As in the past life, resolving the McNeils would be imperative for the Ruben Kingdom.

In any case, the palace visit ended with both sides confirming their differing stances. In the past, it might have been different, but now Raul, who owned seven baronies, couldn’t be threatened with mere suggestions.

Additionally, with House Ashton already having settled the situation without trouble, even the royal family would find it burdensome to confront him now.

In truth, the royal family’s breach of trust could be debated, but Raul chose not to push it.

‘Arguing pointlessly won’t achieve anything.’

With something in mind, Raul had a meaningful smile on his face.

(To be continued)
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Recently, a hot topic on the Connect forum was:

-When will the ‘protection period’ end, allowing us to leave the Free City?

Due to the nature of a full-dive virtual reality game, it couldn’t progress as quickly as other conventional games. Instead of clicking to move or hunt monsters, players had to walk and swing their swords as if in real life.

However, after being confined to a designated area for months, players naturally began to crave change.

“When is the next update?”

“Honestly, the game’s progression explanation is too vague.”

“It seems like we need to complete the second job advancement.”

“Hitting level 50? That’s going to take forever….”

Compared to the initial rapid leveling, the current rankers’ leveling speed had significantly slowed down.

Six months into the game, the highest-level player was Bae Dohyun at level 50.

Several dozen players followed closely at level 49.

There was rampant speculation on the forum that the next update would probably require someone to complete the second job advancement first.

The problem was that players had already experienced life outside the Free City. The recent territorial battle involving the First Knight Order had been broadcast worldwide through official channels and streamers.

Naturally, players cheered for the massive battle and wished to participate in such events.

However, in reality, they were confined to the Free City, running through predetermined dungeons and hunting monsters, which was beginning to cause dissatisfaction.

*

Clang!

At the First Knight Order branch in the Free City of Mira, two figures were engaged in a duel at the exclusive arena for the Purple Guild.

“Plum Blossom Strike (梅花路傍)!”

With a shout, the sword shadow split into two, thrusting at the opponent.


Clang, thud!

But the attack was easily deflected by a sword and shield.

“Take this! Plum Blossom Dance (梅花蝶舞)!”

With a complex step, the sword flickered here and there as if performing a sword dance. But that sword dance was simply blocked by a shield.

“Stop attaching fancy move names to your attacks.”

“Hmph. This is a sacred ritual! How could a commoner’s eye understand the anguish of a knight-errant?”

Ilwoo shook his head as he watched Wang Tianming’s recurring knight-errant behavior. With Bae Dohyun away from the guild for a while, there was no one to control him, and his condition was worsening.

‘To be honest, purely in terms of skill, he’s exceptional.’

His true personality and character were calm and easygoing, unlike his appearance. The problem was that he changed when he wielded a sword or engaged in a duel.

‘It seems the only way is to make him learn through experience.’

These were the words Bae Dohyun had passed on before he left. Correcting such bad habits was best done by those around him for his own sake.

“Haa, Plum Blossom Brilliance (梅花吐艷)!”

As Wang Tianming uttered another technique name, Ilwoo infused mana into his shield and sword.

As expected, with his “Swordsmanship (S-)” trait, Wang Tianming, who wasn’t even an Expert yet, emitted sword qi that flew toward Ilwoo.

Bang! Drip.

Although the power was much weaker than that of an actual Expert, sword qi was still sword qi. Ilwoo was pushed back a few steps as he blocked it.

‘Why announce the technique name before using such a good skill?’

To Ilwoo, who already knew what the technique names meant, such obvious attacks were futile. The others observing the duel shared the same thoughts.

“Should we call this stubbornness or a unique trait?”

“If it hinders combat, isn’t it just stubbornness? That’s what Bae Dohyun said too.”


“Well, from an opponent’s perspective, it’s convenient, right? Honestly, it would be harder to defend if he didn’t shout those ‘technique names’ or whatever.”

“You can’t deny his skills. In some ways, it’s quite impressive.”

Even with a few additional recruits, the Purple Guild’s members numbered less than 30.

Of course, that was only for combat roles. Including non-combat roles like production, art, and administration, nearly a hundred players were part of the guild.

These members were already engaged in practical tasks at various workshops, merchant guilds, and administrative offices of the First Knight Order.

In any case, the fewer than 30 combat members were all rankers within the top 50 overall rankings. Among these rankers, Wang Tianming’s skills were exceptional, with fewer than ten members able to withstand his sword strikes and only about five able to compete equally with him.

“Come to think of it, it’s starting to look a bit more impressive.”

“Right? At first, I thought, what’s he doing?”

While watching the duel, Louis Blake, an American martial artist, and Han Seohyun, a Korean summon master, discussed their thoughts on Wang Tianming.

“Recreating martial arts through skills. It might actually be possible.”

“Bae Dohyun said it: Don’t confine yourself within the framework of skills. If you internalize the skills and make them your own, you’ll see a new path.”

Following Bae Dohyun’s advice, Wang Tianming was the first to start pioneering his own path. From the academy days, he began integrating various skills with real martial arts, and he was now starting to see significant results.

“Of course, he’s also undermining his own efforts.”

“Indeed. If he doesn’t realize that, it’ll be tough for him to win this duel.”

By now, the number of people in the training ground had increased to five. Or more precisely, Ilwoo had multiplied into four, surrounding Wang Tianming.

And shortly after, the duel ended with Wang Tianming, tattered and exhausted, collapsing in the training ground. Within the Purple Guild, only two people could decisively defeat Wang Tianming:

Bae Dohyun, and Ilwoo.

“Cheating bastard. You used your special ability again!”

Wang Tianming glared at Ilwoo with a look of frustration, but Ilwoo just shrugged.

“You used your trait too. If you really want to beat me, stop shouting those unnecessary technique names.”


“This is the code of a knight-errant and a martial artist! It’s an ancient formality established for fair and honorable duels. How can you not understand such a romantic ideal for a warrior?”

As Wang Tianming looked at Ilwoo with an expression of disbelief, Ilwoo sighed and muttered softly.

“Ugh, I don’t know. This isn’t a martial arts world anyway… I just hope you realize that fighting like this will make it hard to even beat me.”

“Hmph. Just wait until my martial arts are perfected. We’ll see if you can still say that.”

“Whatever.”

Ilwoo extended his hand to help Wang Tianming up, and they left the training ground together.

“Well, seeing that, Ilwoo does seem like a monster.”

“Yeah. At first, I was a bit annoyed why such an ordinary guy was made the vice guild leader, but now it makes sense.”

“Honestly, in a one-on-one duel, I can still manage against him, but once you factor in his clones, there’s no way.”

“I can’t even imagine how strong he’ll become. But isn’t that the same for you? After your second job advancement, you’ll likely have more summoned beasts.”

“Who knows? Handling three at a time is already a struggle. I’m worried about how I’ll manage them in the future.”

They were impressed by Ilwoo’s strength, but they were also some of the top rankers in Connect. No one could predict how strong they would become in the future.

“By the way, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“You mean the guild master?”

“Yeah. It feels like it’s been almost two weeks now.”

Bae Dohyun had informed the guild members that he would be away for personal quests and his second job advancement.

In reality, he was busy dealing with the territorial battle and the internal conflict within House Ashton.

“Well, he was always hard to catch anyway. Since he said he’d be back after the job change, I guess he’ll return then.”

“Yeah, probably. I understand he’s busy, but I still wish he’d show his face more often. It’s a bit disappointing.”

Han Seohyun, slightly pouting, petted her summoned beast, Eunbyeol, sitting on her lap.

“Hehe, is that so?”

“What do you mean?”

Blake chuckled meaningfully, causing Seohyun to narrow her eyes.

“Nothing. I didn’t mean to meddle in someone’s love life.”

“It’s not like that!”

As Seohyun sprang up defensively, a global notification message popped up in front of them.

『Announcement』

Player ‘Bae Dohyun’ has completed their second job advancement, the first among revealed players. Please congratulate them.

-With the advent of the first second job advancer, the main quest 『Advent of the Savior』 and related quest 『Proof of the Savior』 have been generated.

-Towers of Graduation have appeared in each Free City.

-The 『Towers of Graduation』 contain trials prepared for each combat class and non-combat class.

-Party play and guild-exclusive raid trials are also ready, so feel free to challenge them.

-At the top floor of the 『Towers of Graduation』, instructors await as part of the opening event 『Defeat the Instructor』. If you earn their recognition, you can pass the trial even if you fail to defeat them.

-Once a graduate from any class emerges, the 『Free City Travel Restriction』 imposed for new players will be lifted, and you can fully embark on the main quest.

-『Caution!』 Failure to clear the trial will incur a cooldown period before retrying.

-Recommendation level for challenges: Minimum level 50, completion of second job advancement.

“Awesome.”

“This is undeniable.”

With a thumbs up, Blake stood up from the spectator seats.

“Where are you going?”

“I need to finish polishing my experience and proficiency to complete my job advancement. The graduation order will probably be recorded in the tower, and I can’t fall behind.”

“Tch. I’ll go with you. Actually, why don’t we gather a few more people and hit a dungeon?”

“That works too.”

The rankers of the Purple Guild, who had fallen into a bit of a routine, began to move again.

***

“The time has come for the players to shine.”

Raul was conversing with Dalton in the First Knight Order’s conference room.

“Indeed, their growth is unbelievably fast. If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes and guided them myself, I wouldn’t have believed it.”

In just six months.

For a typical Connect resident, even with formal training, it would take much longer to become a capable soldier.

However, in that short time, tens of thousands of outsiders who arrived in the Free City had surpassed the level of squires, advancing toward the level of Experts.

Moreover, anyone who met the conditions could potentially become an Expert!

Dalton felt increasingly burdened by the rapid growth of the players.

“Don’t worry. They won’t be taking over or ruling Connect. You know they have a significant flaw.”

Raul reassured. Dalton knew this well even without Raul’s words. After all, they were outsiders. Eventually, they would have to return to their world. Given that these weren’t their actual bodies, their sensory and proficiency levels couldn’t match those of the residents.

“But we can’t take them lightly. Tens of thousands of knight-level experts spreading across the continent could disrupt the balance of power.”

“Exactly. That’s why we’ve invested so much effort into the players. Imagine if even a fraction of them aligned with us? Or if we could influence their actions even slightly? Can you imagine the possibilities?”

There was a peculiar fervor in Raul’s words and expression.

‘Yes. This is that feeling.’

Dalton recalled meeting Raul. Despite his youth, Raul had something different about him.

His thoughts and aspirations were unlike any typical noble. That’s why Dalton decided to stay by Raul’s side, and now, he felt he understood the reason a bit more.

‘The scale of his thinking is different. He’s already several steps ahead, planning the future for himself.’

What seemed like pointless tasks (like buying useless lands or constructing buildings in desolate areas) turned out to be part of a grand plan. When Dalton first met Raul at the academy, he seemed just another wealthy noble scion.

But now?

Raul was a viscount with seven baronies, held the most influence in four Free Cities, commanded over 500 Experts, and mastered 200 power armor users.

‘And now he’s planning to take control of the players too.’

Dalton realized again that evaluating Raul by ordinary standards was foolish.

“…So remember, your role is crucial.”

“Okay, leave it to me. Honestly, besides you, I understand the outsiders better than anyone in this world.”

“Right. Let’s give those who don’t yet comprehend how the world is changing a rude awakening.”

Raul and Dalton bumped fists.

‘Things are going to get interesting from here on.’

Dalton’s expression had changed from one of concern to one brimming with excitement.

Holding the incredible card of the player bomb, Dalton looked down at the map with a mischievous smile.

(To be continued)
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Bustling.

The square in the Free City of Mira. It was the most secluded area, with no significant facilities around, making it the least crowded place.

However, now it was bustling with people. The reason was thanks to the 『Tower of Graduation』 that had suddenly appeared a few days ago. Cafes and restaurants around the square were also filled with players.

“Wow, even the First Knight Order’s trading firm has set up shop here? There’s really no place they haven’t reached.”

“Right? I heard they opened just a few days ago.”

“It’s convenient not having to go far, but isn’t the First Knight Order monopolizing everything?”

Slurp.

Meanwhile, a player was eating a noodle-like dish with chopsticks.

“Come on, if you’ve got complaints, go eat somewhere else. Don’t you love local food? Perfect. Go to other places for the tool shop and equipment store too.”

As the female player across from him reached out as if to snatch his bowl, the male player defended it with both hands.

“I was just saying! I know, there’s no place as good as this.”

Mira was a large city with a population exceeding a hundred thousand, and players continued to flow in. Though many restaurants and shops were operating, the most popular ones were those run by the First Knight Order.

These places, designed for players from the start, had a different range of goods and concepts compared to those run by residents. Even if the prices were a bit high, the restaurants had foods prepared to suit the taste of Earthlings.

A luxurious clothing store that fused medieval outfits with Earth and CONNECT attire. A workshop selling relatively inexpensive yet high-quality weapons and armor, thanks to the artisans and production-class players Raul had gathered.

A potion shop offering slightly less effective but more plentiful potions compared to the previously expensive and scarce ones, including buffing potions.

A shop buying monster by-products, an elegantly designed coffee shop, a stylish hair salon and barber shop keeping up with Earth’s trends, and more. The First Knight Order had established numerous shops and facilities in the Free City of Mira, illustrating what an octopus-like expansion truly looked like.

Some players grumbled about a lack of choice, but compared to players from other countries who didn’t have access to the four Free Cities of the Ruben Kingdom (where the First Knight Order had concentrated its investments), they were blessed.

“Are you kidding me? A loaf of this disgusting bread costs 1 silver? In Mira, you can get a bowl of noodles for 1 silver.”

“What? This shabby dagger costs 20 silver? With that money, you could buy a standard longsword in the Ruben Kingdom’s Briant.”

“These lodging prices are insane. 15 silver for one night on a hay bed crawling with bugs? The Ruben Kingdom lodgings are almost motel quality for much less.”


Players from other countries constantly complained after learning about the Ruben Kingdom’s conditions through bulletin boards and broadcasts.

Even so, more players than one might think chose not to go to the Ruben Kingdom.

While 60% of new players chose one of the Ruben Kingdom’s four free cities, the remaining 40% chose other countries.

There were various reasons, but the two main ones were:

First, it was hard to secure quests or hunting grounds in overly crowded places.

Like in other games, CONNECT players grew through quests and hunting.

In places where many players gathered, getting a good quest was like reaching for the stars.

– “After coming to Mira, there’s nothing to do but take generic quests that anyone can get. 😭”

– “The beginner hunting grounds in Kessan are like a war zone. Are there really more players than mobs? If you come here, just form a party and head into the dungeons, even if it’s risky.”

Due to situations like these, some players were opting to start in other countries despite the early inconveniences.

– ‘All the hidden quests in this area are mine!’

– ‘You can’t become the best by starting off normally.’

Such dreams and hopes were pushing players to tread paths of hardships and challenges. Of course, only a small number of them would actually get what they wanted.

The second reason was that players whose goal was to establish a guild avoided the Ruben Kingdom. This was because the Ruben Kingdom was practically dominated by the First Knight Order.

‘It’s too late. If you want to catch up with the Purple Guilds or allied guilds supported by the First Knight Order, you have to start elsewhere.’

There was something called 『City Contribution Points』. This metric judged how helpful guild members were to the city and how much recognition they received. The higher this ranking, the more benefits a guild could receive from the city, and the more their influence could grow.

However, in the Ruben Kingdom’s four free cities, the First Knight Order was monopolizing this metric.

‘Is it even fair for an NPC guild to hog all the city contribution points?’

In terms of share distribution, nearly 90% of the contribution points belonged to the First Knight Order alone.

Yet, many guilds kept sprouting up and collaborating with the First Knight Order because the benefits of sharing the remaining 10% were better than ranking in other free cities.


This was a natural consequence, considering the city’s basic infrastructure and conveniences tailored for players were on a different level.

‘But in the long run, it’s different.’

Though limited, the free cities of other countries were gradually developing as more players arrived. They might be quite lacking now, but eventually, if not surpassing, they would catch up to some extent.

When that time came, the shares they held would be incomparable in value to those in the Ruben Kingdom’s free cities. Large guilds that had held Raul back in his previous life were making such choices.

Whether such a day would come as they hoped was uncertain.

In any case, the Free City of Mira, the hub of player activity and home to many rankers, naturally attracted a lot of attention to the 『Tower of Graduation』 that had appeared there.

“It’s been days, and there’s no news of anyone passing. I want to check out places other than Mira soon.”

“Hmph, do you even have the ability? Talk after you hit level 40.”

“Tsk tsk. High risk, high return! Wouldn’t you grow much faster if you left this crowded cage and went to a new area? Just following the same process as everyone else here, how could you ever catch up to those rankers?”

“You could be wiped out in a single blow. Don’t you know there’s a resurrection penalty if you leave the free cities?”

“Ha! How can you become a ranker if you’re afraid of death? I’ve already stuffed my wallet in preparation! Plus, thanks to Bae Dohyun, I got a free month of usage, so it’s a sweet deal.”

“If you ask me to lend you money later, you’re dead!”

CONNECT’s announcements had already explained the resurrection penalty. Ordinary players, excluding hardcore players, inherently had three lives.

However, once those three lives were lost, they had to pay a resurrection fee to Connect Inc. The initial resurrection fee was 100,000 won, and it doubled each time thereafter.

In other words, the resurrection cost quickly escalates as follows: 10, 20, 40, 80, and so on. However, since one resurrection count decreases based on a monthly period, it’s possible to mitigate the penalty if one doesn’t die consecutively.

Despite this, if one dies consecutively in a short period, it means that an enormous fee must be paid for resurrection. This was the reason why, no matter how skilled a player was, they shouldn’t take their life lightly.

Besides that, it was mentioned that there were in-game penalties, though no detailed explanation was provided. It was as if they were urging players to experience it for themselves, but there hadn’t been a player who lost their life three times yet, so the information hadn’t circulated.

“It’s out!”

“Where? Where?”

The players around the square murmured.


For the past few days, those who were somewhat considered rankers had been seeking the Tower of Graduation. Some challenged it as guilds, while others formed parties with other rankers to take the test.

“Ugh, just by looking at them, you can tell the result.”

However, the faces of those coming out of the tower didn’t look good at all. Their attire and equipment were tattered, indicating that they hadn’t achieved good results.

“Was that the Hesse Guild? They were boasting about having a ranker within the top 50, but it seems they ultimately failed.”

“Judging by their appearance, it seems like it’ll be a while before anyone passes.”

“I guess not just anyone can pass. In any case, isn’t there only one person we can rely on now?”

“Ah, there was Bae Dohyun. But he finished his second job change, so why is there no news?”

“Who knows? Maybe he’s intentionally taking his time? If everyone fails and then he suddenly appears and succeeds, he’ll stand out more.”

“Hey, do you think he’s like you? There must be a reason why he’s late. Seriously, your way of thinking!”

A female player scolded a male player, while someone in the back coughed, having choked on their coffee.

‘Oh my, how did they know?’

Raul, who was disguised and observing the Tower of Graduation from a corner, calmed his startled heart with a gulp of cold water.

In truth, he had been busy handling other matters, which was why he only now arrived at the tower, but it was also true that he wasn’t in a rush.

Just as the system announcement stated, it was virtually impossible to graduate from the tower without completing the second job change.

It was hard to believe that someone could achieve what even Bae Dohyun hadn’t done in the previous life.

‘Plus, just graduating isn’t everything.’

While there was a reward for being the first to graduate, Raul didn’t consider it to be particularly good.

Instead, the rewards for the event 『Defeat the Instructor』 were several times better.

Hence, he had already advised his guild members to complete the second job change and reach a certain level before attempting the tower.

Knowing Bae Dohyun’s skills, the guild members had given up the “first” title and were diligently training according to his advice.

In a way, using alternate characters was akin to cheating, but Raul didn’t feel guilty at all. Unlike other players who considered CONNECT to be just a game, to Raul, it was a matter of survival.

He had long decided to take advantage of everything he could.

‘First, I’ll collect all the individual rewards, and then I’ll get the first guild graduation reward.’

After all, his guild members were receiving benefits and care on a different level from others.

Not only did they enjoy exclusive buffs and shared skills at intermediate level 10 and the exclusive shop benefits, but they also had the opportunity to get direct guidance and spar with the best player in CONNECT.

‘Now that I’ve gauged the atmosphere, it’s about time to go in.’

If the test was the same as in his previous life, there was nothing to hinder Raul. Raul casually stood up and transformed into Bae Dohyun in the restroom before stepping back out.

A player who was about to enter the restroom was startled and shouted.

“Gasp! Ba-Bae Dohyun?”

Nodding slightly as he walked through the hall, murmurs arose from the people.

“Huh? Bae Dohyun?”

“Did I just hear that name?”

“Wait, is that really him?”

“Where? Where?”

Even though people started focusing their attention on him, he didn’t lower his head or cover his face. There was no reason for him to avoid the gazes or shrink back.

“Wow! It’s really Bae Dohyun!”

“Goodness. Should I try to get an autograph?”

“Bae Dohyun! Are you here to conquer the tower?”

“When will there be recruitment for the Purple Guild?”

People recognized Bae Dohyun and swarmed towards him as if he were a celebrity. However, they couldn’t approach him. Bae Dohyun had erected a psychokinetic barrier around himself.

Gradually, the people trying to talk to him fell silent. There was an aura of intimidation around Bae Dohyun that made it difficult to address him.

Of course, this didn’t mean Bae Dohyun ignored the people. He picked a few frequently asked questions and answered them naturally.

“I plan to conquer the tower today. Starting tomorrow, you should be able to go elsewhere. As for guild member recruitment, there are no plans yet. However, if a schedule is set, it will be announced on the bulletin board.”

His calm demeanor and confident stride made him appear formidable, and anyone could see the aura of a powerful individual emanating from him.

“Please succeed in the conquest!”

“Good luck!”

“We’re cheering for you.”

Leaving the cheers of the people behind, Bae Dohyun crossed the square and finally entered the Tower of Graduation.

(To be continued)
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“It’s been a while since I’ve been here.”

Raul, in the form of Bae Dohyun, said as he stepped into a small room surrounded by white walls.

“Ah, you mentioned you passed it once in a previous life, right?”

Rabel, who had somehow appeared on Bae Dohyun’s shoulder, looked around in amazement and responded. Given that Raul had been here early in the game in his previous life, over 15 years had passed.

However, for some reason, there was no sign of anyone around. Considering the Tower of Graduation had appeared and a multitude of players had flocked here, it should have been bustling with activity.

“It’s incredibly intricate illusion and space magic. Honestly, even I might have a hard time fully understanding it.”

Rabel said as he adjusted his glasses, examining the magical array with interest. This was to be expected, as the CONNECT system had created this place.

A practically god-like cheating entity wielding near-omnipotent powers. Other players who entered the tower likely entered similar rooms on their own.

Then, words magically appeared on the blank white wall in front of him and a voice was heard.

“Welcome, player, to the Tower of Graduation. Here, you can test the skills you’ve honed in CONNECT.”

Simple explanations appeared on the wall. The tests were broadly categorized into individual and group tests, and further divided into combat and non-combat professions.

The tower had a total of 10 levels of tests, ranging from simple capability assessments to real battles.

“… Based on your player’s attributes, skills, and growth direction, we recommend certain test formats. While you may attempt tests from other classes, please be aware that you may face disadvantages if you are not part of that class.”

After the explanation ended, a message appeared on the magical screen on the wall: “Measuring player’s status. Please wait a moment.”

“Last time, I was recommended the psychokinesis test without hesitation. Wonder what it’ll be this time?”

“Yeah. But this test, don’t you think it might be based on Raul’s original abilities?”

“No way. If that were the case, before even taking the test, I’d be given a message like, ‘You don’t need to take this test, player.’”

He definitely didn’t want to test that out. With so many worthwhile rewards at stake, it would be a huge loss if he were denied the opportunity to even take the test.

Thankfully, such a disaster didn’t occur. However, the content displayed on the screen was far from ordinary.

『Recommended Test List』


Melee Combat. Ranged Combat. Psychic Power. Magic. Summoning. Scouting. Assassination. Crafting. Cooking. Gathering. …..

Almost every profession’s test was densely listed, with an indication to scroll through the screen.

“This seems like…?”

“It’s probably because of the skill compendium. What will you do? It’d take ages to go through all of them.”

Bae Dohyun scratched his head. There were over fifteen hundred skills registered in the skill compendium already. Due to the skill quests, which were randomly set weekly to fill the compendium’s experience, he had managed to reach intermediate level 1 for quite a few non-combat skills as well.

Since he decided not to be selective, he gathered skills from non-combat professions too, which led to the current situation.

“I’ll just complete the crucial ones. There’s no way I can clear all of them, anyway.”

Just because his proficiency was at the intermediate level didn’t guarantee passing the tests. And his goal was not merely passing the tests; it was to obtain rewards from the 『Defeat the Instructor』 event.

Attempting the tests relying on half-baked skills would only waste time. Particularly, there was no reason to bother with non-combat profession tests.

However, before he could dwell on his concerns, a new system message appeared before his eyes. The number of individual test types one can challenge is limited to three. Please choose wisely.

“Heh. No need to worry, then. Let’s start with the psychokinetic ability test. It should be perfect for a warm-up.”

Since he already knew the test content, it wouldn’t take long.

“Raul, don’t forget there’s something you need to obtain this time!”

“I know. I’m not too keen on it, but it can’t be helped.”

As Bae Dohyun shrugged his shoulders, Rabel pouted and disappeared into the compendium.

「You don’t need my help, right? Just call me during that exam.」

Bae Dohyun chuckled to himself, now alone. Anyway, it would be troublesome if Rabel appeared during his main combat tests. He planned to create a video and upload it.

‘Well then, let’s get started.’

Bae Dohyun chose the 『Psychic Ability Test』.

*


Raul, who was climbing the tower at a rapid pace, soon found himself in front of the final level, the 10th floor.

The 1st and 2nd floors tested the basic knowledge and skills required of any player, regardless of their profession.

The 3rd to 5th floors consisted of various basic tests to measure psychokinetic abilities.

The 6th to 9th floors involved practical tests, sparring, hunting, and combat-related examinations using psychokinetic abilities.

Bae Dohyun easily passed these tests by using only psychokinesis suited to a level just above 50 and intermediate proficiency, making it seem effortless.

When the video is eventually released, everyone will be in awe of Bae Dohyun’s textbook strategies.

Finally, the 10th floor.

As Bae Dohyun opened the door, he stepped into a large plaza bathed in sunlight, with a training ring set up in the center.

“Welcome, challenger.”

In the training ring stood a man who appeared to be in at least his mid-40s, waiting for Bae Dohyun. Analyzing him, the instructor’s name was Stefan Lake.

A dual psychokinetic with A-rank Body Strengthening Technique and B-rank Wind Control Technique.

‘The instructor has changed, but the combination of abilities is similar. This would be challenging for a typical psychokinetic.’

Psychic abilities are generally divided into two categories. One is the ‘Enhancement’ type. This includes abilities that enhance or transform the user’s body or objects, typically suited for close combat.

The second type is the ‘Phenomenon Manipulation’ type. These abilities involve manipulating elements like psychokinesis or natural elements, altering and distorting nature.

This type often prefers long-range combat or versatility (utility). Most psychokinetics are specialized in one type, so facing an opponent like the instructor in the training ring, who handles both, can be tough.

Of course, this wasn’t an issue for Bae Dohyun.

“Oh, a player who handles psychokinesis? Given its high versatility, if used well, it can be extremely powerful.”

The instructor nodded approvingly and offered some encouraging words, to which Bae Dohyun subtly bowed in acknowledgment.

“Shall we start right away?”

“Yes, please.”


“Very well, then head to the starting point.”

The training ring was enormous, likely to avoid any spatial disadvantage; it was a giant square almost 200 meters on each side. From one end, the instructor appeared quite small.

And then, a system message appeared before Raul’s eyes.

『 Event Quest: Defeat the Instructor 』

Grade: A

Objective: Defeat the psychokinetic instructor on the 10th floor of the Tower of Graduation

Additional Objective: Win using only ‘psychokinetic’ skills without using any other skills

Restriction: Both player and instructor are fixed at LV50, skill proficiency at intermediate level 1

Rewards: Random Exclusive Equipment Box (A), title (A), Large Amount of Experience, 50,000 Coins

Additional Rewards: Enhanced Effect of Exclusive Skills

‘As expected. The rewards are immense.’

The additional reward especially caught his eye. How much had he benefited from enhancing his psychokinesis in Zeinak’s dungeon?

He had no intention of missing out this time either.

‘I couldn’t obtain it in my previous life, but this time will be different.’

His combat experience was fundamentally different from then. For Bae Dohyun, who had already reached the pinnacle of psychokinetic mastery, being limited to intermediate level 1 posed no issue.

Moreover, he had a secret weapon. As Bae Dohyun pressed the ‘Challenge’ button floating in the air, the duel with the instructor began.

*

“Cough. This is absurd….”

Suspended in the air by Raul’s psychokinesis, instructor Stefan Lake coughed up blood, his voice weakened. His entire body was covered in wounds, and five daggers were embedded up to their hilts.

In stark contrast, Raul appeared unscathed and didn’t look like someone who had just been in a fight.

“Triple? Quadra?”

Incomprehensible words escaped the instructor’s lips.

“Who knows.”

But Bae Dohyun merely smiled enigmatically and didn’t answer.

“I lost. Congratulations, challenger. May your future be filled with blessings.”

With those words, the instructor’s form dissipated like smoke. From the outset, it was a match that couldn’t be won by the opponent. While both had their skill proficiencies restricted, Bae Dohyun wasn’t a typical player who relied solely on his skills.

He was already capable of utilizing abilities beyond the system’s displayed proficiency levels. Moreover, he had the cheat-like “Skill Codex.”

The Skill Codex provided three additional skill slots. Bae Dohyun equipped them with Flicker (B), Quick Reflexes (B), and Gravity Field (B-).

Combining these with his psychokinesis, Raul overwhelmed the instructor completely. Of course, it looked as though he only used psychokinesis and Flicker on the surface, causing the instructor’s misjudgment.

‘That was an appropriate penalty.’

However, if there hadn’t been the restriction of using only psychokinetic abilities, he would have finished even more quickly.

With Bae Dohyun’s nearly master-level swordsmanship, he could have easily defeated a mere body-enhancing psychokinetic, even with the intermediate-level handicap.

Whoosh.

The space of the 10th floor vanished, and Bae Dohyun found himself back in the small room he entered at the beginning. Messages congratulating his graduation and detailing the quest rewards popped up in front of him.

‘I’ll check them later.’

Ignoring the messages, Raul immediately opted to challenge the next test. Naturally, the chosen category was 『Melee Combat』. This test might end even more quickly. Why? Because.

“Master, care to stretch your legs for a bit?”

“Yes. Let’s see what this ‘Tower of Graduation’ is all about.”

Activating the first stage of Regnator, a semi-transparent Caldenas appeared, looking around with interest. He was someone who had been sealed for ages by ‘divine power.’

Hence, he was inevitably curious about the miracles created by the god-like CONNECT system. Bae Dohyun swiftly reached the 10th floor of the tower again.

“Welcome, challenger!”

Once again, a burly knight was waiting for Bae Dohyun in the training ring.

‘As expected, they can’t detect it.’

One of Regnator’s special features was 『Stealthy Predator』. It allowed the armor to absorb the functions of other inferior power armors.

And Raul had fed one of the power armors he obtained during the territorial war and the count’s house civil war to Regnator.

『Durensa D-type Internal Power Armor』

Grade: D

Output: 0.55 CP (Core Power)

Operational Time: 1h/max

Operational Mode: Mana Stone Consumption

Defensive Spells: 3 Circle

Special Features: Power armor worn inside a suit of armor. It’s undetectable from the outside.

Internal Power Armor.

An unusual piece crafted from special materials to conceal the power armor within an exterior armor. It’s effective for exploiting enemy gaps or infiltrating enemy lines without exposure, though it’s mostly obsolete now.

The reason for its obsolescence was its relatively poor performance compared to its high cost. Even the standard F-Grade power armor had an output close to 0.7 CP, whereas this one only had a mere 0.5 CP.

Moreover, its operational time was short, and its defensive field was subpar. While the concept was good, its practicality was severely lacking.

‘But it’s perfect for Regnator.’

Regnator, being a uniquely shaped power armor that didn’t cover the entire body, inevitably stood out wherever it went.

However, by absorbing this piece, it could overcome those drawbacks. Indeed, the instructor standing before Bae Dohyun had no idea he was wearing power armor.

‘They never would have imagined that a player could equip power armor in the first place.’

Why not exploit this blind spot?

And the result was immediately evident. In the ensuing duel with the instructor, Bae Dohyun defeated him effortlessly using only swordsmanship, without relying on any skills.

Even though his level was limited to an expert intermediate level, how could the instructor stand a chance against Bae Dohyun equipped with power armor?

Having cleared the second test easily, only the final test remained for Bae Dohyun.

“At last, it’s my turn.”

The waiting Rabel appeared once again.

(To be continued)
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When Raul first obtained the Skill Codex, he had high hopes. An “All-Master” player capable of using every skill.

How fantastic that sounded!

A flawless player who could wield weapon skills, psychokinetic abilities, magic, and divine powers with equal prowess, seemingly unbeatable.

However…

“Fireball!”

The quintessential fire-based attack spell, a 4-circle magic, materialized at the tip of Bae Dohyun’s staff.

Whoosh.

A fireball the size of a human head seared the air as it flew menacingly toward the target. And at the moment it struck the target…

Fsssh.

With a hissing sound, the fireball fizzled out like a spent matchstick.

“Seriously, why isn’t this working? Is it the staff’s fault?”

Bae Dohyun muttered in dissatisfaction, examining the magic staff in his hands, but no amount of fiddling would suddenly change its properties.

Rabel, who had been watching with folded arms and a pitiful expression, sighed deeply.

“Wasn’t there someone who said a master craftsman doesn’t blame their tools?”

Bae Dohyun winced. It was the same advice Raul had given Jake, not long ago, after he had blamed his sword for his defeat in a sparring match with Philip.

“Thinking about it, it’s really hard to understand. You’re so sensitive to mana and control it so well when using a sword, so why do you turn into an idiot with a staff? Tsk tsk.”

Rabel’s clicking tongue made Bae Dohyun’s shoulders slump even more.

“Well, the mechanics of using a staff are completely different from using a sword. It’s natural that breaking ingrained habits isn’t easy.”

Bae Dohyun tried to defend himself, but it didn’t sway Rabel in the slightest.

“I wonder where the guy who boasted about understanding the flow of mana and the activation principles of any skill went. And sticking to something that clearly doesn’t work—can that stubbornness suddenly make it work?”


Bae Dohyun’s head drooped. Tower of Graduation, Magic Test Course, 3rd floor. It was a basic test stage that anyone who knew how to use magic could pass, yet the judgment screen in front of him displayed a gigantic 『FAIL』 message.

Fortunately, since he was below the 5th floor, which was the basic test stage, he didn’t get kicked out immediately as he could retry. But Rabel’s intense gaze through her glasses was terrifying.

“Now that you know it doesn’t work, please use the skills properly, Mr. Bae Dohyun!”

“…Yes, ma’am.”

The cause of this predicament was Bae Dohyun’s stubbornness.

Thanks to the Skill Codex’s deceptive characteristics, Bae Dohyun could assign spells to the three slots in the skill compendium and use them.

As he completed the Skill Codex’s random quests, he had raised many such spells to intermediate level 1 proficiency.

But what good did that do?

Raul believed that mastering skills personally was meaningful, so he wanted to master magic without relying on the system’s assistance. Thus, he stubbornly attempted to pass the test by using spells without system assistance.

Magic, which he could barely cast successfully once in three or four attempts without the system’s help, was failing him today more than ever.

“Let me make it clear once again, Raul has absolutely zero talent for magic. So please stop with this reckless idea of mastering magic. Instead, use that time for other training!”

“But I still have dreams of becoming an ‘All-Master’….”

The open Skill Codex snapped shut with a loud clap. Seeing Rabel’s increasingly stern expression, Bae Dohyun quickly corrected himself.

“But, it would be better to give it up now, right? That’s what I was going to do anyway.”

He realized he’d have to set aside his cherished dream for the time being.

“If you really want to use magic, just use the system’s assistance like other players and treat it as a ‘skill’. You know how ludicrous and stupid it is to try and master every skill yourself, right?”

Bae Dohyun silently nodded his head in agreement. There wasn’t any need to obsess over magic, as Rabel had pointed out. Even though the manifestation methods differed, many aspects of magic and psychokinetic abilities overlapped.

The effects of Fireball, for instance, could be reproduced with the psychokinetic ability ‘Pyrokinesis’.

The short-distance teleportation spell ‘Blink’ could be replicated with the psychokinetic skill ‘Flicker’, and flying, akin to the Fly spell, was achievable through Raul’s psychokinesis.

And Bae Dohyun’s aptitude for psychokinetic abilities was second to none.


‘Why is it not working? I understand it all in theory, though.’

It seemed CONNECT’s magic was destined to be a sore spot for Bae Dohyun. The subsequent tower climb proceeded smoothly without any issues. Yielding to Rabel’s nagging, Bae Dohyun used the system’s assistance to activate magic spells, and the spells he had already reached an intermediate level with didn’t disappoint.

Furthermore, what was merely an auxiliary skill for other mages, ‘Staff Combat (Bludgeoning Arts)’, became something menacing in Bae Dohyun’s hands.

In fact, from the 6th to the 9th floor combat tests, almost half of the monsters met their demise not from his magic but from being bludgeoned to death by Bae Dohyun’s staff.

‘Well, in the movie Lord of the Rings, Gandalf also used his staff to bash monsters, so it’s not cheating, right?’

Though Rabel’s stern gaze was scary, Bae Dohyun felt justified. And finally, he reached the 10th floor. There, waiting for him, was a stereotypical mage instructor with a long white beard and a robe.

“Welcome, challenger.”

The old mage, spouting the same lines as previous instructors, suddenly widened his eyes in astonishment.

“Oh, the owner of the Grimoire! You’ve learned a very rare magic, challenger.”

However, the one who responded wasn’t Bae Dohyun. Floating before his chest was the open Skill Codex, and atop it sat Rabel, holding a miniature staff.

“Mind if I take this one? Human mage.”

The instructor, momentarily taken aback, nodded in acknowledgment.

“I don’t know why you’re confined there, but I recognize you as a servant of the mage.”

“Indeed. What now?”

At Rabel’s question, Bae Dohyun stepped back, spreading his hands.

“I’ll leave this one to you. I’ll cheer from the sidelines.”

“You do that.”

Bae Dohyun’s decision to attempt the magic test was based on his trust in Rabel. Though he had easily won the previous two tests, defeating an instructor wasn’t an easy feat for a typical player.

Even with levels and proficiencies set equally, that didn’t mean the skill levels were equal.

Beating an instructor who has trained in magic for decades with spells practiced through system assistance without mastering them yourself?


It was illogical, even from a common-sense perspective.

‘Unless using the staff techniques…?’

That thought crossed his mind, but it might violate the additional objective of using only “magic”.

Rooting for Rabel silently was the best approach here.

Whoosh!

Boom!

Rumble.

The magical duel, already in progress, dazzled Bae Dohyun’s vision with its vivid effects. Like a battle of pride, both Rabel and the instructor fought without moving a single step, their lips alone dictating the flow of combat.

“Summon Wind Arrows. Multiply!”

Rabel’s incantation quickly conjured over ten semi-transparent arrows of wind. Thanks to the proficiency cap, the number was reduced, but they remained threatening.

In response, the instructor twirled his staff and muttered softly.

“Earth Shield! Wandering flames of mana, respond to my call and transform into sharp arrows that pierce my enemy. Fire Arrows, shoot!”

Whether it was memorized spells (spells stored before combat) or artifacts, the instructor swiftly created a large stone shield from the arena floor.

Following textbook spell casting, he launched about five fire arrows.

“Elemental Shield!”

A light green shield, Rabel’s signature defensive spell, materialized to block the fire arrows.

Simultaneously,

“Summon Lightning. Strike down!”

Crack.

A bundle of lightning bolts descended from the clear sky onto the instructor’s head. Yet, a blue shield had already formed above the instructor, grounding the lightning.

While the rapid and fierce magical exchange continued, Bae Dohyun conducted an internal, hypothetical battle in his mind.

‘The instructor probably has about ten memorized spells due to proficiency limits. The strategy should be to exhaust those spells first. The fastest spell should be Magic Missile, right? Oh, if a Fire Arrow comes, should I use Water Shield? What was the incantation… Oh, my head.’

No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t keep up with the pace of the magical exchange. Attempting to fight using only magic was futile.

‘This is annoying. I could just use psychokinesis to throw daggers, wear down his shield, close in, and finish with a few sword strikes.’

Finally recognizing that magic wasn’t his forte, Bae Dohyun gave up the notion and focused on observing the duel. It was clear who had the upper hand after exchanging dozens of spells.

Rabel was steadily gaining ground, her mastery and flexibility in spellcasting becoming evident.

“Rise, stone Spikes! Heavy Winds, Press Down!”

Having exhausted the memorized spells and artifact incantations, the instructor couldn’t keep up with Rabel’s incantation speed.

Even demonstrating ‘move casting’ by dodging spells while casting, his defensive spells were shattered one by one by Rabel’s continuous attacks.

Finally, all his magic barriers were broken, and the battle concluded as the instructor was caught in Rabel’s vortex spell, lifted dozens of meters into the air, and then plummeted back down.

“Took longer than expected.”

Rabel adjusted her glasses, still sitting in the same position on the Skill Codex as when the duel began. Bae Dohyun gave her a thumbs-up in admiration.

With this, Bae Dohyun had passed all three tests he challenged: ‘Melee Combat,’ ‘Psychic Abilities,’ and ‘Magic’.

Moreover, he had achieved all additional objectives in the ‘Defeat the Instructor’ event, fulfilling his personal goals for the Tower of Graduation.

‘I’ll check the rewards later.’

Returning to the starting room, Bae Dohyun organized the complex system messages that had popped up and then left the tower.

As he stepped out of the tower’s entrance, the eyes of numerous players gathered in the plaza turned to him. Though he had passed quickly, completing three tests had taken him half a day.

The sun had long set, and the time was nearing midnight, with the plaza illuminated by magic lamps.

‘Why does it seem even more crowded than before?’

He had timed his exit to avoid such a crowd, but it seemed his caution was unnecessary.

“How did it go?”

“Did you pass the tower?”

“You took the ‘Psychic Ability’ test, didn’t you?”

Players, who had been hesitating, began bombarding Bae Dohyun with questions. Typically, it took around six hours to fail and return from the tower.

Having spent nearly half a day inside, it was natural for the players to be curious. Instead of answering, Bae Dohyun opened the postponed system window.

Congratulations on successfully passing the graduation exam. Will you graduate from the Beginner City and challenge the real world of CONNECT?

YES (Automatically selected after 24 hours)

Bae Dohyun brought his finger to the blinking YES icon and clicked it without hesitation.

At that moment.

*

Whoosh!

Like fireworks exploding, blue beams shot up from the Tower of Graduation, splitting into twelve and spreading in all directions across the sky.

Above Mira, a previously unseen translucent blue barrier briefly appeared, shimmering before dissolving into fine dust of glowing light particles.

『Notice』

Congratulations! Player Bae Dohyun has become the first to pass the 『Tower of Graduation』 exam.

This achievement signifies that the once-alien players now hold the credentials to be the saviors of the CONNECT world.

From this moment, 『Free City Travel Restrictions』 are lifted. Explore the continent of CONNECT freely and protect this world from looming threats.

As you’ve proven your worth, players will no longer be protected outside designated safe zones. Exercise caution to avoid conflicts with residents.

The continent continues to suffer from Gate invasions. Until the next scenario begins, experience points and rewards from ‘Gates’ and ‘Dungeons (stabilized Gates)’ are doubled.

The player-exclusive main quest 『The Savior’s Advent』 will now officially commence. Explore the continent and accumulate contribution points for the residents. Worthy rewards await those who achieve the most outstanding results.

This marked the moment when players would officially start intervening in the world of CONNECT.

(To be continued)
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Outside the window, the vast cityscape was taken in at a glance from the top floor of a skyscraper. Despite the glaring sunlight seeping through the blinds, a meeting was in full swing at the long table.

Over ten individuals were conducting the meeting, but only one person was physically present. The rest were rendered as three-dimensional holograms.

However, aside from slight noise, the holograms exuded such realism that it felt as though the individuals were genuinely in the room.

“Ultimately, doesn’t this mean that the likelihood of what he said being true is quite high?”

The person seated at the head of the table opposite was, surprisingly, Jung Seokyoon, the current Prime Minister of South Korea.

“It’s too early to make a definitive judgment, but it’s true that signs have begun to appear. Moreover, we’ve received intelligence that both the United States and China have started taking action.”

The man who had just spoken was none other than Han Sangyong, the owner of this conference room and the chairman of Daesung Group, one of the top five conglomerates in Korea.

Surprisingly, all the figures present in the conference room were influential individuals impacting South Korea.

In addition to members of both ruling and opposition parties, the chairmen of three other conglomerates besides Daesung were in attendance, as well as military generals and several ministry ministers.

“Did the VIP have nothing to say?”

“It’s probably premature for the government to step in directly. For now, he intends to leave it to the private sector…”

“Are there any updates from overseas?”

At someone’s question, Prime Minister Jung Seokyoon shook his head.

“No entities have shown public movement yet. If anything, they’re trying to gather information from us.”

“Good grief. Setting up headquarters in Seoul of all places…”

“Oh, come on! Are you aware of how many benefits we’ve received because of it?”

“Benefits? Do you have any idea how many subsidiaries have faced deficits because of it?”

“This isn’t the time to focus solely on immediate profits!”

The two chairmen raised their voices. Such incidents were frequent since not all the interests of those gathered aligned.

“Everyone, calm down. We didn’t gather here to fight, did we?”


However, when Han Sangyong, chairman of the most influential Daesung Group, intervened, the room quietened down.

Then, a previously silent figure stepped forward—the Minister of Science, technology, and Communications, Kim Dae-yeob.

“I will summarize the situation. Since Connect began its service in earnest, it’s true that the signs he predicted have started to materialize. Please look at the chart.”

The chart illustrated the changes in temperature over recent years, the frequency of abnormal weather events, and the variations in sunspot sizes.

Though global warming had caused a general rise in Earth’s temperature, it was within the normal predictive range. However, the increase in abnormal weather events was alarming.

Moreover, the problem was that the actual Earth’s temperature and the temperature people experienced were increasingly divergent.

There were numerous cases where people sweated profusely and suffered from heat stroke in spring, when temperatures were typical, as if it were mid-summer.

In autumn, even when the temperatures were cooler, people wore padded jackets due to the low perceived temperatures.

Thus, people increasingly complained to the Meteorological Administration, suspecting faulty or erroneous temperature readings, yet the thermometer and scientific measurements showed no discrepancy.

“And in the past six months, since Connect’s service started, the symptoms have gradually worsened. While their power is weak, the frequency of typhoons and earthquakes has increased several-fold. Moreover, the sizes of the sunspots observed from the Sun have already grown by multiple times.”

“…Isn’t it just a coincidence? Many scholars predicted such changes could occur even without their words. I don’t understand why we’re causing such a commotion.”

Despite his words, he wouldn’t have attended this meeting if he had no doubts at all.

“Whether what he says is true or not isn’t important. The things he showed and provided are on a completely different level from what we knew.”

Prime Minister Jung Seokyoon continued speaking.

“That’s exactly why I gathered you here. We can’t ignore his words, even if there’s a slight possibility. So, until the government steps in directly, I’d like the private sector to pay more attention. If we lose the initiative to a foreign country, it will be difficult for everyone.”

“Are you saying we should figure it out on our own? At least if you’re asking the private sector, there should be some compensation.”

When Chairman Han Sangyong questioned him, Jung Seokyoon averted his gaze slightly.

“This is for the nation. Besides, it’s not a particularly difficult task, so there’s no need to be so confrontational, is there?”

“That’s right. At least for those who make a living in this country, this level of cooperation should be expected, no?”

The belatedly speaking up was Park Jung-min, the Minister of National Defense, and the generals nodded in agreement.


‘Using patriotism as an excuse in this day and age? What a bunch of freeloaders.’

An extended period had passed since large-scale wars disappeared from the world.

Though the military is maintained under the pretext of the enemy in North Korea, from the perspective of a businessman like Han Sangyong, the military was merely an inefficient group that wasted money.

Now, the competition between nations was determined not by military power but by money and technological prowess.

However, even so, it wasn’t a good choice for a businessman to be at odds with those wielding actual power.

“Understood. It’s not about the cost at this moment. But I hope we reach a more practical and constructive agreement in the next meeting.”

“Ahem. Thank you for your cooperation. They say significant changes have started in Connect, so let’s share any new information we obtain. Then, I shall take my leave.”

Prime Minister Jung Seokyoon’s figure disappeared from the conference room. Following him, the holograms of the other attendees also vanished, leaving only Chairman Han Sangyong.

“What do you think?”

Squeak.

The door opened, and a young man in his mid-twenties, along with a few secretaries, entered the conference room.

“It seems none of them are convinced. Moreover, their expressions suggested they were hiding something.”

This man was Han Sunwoo, the eldest son of Chairman Han Sangyong.

“Of course. We didn’t reveal all our cards either. So, what do you think is the best course of action?”

“How about leaving it to Giljoo? I hear he’s quite interested in games and talented as well.”

Seeing his son immediately suggest his younger sibling, Han Sangyong inwardly clicked his tongue.

‘The young man is already thinking ahead. But he’s not wrong.’

After all, he had called only his eldest son here because he considered him the heir.

“Don’t take the situation lightly. If his words are true, ‘Connect’ could be the keyword that determines our future.”

“Understood. But ultimately, isn’t the most important thing the headquarters? A sturdy foundation is necessary for branches to spread.”


It seemed Han Sunwoo still wasn’t very interested in Connect. However, since his thoughts weren’t entirely incorrect, chairman Han Sangyong refrained from further comment.

‘There are limitations to what can be done immediately. I will think of it as hedging our bets.’

“Secretary Lee.”

“Yes, chairman.”

“Give Giljoo a capsule and let him organize things inside. Provide financial support as needed. After all, how much can spending on games cost?”

“Understood.”

“Also, assign the agents we had prepped to Giljoo. Continue deploying personnel as more capsules become available.”

“Understood.”

The secretary bowed and left the conference room.

“Sunwoo.”

“Yes, Father.”

“You know very well that I hate losing, right?”

“Of course.”

“No matter how frivolous it seems, this is a business under our name. You understand, right?”

“Yes, I will take good care of Giljoo.”

“Good. I can’t stand seeing our family disgraced outside, even by someone considered insignificant within. Handle it well.”

“Understood.”

Thus, Daesung Group officially set foot in the world of Connect.

Around the same time, large corporations and powers worldwide, not just in Korea, started to show interest in Connect one by one.

***

Meanwhile, the scene taking place back in Raul’s office in the First Knight Order. Raul stood before a wide space in his office along with Rabel and Caldenas.

“All right, let’s sort out the rewards now, shall we?”

The reason he had called both Rabel and Caldenas was that they had participated in the tower ascent and their advice was valuable.

“Come to think of it, this is my first time seeing the rewards handed out in person! How exactly are they distributed?”

While Rabel’s eyes sparkled with anticipation, Caldenas merely stood silently with a calm smile.

“Let’s start with the equipment.”

Upon passing the Tower of Graduation, one receives a voucher to select a piece of equipment related to the trial as a basic reward.

The rarity is set at Rare, and the grade is fixed at B. For reference, item levels in Connect are defined in two ways.

The basic level of an item, known as rarity, follows this order: Normal < Magic < Rare < Unique < Epic < Legendary < Myth.

Among the items currently circulating in the market, the highest level is typically Unique, with anything above that being obtainable only through special means.

Item grades are categorized from F to S, then EX. Naturally, the closer to S, the higher the item’s quality.

In conclusion, an item’s level is determined by a major classification (rarity) and a minor classification (grade).

For example:

Magic D-Grade longsword < Magic B-Grade longsword.

Rare A-Grade shield < Unique E-Grade shield.

This means higher rarity items take precedence over grades.

Of course, there are many items where either the rarity or grade alone is indicated, often when further classification isn’t necessary or when there’s no significant difference.

“Ho, there are more decent swords than I expected.”

A Rare B-Grade piece of equipment is considered quite useful among the currently available items.

Following Caldenas’s advice, Raul chose a longsword imbued with frost.

For psychokinetic equipment, he selected a pair of earrings that clarified the mind, and for magical equipment, he chose a solid staff that slightly sped up casting time.

“What remains is the random draw…”

From the random dedicated equipment box (A), items ranged from Magic to Unique.

So, while it might not seem like an impressive reward, the grade was guaranteed to be A or higher, making it possible to obtain a top-tier item with some luck.

“Here goes nothing!”

Raul didn’t expect to be luckier or have better intuition than others.

Whirr.

A small golden box, about the size of a fist, rotated in the air. Without thinking, Raul extended his hand and grabbed the box.

Flash!

A faint yellow light seeped from the box.

‘Well, it’s Rare.’

Where the box had disappeared, a blue dagger about the length of an arm floated.

『Arnen’s Thunder Dagger』

Rarity: Rare

Grade: A+

Effect: Emits a thunder strike with a certain probability upon a hit.

‘It’s not bad, but it’s somewhat mediocre. Guess you’ll go into the collection for now. Or maybe Kane would appreciate it as a gift later?’

Since it wasn’t suitable for his own use, it would temporarily join Raul’s weapon collection. Raul immediately brought out the second box. This reward was for passing the magic trial.

“Please, something good! Please, something good!”

Rabel, seated atop a skill book, clasped her hands together in prayer.

And the result was…

“Ah, a Mana Boost Ring…”

It could be concluded that Rabel’s prayers had little effect. The Magic S-Grade Mana Boost Ring was a nice item that slightly increased the total mana when worn, but it felt underwhelming for a reward box prize.

“Alright, for the final one!”

Raul pulled out the psychokinetic box. Since he had gotten one magic and one rare, wasn’t it about time for a unique one to appear?

‘Just one good thing, since I offered a sacrificial item…’

If Rabel and Caldenas knew, they might have been upset, but for Raul, psychokinetic powers were his top priority.

Raul reached out his hand toward the golden, floating box.

Zzzzap!

“Ooh! It’s open!”

A brilliant, dazzling golden light that couldn’t be compared to the previous two attempts illuminated the office.

Raul’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.

(To be continued)
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The golden box rotating in the air burst open, and in its place appeared a necklace with three beads of red, green, and blue. At first glance, its luxurious aura was notably different from the previous items.

Raul, feeling slightly excited, activated his analysis ability to inspect the necklace.

『Song of the Three Souls』

Rarity: Unique

Grade: S

Effect: Spiritual Power Recovery Speed +50%

Special Effect: Can pre-store three different psychokinetic powers for later use.

Description: A necklace made by threading together fragments of ancient psychokinetic souls. The guidance of ancient souls enhances spiritual power recovery speed. Additionally, it holds three different psychokinetic abilities that can be utilized whenever the owner desires or under pre-determined conditions.

“Wow!”

Raul exclaimed, carefully stroking the necklace with trembling hands. Upon hearing Raul’s explanation, Rabel and Caldenas also wore expressions of admiration.

Even after using countless items during his past life as Bae Dohyun, there were very few psychokinetic items with such special effects.

The basic effect of increased spiritual power recovery speed was nearly essential for psychokinetics. Although psychokinetic powers are quick to activate and powerful, they do have one drawback—a lack of prolonged combat capability.

Mana used by knights and mages was widely available in the atmosphere. Thus, many mana techniques and skills included methods for absorbing and recovering atmospheric mana during battle.

In contrast, the spiritual power foundational to psychokinetics had to naturally recover internally, not being absorbed from the outside. Some sinister psychokinetic abilities did allow for the plundering of others’ souls, but this was generally not an option.

Consequently, psychokinetics often struggled to fully utilize their abilities on the battlefield.

‘If spiritual power is depleted, you are as good as defenseless. Of course, I am different.’

Efficiently utilizing limited spiritual power was a sad criteria distinguishing skilled psychokinetics. Thus, regardless of what anyone said, the top-priority items coveted by psychokinetics were those related to spiritual power.

Items with options for increasing spiritual power, boosting recovery speed, or reducing spiritual power usage were not only exorbitantly priced compared to other classes’ items but were also so scarce that they were rarely traded.

In his past life, Bae Dohyun had managed to piece together an increase of about 120% in spiritual power recovery speed over more than ten years, illustrating the immense value of this item.

‘And the special effect! This is truly an option made for me.’


A player’s skill slots were limited. To use them most efficiently, placing the most powerful and frequently used skills was essential.

However, there were sometimes skills that, though infrequently used, were crucially important. Ultimate skills draining both health and spiritual power.

Evasive maneuvers that could save one’s life in dire situations. Highly advanced techniques requiring significant time and concentration to activate.

The ability to store these as a sort of insurance was incredibly advantageous. In magical terms, it would be comparable to memorizing (storing) spells or using magic scrolls.

The difference was that it could store any type of psychokinetic ability, regardless of kind or grade, and it could be repeatedly refilled at no cost.

For reference, the Memorize spell had limits on the number and level of spells it could store, depending on the mage’s skill level.

Moreover, magic scrolls were not only absurdly expensive, but high-circle magic scrolls were also incredibly difficult to obtain.

‘Additionally, the automatic activation under specified conditions is great too.’

In battle, having skills that automatically activate in critical moments would certainly be a great help. But more than anything, what captivated Raul was the ability to store any psychokinesis.

The numerous psychokinetic skills currently dormant in his skill book. How versatile would it be if he could pre-select and store the ones he needed?

Clearly, this necklace was worth more than just being unique.

“How long are you going to keep staring at that necklace?”

Rabel’s blunt voice snapped Raul out of his reverie. She was probably upset that no decent magic items had appeared, but what could he do? The items had already been distributed this way.

Unlike the two items he had thrown into his inventory without hesitation, Raul carefully wore the necklace and tucked it inside his shirt. It might have been his imagination, but he felt a lot clearer in his head.

“Well then, shall we check the other rewards?”

Since he had already obtained an item he liked, Raul’s voice was full of ease. The second reward was titles.

『Title – Proven Psychic』

Grade: A

Effect: Psychic Power +10%

The other titles, 『Proven Warrior』 and 『Proven Mage』, each increased the power of their respective fields by 10%.


Such percentage-increasing titles became exponentially more valuable the more they were accumulated, making them highly prized.

Additionally, he had earned another title:

『Title – First Graduate』

Grade: A

Effect: Experience, Money, and Coins earned from quests +20%

‘As expected, it’s a bit underwhelming.’

It was a reward-boosting title, not one related to combat. While not useless, it felt somewhat lacking for an A-Grade title. Especially for Raul, who didn’t primarily focus on quests, it didn’t seem particularly significant.

“Truly, the gods are capricious. Why do they bestow such powers upon outsiders instead of their own children….”

Caldenas, who had been admiring the various titles bestowed upon Raul, showed a slight hint of discontent. He was aware that these systems were designed for players, having learned enough about the Connect system from Raul and Rabel.

Unlike Raul, Rabel and Caldenas regarded the Connect system as a form of divine power. It certainly bothered him that such tremendous rewards and powers were given primarily to players instead of the Connect residents.

“Teacher, don’t worry too much. The gods care for them because without their help, they wouldn’t be of any use to us. And doesn’t my presence prove that divine blessings are not given solely to them?”

Though not all Connect residents benefited from the system, it was true that Raul’s presence had brought many benefits to the First Knight Order and many others.

Moreover, without Raul, Rabel and Caldenas might have disappeared without anyone ever knowing.

“Indeed. The gods must have had a reason for choosing you over those less capable. Keep persevering on your path and continue to improve.”

Caldenas, patting Raul on the shoulder, regained his composure.

“Then, let’s check the final reward.”

Raul brought up the reward window that he had set aside earlier.

The things he had been most eagerly anticipating and absolutely had to acquire finally began to appear.

-『Event Quest: Defeat the Instructor (Psychic)』 Additional goal achieved.

-Additional Reward: You can enhance one of your exclusive skill effects. Choose one of the following options.


1) Psychokinesis 『Power』 Growth – Increases the total volume that can be moved by psychokinesis by 2.5 times.

2)Psychokinesis 『Control』 Growth – Increases the number of objects that can be manipulated at one time by 2.5 times.

3) Psychokinesis 『Range』 Growth – Increases detection and projection range by 1.5 times.

4) Flicker Growth – Upgrade B-Grade Flicker to A-Grade.

5) Quick Reflexes Growth – Upgrade B-Grade Quick Reflexes to A-Grade.

6) Gravity Field Growth – Upgrade (B-) grade Gravity Field to (A-) grade.

*Note: Options marked with an asterisk have already been enhanced once and their effects will be halved.

Raul didn’t hesitate.

“I choose number 3!”

Though the enhancement effect was halved compared to an S-Grade Spirit Stone, it was still incredibly significant. He had chosen power and control over range in the recent Spirit Stone event, considering this event.

‘It’s obvious to strengthen a few core skills rather than spreading it thin across several mediocre ones.’

With this, Raul’s psychokinesis range now exceeded 100 meters. He had secured a distance that allowed him not only to defend against long-range attacks but also to launch some counterattacks.

If his psychokinesis mastery reached an advanced level, Raul could literally become a ruler who commands an entire domain.

‘Of course, I would need to ensure sufficient spiritual power.’

He had surpassed his previous life’s spiritual power within a year and a half through the Quercus Meditation Technique, but it was still far from the level required to achieve his ultimate dream.

Therefore, if given the opportunity, he planned to search for Spirit Stones or artifacts that could increase his total spiritual power, which he had never managed to obtain in his previous life.

He had completed his psychokinetic enhancements, leaving close combat and magic enhancements remaining. With a flash, the holographic window displayed options for close combat enhancements.

1) Infinity Sword 『Efficiency』 Growth – Reduces the mana consumption for sword-related techniques by 20%.

2) Infinity Sword 『Speed』 Growth – Increases swordsmanship speed by 10%.

3) Infinity Sword 『Destructiveness』 Growth – Increases swordsmanship destructiveness by 10%.

4) Ashton Family Swordsmanship 『Skill』 Growth – Increases the precision of swordsmanship by 10%.

5) Physical Ability 『Strength』 Enhancement – Increases strength by 5%.

6) Physical Ability 『Agility』 Enhancement – Increases agility by 5%.

‘Hmm.’

Raul’s expression grew serious as he reviewed the options. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure what to choose.

Considering an overall increase in basic abilities, his eyes were drawn to enhancing physical abilities. From a technical standpoint, choosing Infinity Sword seemed appropriate. Naturally, the option to enhance his family’s swordsmanship was also tempting.

“Master, which one should I choose?”

Raul looked at Caldenas with a troubled expression. Surprisingly, Caldenas was more concerned with something other than the options.

“Raul, it’s been over half a year since we’ve been together. I’ve given much thought while observing your combat style.”

Caldenas’s tone turned serious, causing Raul to tense up.

“Since you aren’t walking the typical path of a swordsman, I believe it’s not right to force a swordsman’s growth method on you. Let me ask you this: Raul, what do you think is your greatest weakness?”

Raul couldn’t immediately answer his master’s question. His main combat techniques were psychokinesis and swordsmanship. However, he had also used various weapons, psychokinetic powers, and sometimes even magic depending on the situation.

Determining what he lacked the most and what his master was hinting at was not easy.

“Honestly, I don’t know what to say because I feel like I lack in so many areas.”

Caldenas nodded, understanding his predicament.

“I wasn’t looking for a right answer. Let me tell you my thoughts.”

Caldenas looked down at his sword as he spoke.

“I’ve lived my whole life looking at nothing but the sword. I’ve strived to accomplish everything possible with a blade. But that path doesn’t suit you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Psychokinesis. A divine gift and talent. As long as you have it, you neither need to follow my path nor should you attempt to.”

Caldenas drew his sword and demonstrated an Infinity Sword technique. In the infinite variations of sword movements, there was a mastery of offense and defense. Sometimes swift, sometimes deliberate, sometimes light—everything a sword could show seemed to be contained within.

That seemed to be the very definition of perfect swordsmanship.

“I aimed to create a balanced swordsmanship that achieves everything with a single blade. But with psychokinesis to complement your skills, you should focus on what only swordsmanship can accomplish.”

“You mean to say…”

“Raul, I believe your greatest weakness is your ‘decisiveness’. A powerful finishing blow that can decide the outcome of a battle. I can’t find that in your combat style.”

“…!”

Honestly, Raul had never considered that. He had never failed to defeat an opponent with the combination of his skills and believed that they provided sufficient destructiveness.

“To be frank, I think you’ve been very lucky so far. Or rather, you’ve directed the situations in your favor. But think carefully—have you ever faced an opponent who truly outmatched you, or engaged in a life-or-death duel with a significant threat?”

Memories of past battles flashed through Raul’s mind. But his master wasn’t wrong. In most battles, Raul had already secured a winning situation before facing his opponent.

“To put it nicely, it was a strategic victory, but to put it bluntly, it meant that you’ve only faced weak opponents.”

“Of course, with your abilities, you might never find yourself in such dangerous situations in the future. However, if you were to face such an overwhelming opponent, what would you do? If you had only one chance to strike, what would be your best move?”

Raul bit his lip unconsciously.

(To be continued)
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‘Yeah, that’s right. That always held me back.’

The shackles of his past life. The limitations of a psychokinetic. Bae Dohyun, or whatever name he went by, could never fully unleash his potential in true battles against strong opponents in his past life.

His combat style, wielding multiple weapons with psychokinesis to overwhelm numerous enemies, inversely made him vulnerable against a single powerful foe.

Among the other players, there were hardly any strong enough to challenge him, and being a solo player, he always had to face multiple adversaries, which naturally shaped his growth.

‘And after falling behind in the rankings, it became a poison.’

He was overtaken one by one by rankers who grew with guild support and exclusive quest rewards. Unable to hunt effectively, Bae Dohyun was relegated to oblivion.

As a means to turn the tables, he had attempted to steal the mythical item sought by the guild alliance. But in this life, that desperate choice wasn’t necessary.

He had the support of the First Knight Order, the Skill Codex, and Regnator, as well as the solid backing of Count Ashton’s household.

It meant he didn’t need to undertake a reckless challenge against a faction on his own like in his past life.

“I fully understand what you mean, Master.”

Raul respectfully clasped his hands and bowed to the Swordmaster Caldenas.

“Good. If you’ve realized something, that’s enough. The Infinity Sword, by its name ‘infinite’, holds many possibilities in swordsmanship. While I sought balance, the path you choose will be different. Reflect deeply and find your way. I will assist you.”

Master Caldenas never specifically dictated what Raul should choose. Raul appreciated his consideration and reviewed the holographic interface before him once again.

And then he decided.

“3) Growth in the Destructive Power of the Infinity Sword.”

He wasn’t completely sure this was the right choice. But compensating for the lack of decisive power he couldn’t find in psychokinesis through swordsmanship didn’t seem like a wrong choice.

Someday he would need to find a new path in psychokinesis as well, but the world wouldn’t wait for him to be complete. If he were an ordinary player like in his past life, he could have slowly grown by following the scenarios…

‘But reality isn’t like that.’

While players grew safely behind the walls of scenarios, the Connect world outside those walls continued to flow. And how that flow affected Raul, now a resident of Connect, was anyone’s guess.

There was no guarantee that the empire wouldn’t send a Sword Master to kill him tomorrow or that demons wouldn’t pop out unexpectedly from a dungeon. In such situations, Raul hoped the Infinity Sword would serve as his ultimate insurance.


“Now, there’s just one thing left.”

Raul said, prompting Rabel to unfold the compendium with a flourish.

“As much as the protagonist appears last, it’s been too long a wait!”

Her face was flush with excitement. Since the Tower of Graduation appeared, Rabel had been hinting at Raul incessantly for this moment.

To confirm what she anticipated, Raul opened the system message.

1) Growth in Magic 『Casting Speed』 – The time required to cast magic is reduced by 20%.

2) Growth in Magic 『Efficiency』 – Mana consumption for magic is reduced by 20%.

3) Growth in Magic 『Destructive Power』 – The destructive power of magic spells is increased by 10%.

4) Growth in Magic 『Range』 – The effective range of magic spells is increased by 15%.

5) Growth in Servant Efficiency – The abilities of a servant controlled by a mage are enhanced by 5%.

6) Unseal Magic Tool Skill Codex – Partially unseals the Skill Codex bound to player Bae Dohyun.

“Yes!”

Raul and Rabel high-fived. They had anticipated it, but seeing it confirmed with their own eyes made it real.

“See? I told you it would come as an option.”

Rabel tilted her chin up slightly, showing off.

“Yeah. One should trust the expert’s words.”

Raul replied, smiling and complimenting her. There was no need to ponder over which magic growth option to select. Raul made the decision immediately.

“6) Unseal the Skill Codex!”

And then, at that moment.

“Aah!”


Rabel, who was sitting on the compendium, shuddered as if she had been struck by electricity. Semi-transparent red runes appeared around the compendium, encircling and rotating it.

Crack.

One of the long bands of red runes, resembling a magic circle, cracked slightly and then shattered like glass.

“Aah!”

With Rabel’s voice filled with delight, her wings, which had sprung from her back, became even more distinct.

As the waves of mana subsided and Rabel sat quietly on the compendium with her eyes closed, relishing the afterglow, she quietly activated the analysis function to review the Skill Codex.

『Skill Codex』

Grade: Epic

Status: Sealed (3/5), bound, Librarian Rabel Residing.

Effect: The efficiency of the recorded skills is enhanced based on the type and number of skills recorded. (Current total skills recorded: 1573)

Additional Functions:

1) Provides 4 dedicated skill slots for the compendium – 3 selection slots, 1 random slot

2) Fast Proficiency Assistant – Using skills recorded in the compendium increases proficiency rapidly. (Base Proficiency – Currently Beginner 7LV)

3) Librarian – The abilities of the compendium can be used according to the characteristics of the residing librarian.

4) Skillbook Creation (New!) – It allows the creation of skillbooks from skills recorded in the compendium. Also, skills learned by the user can be recorded into the compendium. (Special materials are required for the creation of skillbooks, and cooldown time increases with the skill grade.)

‘My god!’

Raul’s eyes widened. It was because of the newly added function.

‘Creating skillbooks directly?’

The fundamental basis for player growth in Connect is skills. It’s no exaggeration to say that what grade and proficiency of skills one has mastered determine a player’s strength.

And now, the compendium could turn its recorded skills into skillbooks.


‘This is totally OP!’

Moreover, it meant that Raul’s own skills like psychokinesis or the Infinity Sword could also be turned into skillbooks.

Of course, the materials required to create skillbooks of S-Grade or higher would be extraordinarily rare, but just the possibility alone was significant.

Numerous ways to utilize this feature flooded Raul’s mind.

“Creating skillbooks from existing skills? Pure genius!”

“However, thanks to your confidence in me, we reached this far.”

Rabel’s face beamed brighter than usual in a professional outfit standing before Raul, wings more distinct than ever.

Raul discerned the change immediately.

“Indeed, the form of your body and wings seems more vivid. A promising transformation,” Raul appreciated Rabel’s thorough expertise.

“Thanks, with this milestone, maybe I’ll eventually be freed from the haunt of the compendium.”

Rabel ponders with a hopeful sigh.

“Oh, congratulations! I hope that glorious day arrives soon.”

Raul enthusiastically responded.

That day might mean Rabel regaining her tangible form, no longer bound to the compendium.

‘Though it feels bittersweet, it’s a necessary transition,’ Raul thought, shaking off his momentary contemplation.

“There’s still a long way to go, and Rabel has a purpose to fulfill too.”

As if sensing Raul’s inner thoughts, Rabel refocused the conversation.

“Raul, I’m regaining my former strength. Now, casting 7-circle magic seems easily achievable.”

“Really?”

Raul’s surprise was palpable.

A 7-circle mage’s equivalent power to a Master Knight is an admirable rank, indeed. It’s difficult to draw a definitive distinction, but it could be said that he had leaped to a new level.

“Wow, now I can just leave the magic to Rabel, right?”

“Sure, leave it to me. But don’t forget, you still shouldn’t neglect your magic!”

“Haha, of course. I’ll be more attentive from now on.”

As Raul spoke, a sense of urgency arose in his mind.

A master weaker than the supporter?

This was no time to hesitate.

‘Now that I have some leeway, I need to focus more on training.’

With this, he had organized all the rewards obtained from the Tower of Graduation. He had gained more than anticipated and could reconsider the direction of his growth.

For the players, it was a milestone to formally join the Connect world, but for Raul, it felt like a starting point to break free from the shackles of his past life.

‘This is a new beginning. From now on, relying solely on the information from my past life won’t be enough.’

Even if the major events hadn’t changed, Raul had altered many things through his interventions. He might need to act more cautiously.

‘But I won’t hesitate.’

He was no longer a weakling. Just as he had done so far, he would paint the picture he desired.

‘Alright then…’

Raul’s eyes shone sharply, like a predator seeking new prey.

*

“…The five guilds have settled in the free city of Mariacne in the Leslie Kingdom.”

As Kane reported, Raul calmly read the report in front of him. He had constantly trained new informants and absorbed local organizations, so now even foreign information gathering had hit its stride.

Among all this, what Raul was most concerned about was the movements of large guilds that could potentially become his enemies.

It was obvious, but not even Raul could oppose all the guilds representing various corporations and nations.

‘Those who can be suitably persuaded should be swayed to our side.’

Even within the large guild alliances, not everyone moved with a unified purpose. The ones that particularly restricted and caused chaos for Bae Dohyun were the radical factions within the alliances.

Many others, even if they were dissatisfied, followed the alliances’ guidelines because they were outnumbered in their factions.

“They’re already standing out, just as expected.”

“As Master mentioned, they’re rapidly expanding their influence, focusing on a few early players. They’re also securing funding through the Connect system.”

“Well, that’s to be expected.”

Connect Corp. didn’t add the ‘Connect Bank System’ for no reason. Guilds supported by corporations were likely mobilizing all available gold to hoard players’ gold.

‘Though, it’s still just penny change for now.’

Player economies within Connect were not yet very robust. It was early in the game, so there weren’t many players with surplus gold, and most were quickly spending what they earned to procure equipment.

As a result, there weren’t many gold sales posts on trading sites. Therefore, the value of gold was still several times higher than the stable exchange rates established in his past life.

Moreover, Raul controlled over 95% of the current gold market.

‘Hmm, it seems they lack gold due to guild rank upgrades and guild house purchases. Should I release a bit more?’

Obviously, Raul manipulated the gold market prices and volume as he wished.

As a result, while large guilds—which would normally expand more quickly—hesitated, pure player guilds were catching up well.

‘It might be time to involve the merchant guilds as well.’

In addition to controlling the gold market, Raul had already prepared the loan services within Connect. Honestly, few places other than Raul’s First Knight Order could give large loans to player guilds in Connect.

In the first place, free city merchants were busy reinvesting their earnings into city facilities, and while a few merchant groups sold items to players, they didn’t lend money.

Honestly, who would trust these outsiders enough to lend money?

These were not even residents, so there were no established ways to retrieve the loans when problems arose. However, Raul didn’t worry at all.

Having grasped the Connect system, he had already imprinted in his mind all the methods to recover both principal and interest from the guilds.

‘Soon I’ll need to reduce the gold circulation and push loans instead.’

When funds ran dry midway through construction or business, what other options were there?

Even if the interest was high, they would have to take the loans.

‘That’s how you make them slaves to gold, one by one.’

Of course, this tactic wouldn’t work forever. But as long as it could restrain them for now, what did it matter?

Raul had plenty of ways to keep them in check and disrupt them. Standing up for the next step, Raul asked, “Did you schedule a meeting with the merchants?”

“Indeed. The schedule has been arranged to avoid conflicts.”

Bernad answered after checking the schedule.

“Then let’s go take a look.”

After all, pressuring tenants in person was the most effective method for a landlord.

(To be continued…)
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“Huh, come on. What’s going on here? You said yesterday that the permit would be approved.”

A player dressed in leather armor raised his voice in frustration at the counter. But the employee at the counter responded calmly.

“Sorry, but new guidelines came down from the higher-ups yesterday. You should have hurried.”

“Seriously, how are we supposed to deal with procedures changing overnight? Plus, you changed the location and increased the deposit amount. This is too much.”

“Well, you can drop it if you don’t like it. There are plenty of others who want that spot.”

The staff member, or rather the city official, showed no signs of remorse. Until last evening, they were certain that the permit would be approved, and by today, they would finally be allocated the land. But now, it felt like being hit by a bolt from the blue.

Cho Hyunjae, the vice guild leader of Daesung Guild, barely suppressed his bubbling anger and asked again.

“Then how long will the new procedure take?”

“Given the sudden change in regulations, it will take some time. You’ll need to wait at least fifteen days.”

Crunch.

Cho Hyunjae clenched his fist.

‘Damn it. What’s with this mess?’

They had already spent more than fifteen days to secure the land for the guild house. And now, they were being told to wait another fifteen days?

If this were Earth, he would have caused an uproar or filed a complaint with higher authorities. But this was Connect.

A backward city without an electronic system, where everything had to be handled manually. (Although major cities or territories had magical systems in place.)

He knew from experience that complaining wouldn’t get him anywhere.

“Phew. Please resubmit the application. And please ensure we still have priority.”

“Yes, we’ll handle that. Please fill out these forms, and pay the deposit at the counter downstairs.”

Looking at the more than ten pages of forms, Cho Hyunjae felt a headache coming on again.

‘Sigh, this is all such nonsense.’


He grumbled internally while mechanically filling out the forms. All of this was caused by the guild master who had fallen from the sky.

Han Gilju, the second son of Daesung Group.

Of course, he had somewhat anticipated this when Han Gilju was to be introduced into Connect, but the reality was far beyond his imagination. The frustration of seeing the guild he had painstakingly built in this desolate free city suddenly fall under someone else’s control.

Although he would still be managing and leading the guild, having to deal with an overlord like thunder incarnate was not going to be easy. Especially if that overlord was an arrogant and unreasonable brat with little common sense.

Han Gilju’s first act upon entering Connect was to gather all the guild members for a parade. Even though it was an organized setting, holding such an event in a game, with guild members who had no relation to the company, was absurd.

Han Gilju would never understand how much effort Cho Hyunjae had to put in to calm the guild members afterwards.

‘If he hadn’t given each of them an envelope, there might have been a real incident.’

And the first words out of Han Gilju’s mouth upon entering the hard-won guild house:

“What’s with this tiny, shabby place? You expect me to stay here? Find a new one immediately! It should be bigger, grander, and fancier!”

Even knowing that this was the largest mansion permitted for players in the free city of Mariacne, his attitude didn’t change.

“I did some homework before coming here. That First Knight Order’s guild house looks decent. Don’t you think we should have facilities at least as good as that? It would help attract more guild members too.”

To Cho Jaehyun, this was nonsense.

Even though this city was less developed compared to the free city Mira, obtaining a guild house with such facilities would cost more than constructing a building in the real world.

Besides, there was no way to procure such funds at the moment. Even though he wasn’t completely incorrigible and had compromised to some extent, it was still frustratingly the same.

‘I should be prioritizing equipping the guild members and investing in training with the money for the guild house.’

But what could he do? He had to follow Gilju’s words.

Ultimately, the only option left was to lease land and build a new guild house, but who knew how much time and money that would take?

‘Well, the time and funds already invested weren’t trivial. But having to get the permit again….’

He could only let out a sigh imagining the kind of fit the bratty master would throw. And sure enough. Returning to the guild house after re-submitting the documents, Cho Hyunjae had to face the tantrum of Han Gilju.

“You idiot! What kind of sloppy job did you do? Follow me, all of you!”


Han Gilju, fuming, led Cho Hyunjae and a few guild members straight to the city hall.

‘Surely, he isn’t going to do a “Who’s responsible here? Come out!” routine, is he?’

In reality, perhaps, but doing something like that here would make things hard to manage. Contrary to Cho Hyunjae’s worries, Han Gilju surprisingly showed some common sense.

He waited in line to meet the official. As their turn approached, Han Gilju spoke to Cho Hyunjae with a condescending smirk.

“Watch and learn. This is how you handle things.”

Han Gilju then faced the official, who seemed annoyed to have to explain everything once more.

“You’re doing a great job. Our representative seems to be inexperienced with this kind of process. Here, take this.”

Han Gilju handed a small pouch over the counter.

“What’s this?”

The official asked, to which Han Gilju responded with a sly smile.

“You know perfectly well… It’s a small token of our appreciation.”

“But I didn’t do anything.”

When the official tried to hand the pouch back, Han Gilju stopped him and spoke quietly.

“It’s a gift, a gift. Check it out, and if it’s not enough, I can prepare more.”

“Well, this is unexpected….”

The official scratched his head, but then set the pouch aside and began explaining the process again. Of course, this time, his tone was much more amiable.

‘See that?’

Han Gilju mouthed smugly to Cho Hyunjae. He then spoke to the now amicable official.

“No need to explain further. How long will the process take?”

“As I mentioned before, it will take about fifteen days.”


“……?”

The official’s calm assertion that it would take fifteen days left Han Gilju momentarily stunned. Thinking he must have misheard, Han Gilju asked again.

“How long did you say?”

“Fifteen days. Is there a problem?”

Han Gilju’s expression changed abruptly. And so did his tone and demeanor.

“Problem? A problem…?”

Sensing something was off, Cho Hyunjae hurriedly tried to stop Han Gilju, but it was too late.

Slap!

“Are you crazy? Trying to scam me for my money?”

Han Gilju, having gotten up from his seat, slapped the official across the face.

‘Damn it, we’re screwed… This must be a nightmare!’

Cho Hyunjae quickly grabbed Han Gilju and dragged him out of the building, but honestly, he felt like screaming himself.

“Hey, you bastard! Don’t you have any business ethics? If you take the money, you should show some sincerity! Don’t you know the concept of give and take? How dare a mere civil servant insult me?”

But Han Gilju, still clueless about his wrongdoing, continued to cause a ruckus while being restrained by Cho Hyunjae.

Of course, the result was inevitable…

“Freeze! If you move, we’ll shoot!”

The city hall guards rushed in, surrounding Han Gilju and Cho Hyunjae. They pointed swords and bows at them with menacing expressions, but Han Gilju was not intimidated.

“What’s with these guys? Do they know who I am to be pointing weapons at me?”

He then turned to the dozen guild members he had brought along and shouted.

“Hey, get rid of them!”

“……”

However, the response he expected did not come.

“What are you doing? I said get rid of them…?”

As the perimeter closed in, Han Gilju quickly turned his head, only to see an empty waiting area.

“……? Where did everyone go!?”

The guard captain shouted at Han Gilju, whose face was twisted in confusion.

“Drop your weapons and kneel! If you resist, we will use force!”

Clang.

Cho Hyunjae quickly dropped his weapon and knelt down. He would have preferred to flee alongside the guild members as soon as trouble started, but he knew that would make things even harder to handle.

“Mr. Jo, what are you doing? Do something!”

“Phew. Master, it’s best if you comply with their orders quietly for now.”

“What? You expect me to kneel to some NPCs? Screw that!”

In the end, Han Gilju, refusing to listen, drew his weapon and caused a disturbance, leading to his being killed by the guards. And there was someone watching this scene unfold from a corner of the city hall.

“As you can see, among the newcomers, there are many individuals who are aggressive and self-centered. Therefore, if any guild wants to settle in the city, it’s important to set strict criteria.”

“My goodness. A guild led by such a madman was trying to establish itself in my city! If I hadn’t taken master Raul’s advice, these ruffians would have overrun the place. Thank you so much.”

There stood Raul, who had just finished a meeting in the mayor’s office, and Mayor Egendore of Mariacne. Raul smiled as if it were nothing.

“No need to thank me. It’s only natural to inform you. We are partners now, aren’t we?”

“Ha ha! That’s right, partners! You give me such confidence. I should have accepted your proposal much earlier…”

Regret was evident on Mayor Egendore’s face. If he had accepted Raul’s proposal a year ago, before the Gate Incident, he might have been the lord of a much more developed city, if not as prosperous as Mira.

‘Damn those fools in the Leslie Kingdom.’

Even though the Gate Incident occurred and the palace was invaded, why did they show no interest in the players and free cities?

Even an unknown noble from another country showed interest in investing, making him falsely believe that big investors would soon flood in with their money.

That misplaced pride had led him to continually refuse investment from the First Knight Order politely, but he had reached his limit.

In just one year, the free city of Mira in the Ruben Kingdom and the free city of Mariacne in the Leslie Kingdom had become as different as a nation’s capital is from a rural lord’s castle.

‘Fools blinded by immediate profits!’

Mayor Egendore cursed the mage towers and nobles of the Leslie Kingdom, who were engrossed in factional disputes.

‘At least they’re seeking investment now…’

What was the point of the increased number of visitors from afar?

Facilities for them to eat, rest, and spend their money were grossly inadequate, so tax revenues were not increasing as much as anticipated.

Fortunately, master Raul had agreed to invest in the development of a large commercial and residential district, so the future looked promising.

As the saying goes, the old ways are the best ways. Raul’s business plan, having already revived the free city of the Ruben Kingdom, was flawless.

‘Yes. Instead of giving land to greedy mage tower people or unreliable outsiders, it’s better to entrust it to the First Knight Order!’

Just a moment ago, they had a close call. A barbaric outsider’s guild nearly established itself in the city center.

“Please continue offering your advice, master Raul.”

“Of course. Let’s work together for the revival of Mariacne!”

The two shook hands, their faces beaming with smiles.

“By the way, what do you plan to do with that outsider?”

Raul asked with a hint of curiosity, and Mayor Egendore replied as if it were obvious.

“We will arrest and deport him as soon as he resurrects. We can’t have someone like him in the city.”

“Hmm.”

However, Raul’s expression showed some dissatisfaction. Seeing this, the mayor asked in puzzlement.

“Is there a problem? Ah, we can’t execute him. It’s not just that execution is impossible here, but the gods have placed a restriction on us city officials that prevents us from taking an outsider’s life.”

Raul nodded.

“Of course, I understand. Mayors in Mira and other free cities are also troubled by crimes committed by outsiders.”

“Then do you have a better solution?”

Raul’s eyes twinkled as if he had been waiting for this moment.

“When punishing outsiders, we need to think from their perspective. They are different from us.”

“Of course.”

“So it’s important to deliver a punishment that they would most dislike. Would you like to try my suggestion?”

“Oh! What is it?”

“That is….”

The next day.

In the central plaza of the free city of Mariacne, Han Gilju’s crimes and their corresponding punishments were publicly announced. He was charged with assaulting a government official, bribery, property damage, obstruction of justice, and attempted murder.

As a result, he was sentenced to five years in the underground prison, followed by a lifelong ban from entering any free cities in Connect. In the end, Han Gilju deleted his account.

All the purchases he made for rapid growth, beginner packages, and guild support packages for quick advancement were lost. Worst of all, he had to pay over a hundred million won to reset his capsule.

The capsule was for single-person use only, so without resetting it, he would need to get a new one. Of course, for someone from a wealthy background, the amount wasn’t much of a burden.

The bigger issue was the ones left behind.

The Daesung Guild, which had painstakingly established itself in Mariacne, had drawn the ire of the mayor and eventually had no choice but to leave the city.

Fortunately, the travel restrictions in the city had been lifted recently, so they had somewhere to go, but it was clear their journey ahead would not be easy.

‘We’ll meet again soon enough.’

Raul watched them leave the city gates with a resigned smile, observing their defeated appearance.

(To be continued…)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 173

				
After Han Gilju of the Daesung Guild was punished, the player crime rate in the free city of Mariacne plummeted rapidly.

For ordinary Connect residents, expulsion from the city was a severe punishment, as it often led to a miserable end at the hands of monsters, bandits, or slavers. But players were different.

Even if they were expelled from a city, it didn’t mean they couldn’t play the game. However, being imprisoned meant they could literally do nothing.

“With the city’s crime detection rate already nearly 100%, I’d better stay in line.”

“For now, it’s best to keep a low profile in the free city.”

Players held their breath. The powers held by city mayors were well known. They could grant immortality to a designated individual within the city.

They could suppress the use of skills that consumed mana for anyone other than the designated individuals. They had the ability to detect crimes in real time, along with the criminals responsible.

Consequently, whenever a player harmed a resident, the city guards somehow always showed up immediately. Previously, punishments were limited to small fines, forced labor, or expulsion, but now there was imprisonment.

It was natural for players to be cautious.

“To think you’re even supporting prison expansions. Thank you so much, master Raul.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. As partners, this is the least I can do. Also, maintaining public order is essential for a city with many visitors, is it not?”

“You’ve been a great help this time. Please let us know anytime you need anything.”

As Raul was about to leave after exchanging farewells, another thought crossed his mind, and he offered further advice.

“Ah, and by the way, you might receive a message from the temple, asking you to refrain from overly harsh punishments for outsiders.”

“Hmm. That’s problematic. Just when we thought we’d found a solution…”

“Don’t worry too much. Although we sentenced five years as an example, in reality, it’ll suffice to imprison them for just one month. Tell the temple the maximum sentence will be six months.”

“Is that so? Honestly, I’m not sure if a short period will be effective… And I wonder if the temple will agree.”

“It’s sufficient. Trust me. I’ll contact the temple separately as well.”

With Raul’s assurance, Mayor Egendore seemed relieved.

‘One month is enough.’


Anyone who’s played games knows what falling behind by a month in a real-time competitive game signifies.

And six months without access?

99.9% of players would quit the game. Even if they returned, they’d be far from achieving rank.

‘Well, those with immense wealth will be unaffected, but this is enough.’

Connect offers beginner packages, growth packages, and other boosters, making it theoretically possible to catch up on lost time. However, connect was not just about levels and stats.

The experience and skill proficiency gained through actual gameplay couldn’t be bought with money.

‘If not, every guild master would have been a ranker in my past life, but that wasn’t the case.’

Regardless, even if the sentence period is shortened, imprisonment will prove highly effective in deterring crime. And if they committed crimes on the mainland instead of in the free city…

‘I won’t even need to lift a finger.’

The lords wouldn’t stand by idly. In a free city, players might be spared from execution due to the protection they receive, but in the actual territories, no such leniency existed.

It wouldn’t take long for many players to realize what kind of entities medieval nobles truly were.

‘Well then, let’s head to our next destination.’

Raul had spent nearly a month touring various free cities of different nations, signing new investment agreements with mayors, and suppressing large guilds.

Meanwhile, some Purple Guild members had managed to pass the Tower of Graduation. Additionally, Purple Guild achieved the first successful completion of the party play and guild-exclusive raid trials.

If it looked like another guild might snatch these accomplishments, Raul had planned to participate directly. Thankfully, that wasn’t necessary.

‘Gathering only the top rankers and geniuses of the past life, achieving this was a given.’

If they couldn’t manage something as trivial as the Tower of Graduation on their own, Raul’s substantial investment of time and resources in supporting them would be meaningless.

As the Purple Guild led the way, other players began to achieve their own graduations, finally spreading out into the world one by one.

*

“It certainly feels different.”


Bernard, adjusting his glasses as he accompanied Raul on an outing, remarked.

“Indeed. Many mages believe that mage towers should have unique and original designs.”

Nakia, who had also returned to the city after some time, explained with a nostalgic expression, sharing what she knew with the group.

Buildings with strange and peculiar structures were set up in a seemingly irregular yet oddly systematic manner. They were in the magical city Krystilen, the capital of the Leslie Kingdom, also known as the Kingdom of Magic.

Raul walked through the mage tower district within the inner city fortifications, accompanied by his comrades Nakia, Bernard, Kane, and Pierce.

Unlike the capital of Rubin Kingdom, Thurium, which had buildings no higher than four stories, Krystilen was filled with high-rise buildings reaching up to ten stories.

“People often think of mage towers as very tall structures, but the reality is a bit different.”

Nakia pointed to the most conspicuous ten-story building.

“At a glance, this would appear to be the largest mage tower, but it’s actually a mid-tier tower. The truly large mage towers tend to be built lower.”

“Is there a reason for that? That tower certainly stands out the most.”

Bernard asked curiously, and Nakia replied with a smile.

“It’s easy to think that way, but once you understand the origin and structure of mage towers, you’ll change your mind.”

She tilted slightly to point at a hexagonal building about five stories high.

“How many floors do you think that building has, Master?”

Raul knew the answer but responded appropriately to boost Nakia’s enthusiasm.

“Judging by the height, windows, and exterior, I’d say it’s just a five-story building, right?”

She laughed lightly and explained.

“It’s natural to think so, but in reality, that building has over twenty floors. Including the underground levels, it’s said to have thirty floors in total. The term ‘mage tower’ refers to buildings where the internal space is expanded through various magic arrays like spatial expansion, spatial compression, gravity magic, and reinforcement magic.”

She pointed back at the taller building.

“So that ten-story mage tower built to the height limit might actually be the least skilled one.”


“I see. That explains why the branch mage towers were all relatively low.”

Kane, glad to glean new information, even scribbled notes in his notebook.

‘Indeed, people from the Ruben Kingdom have little to do with magic.’

It became apparent when even a skilled informant like Kane had limited knowledge about mage towers. The very reason Raul visited this place with his comrades was to bolster their lacking ‘magical’ capabilities.

“Ah, it seems we’re here.”

Nakia pointed to a seemingly ordinary three-story building.

Being surrounded by bizarrely shaped mage towers (an upside-down flower vase, a bowling pin, a long star, a beast’s head shape, among others) made this building stand out all the more.

“This is my first time visiting here as well, so I’m quite nervous.”

Nakia stopped to adjust her outfit.

“Don’t be too nervous. After all, sir Gray isn’t here today.”

Indeed.

The place Raul and his group visited was the Leslie Kingdom branch of the ‘Gray Tower’ established by the Great Sage Gray.

The abilities of the mages affiliated with such a famed tower and its influence were significant, but they were known for their limited external interactions.

Since they rarely took on external commissions or guests, it was understandable that they didn’t concern themselves much with their building.

Despite this closed-off nature, Raul pressed the bell without hesitation.

‘I’ve already informed Sir Gray.’

Though it had been quite some time since they last met, Raul frequently communicated with Gray through magic communicators.

The frequent conflicts with the imperial intelligence bureau and Raul’s keen interest in the newly arrived outsiders in Connect necessitated these contacts.

Ding, clink.

The iron gate unlocked, presumably due to a prior notification about their visit.

Creak.

The hinges of the iron gate squeaked as if rusty. As they pushed it open and walked through, they could see the real entrance of the three-story building beyond a modest-looking garden.

“They’re a bit unfriendly.”

Pierce spoke for the first time. With no guards or guides, just walking through an empty garden probably unsettled him.

Given their experiences in the Ruben Kingdom, where they were often warmly welcomed right at the gates, it wasn’t an unreasonable feeling.

“Think of it as fortunate. Many closed-off mage towers wouldn’t even respond to the bell.”

Mages engrossed in their research often disliked visitors, especially in non-commercial mage towers. After some struggles, they opened the wooden door to the building and were greeted by a somewhat indifferent-looking individual at the first-floor counter.

A man in his fifties, dressed in a tattered robe with a half-burnt beard and soot-stained face, suggesting that he had been experimenting just moments ago.

“Are you Young master Raul and his party?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“Please wait. The Mage Chief is currently away. If you’re hungry, help yourselves to something in the pantry.”

Having said his piece, the mage urgently activated a teleportation spell right there and disappeared to somewhere.

“Hm, quite skilled. That’s not an easy spell to cast successfully.”

He seemed to be a mage of at least the 5th circle. It appeared that the mage was temporarily sent down to handle their reception due to the lack of a dedicated receptionist.

“Make yourselves comfortable while waiting. A ‘moment’ for a mage can be quite long.”

Seeing Raul’s gaze, Nakia shrugged as if to agree with the statement. And just as Raul mentioned, it took an hour of waiting in the first-floor lobby before the mage who had gone out returned.

“My sincere apologies for the long wait.”

The mage, who introduced himself as Elmer, bowed slightly, looking very apologetic.

‘He doesn’t look like a typical mage.’

His outfit was a business suit rather than a robe, and his well-groomed hair made him look more like an administrator or businessman than a mage.

“Ha ha, does it seem strange that I don’t look like a mage? Many people are surprised by that.”

But in reality, he was the Chief Mage of the Gray Tower, a 6th circle master of great skill.

“Ah, it’s a bit embarrassing to admit, but in the tower, there’s no one else who can handle guests normally, let alone someone with social skills, besides myself. So, I end up dealing with external matters.”

He introduced himself again as the head of the ‘Management Support Department’ of the Gray Tower.

‘Just how are the personalities of the mages in this tower that a 6th circle mage has to…’

Usually, such trivial matters were handled by apprentice mages or, at most, a 4th circle mage. It was surprising to see someone of his skill level taking on such duties.

“Well, the Tower Master doesn’t particularly care about the affairs of the tower. Aside from occasionally bringing in new talents, the staff doesn’t increase, so I have to manage these tasks myself. It would be great if you could speak to the Tower Master about this, Young master Raul.”

He went on to complain about how only a few, including himself, were concerned with the financial management and operation of the tower, and that it was tough to sustain the hundreds of members.

“Seriously, if it weren’t for the mana stones and cores you provided through the Tower Master, we might have ended up on the streets!”

No wonder he seemed so especially friendly and cordial towards Raul—there was a reason.

“You’re really putting in a lot of effort. I’ll certainly speak to Sir Gray about it.”

“Oh, will you really? Thank you, thank you so much!”

The over-50-year-old mage bowed repeatedly, tears glistening in his eyes, making Raul a bit uneasy.

‘This person doesn’t seem quite normal either.’

Worried that the mage might burst into tears, Raul quickly changed the topic.

“Have you looked into what I requested?”

Mage Elmer, regaining his composure, clapped his hands.

“I was just out for that matter. Here.”

He gestured in the air, and a thick stack of documents appeared. The title on the topmost page read ‘List of Mage Towers Facing Bankruptcy’. Raul’s eyes gleamed as he looked at the documents.

(To be continued…)
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“Welcome. We are pleased to have you at the Mage Association.”

A young female employee with a pleasant demeanor greeted Raul and his party. Though she didn’t seem exceptionally skilled, the mana emanating from her robed uniform marked her as a mage.

The first floor of the lobby was bustling with activity due to the many visitors present. Given the association’s role as the representative of mages’ interests, its scale was substantial.

“What brings you here today?”

“I have an appointment with Department Head Dario.”

“Ah, please wait a moment.”

The employee manipulated the magic screen on her desk to check the reservation schedule and then asked again.

“Are you Young master Raul?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Raul presented his family seal, which the employee scanned to confirm, and she smiled.

“Young master Raul, your appointment is confirmed. Please use the third teleportation circle in the eastern hall.”

As they followed the directions to the eastern hall, they saw the teleportation circles divided by partitions, swallowing people or spitting them out.

Upon arriving at the teleportation circle, the waiting employee confirmed their destination and immediately activated the circle.

Poof.

They were instantly transported to a quiet corridor. An awaiting employee greeted them and led them to a room.

“This way, please. Department Head, your guests have arrived.”

“Send them in.”

Although the building utilized spatial magic like a mage tower, it felt like an ordinary office building aside from the teleportation circles.

“Welcome. I’ve heard much about you.”

Department head, who greeted Raul, was a man in his late forties with a slight bald spot. Though he was undoubtedly a competent mage, he appeared more like a friendly salaryman.


Indeed, the purpose of Raul’s appointment today was business-related. After brief introductions, they quickly moved on to the matter at hand.

“We have reviewed your inquiry. You are looking for a preliminary meeting for the acquisition of a mage tower and the association’s mediation, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right. I’ve been advised that mediation by the association would ensure a smooth process.”

The department head nodded as if it was obvious.

“Of course. Evaluating the value of a mage tower isn’t easy, and there are many potential issues. Speaking as a mage myself, mages are notoriously quirky and eccentric, making them difficult for laypeople to deal with.”

He elaborated on how choosing the association’s mediation was wise, citing various reasons.

“Moreover, as a VVIP client of our association, we will assist you to the best of our ability.”

Since the Gate Incident, Raul had become the highest-tier client of the Mage Association. He had been distributing mana stones, various by-products, and cores obtained from the Gate through the association.

Additionally, the personal request from the Great Sage Gray significantly contributed to the department head’s friendliness.

“Here are the basic details and acquisition costs for the 15 mage towers you inquired about. If you narrow it down, I will personally oversee the evaluation of their financial structures and acquisition viability with our experts.”

Thanks to Chief Mage Elmer of the Gray Tower, Raul already had preliminary information on the mage towers. Even so, he sought the association’s help to ensure a seamless acquisition process.

“Your timing is impeccable. Normally, it’s rare for mage towers of this scale to be available.”

Dario’s comment elicited a knowing smile from Raul.

“Well, as you may know, the kingdom’s current situation isn’t very favorable.”

“Pardon my intrusion, but could you explain the kingdom’s situation? This is my first visit here, and I’d appreciate a local expert’s insights.”

“Of course.”

As a top-tier client, Dario freely elaborated on the state of the kingdom. The Leslie Kingdom. It was a magical kingdom established under the leadership of mages.

While the Ruben Kingdom had grown around knights, the Leslie Kingdom was dominated by mages. A significant number of Leslie’s nobles were former mages, and most esteemed or influential families owned a mage tower.

The fact that the king himself was a mage said it all. Consequently, Leslie was a nation driven by magic, with its core industries relying on various magical goods and power armor produced by its mage towers.

The kingdom was sustained by a balance and check system between the powerful royal mage tower and the mage towers of noble families.


Due to their nature, noble mage towers were less interested in territorial expansion and more driven by the passion for developing new magic and power armor.

Various trading companies, mage towers, and noble families had established large power armor manufacturing companies, showcasing their influence through competition rather than traditional power struggles.

“But that all changed with the Gate Incident. That ‘incident’ shook the very foundations of the kingdom.”

Just like the royal palace in the Ruben Kingdom, the royal palace of the Leslie Kingdom was also invaded during the Gate Incident.

While the Ruben Kingdom managed to mitigate the damage thanks to Raul’s timely intervention, the Leslie Kingdom suffered severe losses.

One-third of the royal mage brigade, a source of pride for the royal family, was annihilated, and one of the six-star royal mage towers collapsed.

Additionally, all of the king’s children, including the crown prince and princesses, lost their lives that day. The aging king was left bedridden from the shock.

In essence, the royal family was paralyzed.

‘Nothing different from my past life,’ Raul thought.

He listened carefully to see if there were any differences from what he knew, but it seemed largely unchanged.

Although Dario didn’t mention it, like the Ruben Kingdom, the guardians of the Leslie Kingdom had likely perished.

The first seal breaking indicated that the Leslie Kingdom had also failed to protect the seal.

“Since then, noble families and prestigious mage towers, previously uninterested in power, began to mobilize. It’s likely because the position of the next king was suddenly vacant.”

This shift was catastrophic for small to medium-sized mage towers. Each faction focused on strengthening their power without direct conflict, targeting the smaller mage towers.

“During the Gate Incident, mage towers experienced a boom. Demand for power armor and magical goods skyrocketed, and materials became more readily available.”

However, this turned out to be a double-edged sword. Seeing it as an opportunity, mage towers increased their borrowing to acquire byproducts and ramped up magical item production. Small power armor manufacturers did the same.

Then, prices of magical items and power armor plummeted.

“The prominent mage towers and factions colluded, forming a large cartel.”

When they decided to flood the market and drive prices down, the small to medium-sized mage towers, which had taken on debt to expand production, couldn’t withstand the pressure.

The more they sold, the more they lost. Stopping production would mean no income at all, forcing them into a losing battle of chicken.


As a result, small mage towers, except for those with a strong financial structure, went bankrupt one by one. Members of the bankrupt towers were absorbed by other factions and had to work almost like slaves until their debts were paid off.

“The association received numerous petitions and complaints. But what could we do? Many high-ranking association members belonged to the factions, making it a futile effort.”

It was clear that the current situation did not sit well with Dario, who was purely devoted to the association. He was uncomfortable with the fact that an organization meant to protect mages’ rights was contributing to their downfall.

“Over half of the small mage towers are either closed or completely bankrupt. Some medium-sized towers are also in financial distress. At this rate, the mage tower district, which the kingdom prides itself on, might disappear forever.”

As Dario explained, it indeed seemed like that could happen if the situation persisted. But Raul was confident it wouldn’t come to that.

‘Such cartel formations can only continue as long as all members’ interests align.’

Cutthroat competition was hard on everyone, even large mage towers. Even if they reduced unit prices through mass production, they were still incurring losses.

The efforts they put into creating this situation might have cost them more than a national budget.

‘As soon as someone’s finances run thin, a traitor will emerge.’

Yet, Raul wasn’t certain when that would happen.

“But I can’t express how happy I am that Young master Raul decided to step in. As an association member, and as a mage, I am genuinely grateful.”

“You shouldn’t say that. I haven’t made any decisions yet.”

Raul waved his hand dismissively, but Dario’s demeanor remained unchanged.

“It doesn’t matter. Just the fact that a new competitor has entered the fray will disrupt their collusion.”

It seemed the department head had a keen insight. As he mentioned, if Raul acquired the mage towers or provided financial support, it would undermine the cartel’s efforts.

In a way, Raul’s current actions were very risky. He was stepping into the stage set up by the kingdom’s core factions.

But Raul wasn’t worried. He wasn’t a noble of this kingdom, and he possessed enough power and resources to rival them. And if trouble arose, he could always return to his homeland.

Raul had no intention of getting deeply involved. He planned to take what he needed and then promptly withdraw from the chaos.

And if someone tried to hold him back?

‘I’ll just crush them.’

He had already gathered substantial information on the power dynamics within the Leslie Kingdom, the level and structure of the mage towers, and their composition.

He had confirmed that there were hardly any factions that posed a direct threat to him, so there was nothing to worry about.

‘Surely, the heavy-seated tower masters won’t bother to move.’

Those busy keeping each other in check had no reason to directly threaten Raul, a noble from another country. With this in mind, Raul spoke with a relaxed expression.

“Now that I have a rough understanding of the situation, let’s get to the main point. I’d like you to look into these locations first.”

Raul pointed to a few mage towers listed on the document.

“Leave it to me. The tower masters will likely cooperate eagerly.”

If they went bankrupt, everything in the mage towers would be sold off at a pittance. The remaining future would be a life of hardship, repaying debts.

Now that a proper buyer had appeared, the tower masters would do everything they could to grab Raul’s hand. After concluding his discussions with Department Head Dario of the association, Raul returned.

Unsurprisingly, news of his presence spread rapidly among the factions.

*

The next morning. Raul was staying in a guest annex prepared at the Gray Tower branch, thanks to the hospitality of Chief Mage Elmer.

To ensure convenience during his stay, Raul had hired staff to take care of daily tasks, so they wouldn’t inconvenience the Gray Tower’s mages.

“Young master Raul, there’s a visitor for you.”

The temporary butler announced the guest, and Raul received them in the reception room.

“Pleased to meet you. I am Gerner, the tower master of Kantu Tower.”

A mage in his mid-forties with a straightforward demeanor bowed to Raul. After exchanging pleasantries, Raul asked him.

“How did you know to find me here? I’ve only been here for two days….”

“I heard from Department Head Dario. We studied together before establishing our towers.”

No wonder he arrived so quickly—there was a connection.

‘Well, this works out. Let’s have an interview.’

Kantu Tower was one of the respectable mage towers on Raul’s shopping list. Though a small tower with around twenty mages, it held valuable know-how on enhancing power armor’s force fields.

However, Raul’s expression grew serious as he conversed with the tower master. The situation was worse than he had anticipated.

‘Half of the chief mages and skilled workers have already left?’

Moreover, they had sold their force field-related patents to repay debts. It was like buying a shell with no substance inside.

‘The tower master is a valuable asset, but….’

Spending a fortune to acquire a tower just to hire one talented individual was sheer madness. Raul had an uneasy feeling that acquiring mage towers wouldn’t be as smooth as he had hoped.

(To be continued…)
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“Well then, I’ll leave it to you.”

Click.

The last interviewee closed the door behind him. Raul rubbed his slightly aching forehead and looked down at the documents before him.

F, F, E, C, D, F……

These were the final ratings he had given after personally interviewing the tower masters and assessing their financial conditions and acquisition feasibility.

Raul couldn’t help but let out a deep sigh.

‘I had a feeling, but still, it turned out as expected.’

He knew well enough that good and solid assets weren’t going to come easily, yet he couldn’t hide his disappointment.

The existing factions had already snapped up all the prime assets. However, he wasn’t completely discouraged. Mage towers were the exclusive domain of mages, many with long and storied histories.

Normally, the idea of them being put up for sale was absurd.

‘Starting with something is better than starting with nothing.’

At least not all the options were total wrecks. Two mage towers seemed like they could regain normal functionality with appropriate investment and personnel replenishment.

These were the Granek Tower and the Jade Tower. They both received a C rating and still had key personnel remaining.

Although they lacked the technology to stand alone, they had experience in manufacturing various magical items and power armor under license or subcontract.

For Raul, having the capability to manufacture and assemble power armor was enough.

‘I never intended to produce power armor from scratch anyway.’

With talented individuals, sufficient funds, and time provided to the research team, results were bound to come. The only question was whether those results would come sooner or later.

“Bernard, schedule another meeting with the masters of these two towers and proceed with the acquisition. I’ll handle the association part.”

“Yes, sir. But are you sure about this? It seems….”

Likely a waste of money. For Bernard, who usually followed Raul’s instructions without complaint, to voice concern indicated just how problematic this venture was.


In truth, the cost of acquiring the two mage towers and the subsequent investments required to restore their operations might very well outfit an entire knight order with power armor.

However, Raul deemed it essential to produce his own power armor.

‘Once war breaks out, acquiring power armor will be like plucking stars from the sky.’

It was no joke; a time was approaching when even vast amounts of money wouldn’t suffice to procure power armor. When the continent inevitably plunged into full-scale war, demand would skyrocket, and production would plummet.

Power armor would be the key determinant in the war’s outcome, making facilities that produced it prime targets. Additionally, the attrition of experienced mages in warfare would further reduce production.

‘When the leadership is inept, even a winnable war is doomed to failure.’

In his previous life, the leadership of the Leslie Kingdom had conscripted mages from various towers to make up for their depleted forces. Mages who had never set foot on a battlefield before were annihilated without even properly casting their spells.

‘Each person has their role, and ignoring that has its consequences.’

While Raul wasn’t a citizen of the Leslie Kingdom, he intended to prevent such tragedies in this life as much as possible.

If a similar situation arose, he planned to extract as many talented research and manufacturing mages from the kingdom as he could.

Establishing his own mage towers was also part of this groundwork. Of course, his primary goal was to secure a stable supply of power armor.

With a mix of bitterness, Raul returned to the Mage Association. Seeing his expression, Department head, gave a wry smile.

“It appears you haven’t found many satisfactory options.”

He had expected this outcome. Truly worthwhile towers either negotiated their way into other factions’ hands as bankruptcy loomed or dismantled themselves early on.

The towers still standing were mostly those where the masters held onto lingering attachments or had no other choice.

“Still, two towers seem decent. I’m willing to acquire the Granek Tower and the Jade Tower, so I’d appreciate the association’s mediation.”

“Ah, that’s a relief. I’m somewhat familiar with those two. You’ve made a wise choice.”

Despite his words, Dario felt somewhat embarrassed. He couldn’t help but feel sorry for the young noble who had come with high expectations but found the reality less than ideal.

Maybe it was for this reason that Dario decided to mention some information he had initially intended to withhold.

“…Actually, there’s one more mage tower you haven’t looked at.”


“Really? I thought I had reviewed all the available options. What is it?”

“It isn’t very famous. It’s called Perido Tower. It has a long history, but it’s not well-known. However, within the kingdom….”

Dario continued to explain, but Raul had already tuned out.

‘Perido Tower? Could it be the Perido I know?’

The top five power armor brands on the current Connect continent were Leopard, cornelius, salvatore, Duren, and Axle.

However, when Bae Dohyun lost his life in his previous life, the power armor brand rankings were very different.

And the leading new brand and mage tower then was 『Perido』. Raul took a moment to steady his trembling heart and control his breathing.

‘Calm down. It might just be a tower with the same name, and there’s no guarantee that Perido will achieve the same success now.’

Yet, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of anticipation.

“When can I see it? Is it really available for sale?”

Seeing Raul’s suddenly eager demeanor, Dario hesitated and said mildly.

“But there’s a problem. The tower master is adamant about not selling, and there are many internal issues. Moreover, the kingdom’s major factions have their eyes on it. And…”

Dario listed a series of problems associated with Perido Tower. Just hearing briefly, Raul could guess why the tower wasn’t listed publicly.

But Raul spoke firmly.

“Arrange a meeting with the tower master. I want to see it for myself.”

If that place was indeed the Perido Tower Raul remembered. And if he could find the seeds of ‘that technology’.

Raul resolved that he would acquire Perido Tower at any cost, even if it meant changing his plan to only dabble in affairs in the Leslie Kingdom.

‘I can’t miss this. Even if it means clashing head-on with the kingdom’s noble families, I must make this happen!’

His eyes were filled with determination.

*


Woosh.

In front of a roaring fireplace. An elderly man sat in an old armchair, a blanket draped over his knees, staring listlessly into the flames.

There was little expression to be found on the old man’s face, but the occasional twitch of his eyebrows suggested inner turmoil.

“Sigh.”

A deep sigh escaped the old man’s lips.

‘How am I going to handle this?’

Though not large, the mage tower had existed for hundreds of years, and now, during his tenure, it was facing bankruptcy.

The old man was the tower master of Perido Tower, who inherited the name ‘Perido’ just like the master before him, signifying the continuity of the tower’s legacy.

But due to his misjudgments, the name Perido might soon vanish into history. Master Perido stared blankly into the flames, losing himself in the illusion that he was burning within them.

As a mage specializing in fire magic, it had been his habit for over seventy years to think while staring into the flames.

However, today, even this long-standing habit failed to clear his troubled mind. And soon, another interruption occurred.

“Master, excuse me. Sir Droyzen is here to see you again.”

Woosh!

As if to represent the tower master’s simmering emotions, the fire in the fireplace surged intensely, escaping the hearth and shooting towards the ceiling.

But as Perido rose from his seat, the flames quickly subsided, his expression now as cold as ice.

“Didn’t I tell you not to attach ‘Sir’ to that scoundrel’s name? He’s no longer part of our tower!”

“S-sorry, sir.”

The mage who had delivered the news bowed his head. The tower master of Perido was no longer the weary old man by the fireplace; he was now the proud 6th-circle master and the head of the tower.

“Hmph. Let’s see what kind of bullshit he’s spouting today.”

As he strode forward, a small magic circle appeared under his feet, and his figure seemed to blend into the air.

Swoosh.

Appearing out of thin air, the tower master of Perido faced a middle-aged man who bowed his head.

“You’re here, Master.”

“You dare call me your master, you ungrateful wretch!”

A stream of curses flowed from Perido’s mouth, but the middle-aged man’s expression didn’t change one bit. Exasperated by the lack of reaction, Perido fell silent as the man began to speak.

“Stop being stubborn and go with the flow. If you enter negotiations now, I can secure the best terms for you.”

“No need, you madman. Even if I die, Perido Tower will never fall into your and their hands!”

The middle-aged man, Droysen, clicked his tongue and said to his former master.

“The more stubborn you are, the more you’re making your tower members suffer. Are you planning to ruin their future with your useless pride?”

“What?! How dare you! How dare you speak of them! You vile creature!”

Unable to contain his fury, flames erupted from Perido’s body. Like a fire incarnate, he reached out to grab Droysen by the collar, but…

“Stop right there, Master.”

“If you take another step, we’ll consider it a declaration of war against our 『Skylar Tower』.”

Two knights blocked Perido, issuing a stern warning. They were clad in power armor etched with lightning motifs — customized for users associated with Skylar Tower.

Skylar Tower.

Owned by the Count Skylar from the Leslie Kingdom, it was one of the three major factions in the kingdom.

Though it didn’t surpass Leopard or Cornelius in prestige, skylar’s Tower was central to the Skylar Corporation, one of the top ten power armor manufacturers on the Connect continent.

Even so, two armor users couldn’t genuinely stop a 6th-circle mage like Perido, but he quickly quelled his flames.

Despite his exceptional prowess and Perido Tower’s storied legacy, he couldn’t stand against the Count of Skylar.

But the fire in his eyes remained, glaring at Droysen as if to burn him to ashes.

‘Droysen, you treacherous fiend!’

The root of all this trouble was none other than Droysen, his former disciple.

*

With fifty mages, ten knights, and twenty technicians, Perido Tower was a mid-sized tower. Its technology allowed it to produce B-Grade power armor, making it quite reputable.

The tower had a tradition of its masters remaining unmarried and treating their disciples as their own children, passing the tower to the most talented among them.

As new generations of mages, raised almost like siblings, took on apprentices, they continued this cycle, making Perido Tower akin to a family.

The management of the tower had been overseen by Droysen, Perido’s talented and seemingly dependable disciple.

But about a year ago, things had started to unravel when Perido Master discovered a new technique related to power armor.

The Gate Incident and the invasion of the royal palace presented both crisis and opportunity for many mage towers.

Naturally, young Droysen advocated for aggressive investment and market strategies, and the aging Perido Master had yielded to his advice.

But it was a trap.

Droysen abused his master’s trust, securing loans from usurious lenders under false pretenses, selling finished products below value, and deliberately severing critical business ties — all to betray the tower.

By the time Perido Master realized this, it was too late. The tower was buried under massive debts, and the loan sharks’ claims had passed to Skylar Tower.

And when Perido sought out Droysen, he had already joined Skylar Tower.

(To be continued…)
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Neither Droysen’s persistent persuasion nor threats worked on Tower Master Perido. He didn’t seem to have come with the expectation of success in the first place. Seeing him leave with a smile saying, ‘See you again tomorrow,’ made that clear.

What kind of grudge would cause someone to betray their master, who had raised and taught them for decades?

Whatever it was, Tower Master Perido had no intention of forgiving Droysen.

‘The regret of not being able to deal with that guy with my own hands.’

If only he had realized it a bit earlier, he could have dealt with him before he left the tower, but it was already too late. After Droysen left, Perido slumped back in his chair like a powerless old man.

His intentions were obvious. To visit him every day and wear him down mentally until he eventually gave in. So that Skyler Tower would recognize his achievements.

‘You wish!’

Though he vowed this in his heart, Perido had to admit that he was increasingly struggling. Not all of Droysen’s words were wrong.

While he was holding on, the tower’s debt was growing, and since it became known that Skyler Tower had targeted them, the number of clients gradually decreased.

If they continued to be helpless and go bankrupt like this, just as Droysen had said, the tower members might end up living like slaves in the workshop until the debt was paid off.

“Tower Master, you have a visitor.”

A spark of vitality returned to Perido’s eyes.

‘Right, this isn’t over yet.’

A few days ago, the Mage Association had sent a visit request. After investigating, he confirmed it wasn’t an envoy influenced by the Skyler Association, so he decided to meet them after some consideration.

‘Was it Mage Dario?’

They had asked to bring along one guest, which he permitted, but he didn’t expect much. The possibility of someone in the kingdom willing to go against a major tower power like Skyler and help Perido Tower was slim.

“Excuse us.”

The door opened, and a slightly bald mage and a young-looking man entered.

‘Ho.’

Perido, who had become numb to most things, couldn’t hide his admiration upon seeing the young man.


‘Is that truly a human face and body?’

Without exaggeration, he was the most dazzling person Perido had met in over 70 years. Moreover, his well-toned muscles and physical proportions were perfect even in the eyes of a mage.

He seemed to possess a divinely gifted appearance and physique. But the admiration stopped there.

‘Unfortunately, it seems he hasn’t received the blessing of mana.’

As he couldn’t feel any mana from his body, Perido quickly lost interest and addressed the mage from the association.

“While I appreciate your visit, as you know, the tower’s situation isn’t good. May I ask the purpose of your visit?”

In response to his direct question, Mage Dario hesitated momentarily before replying.

“I express my regret regarding the situation at your tower. On a personal note, I’m sorry that the association couldn’t be of greater help.”

After offering a customary greeting and apology, Dario introduced Raul.

“This is Viscount Raul de Ashton from the Ruben Kingdom. It was actually at his request that we visited your tower today.”

“Thank you for allowing the visit, despite it being late.”

When Raul slightly bowed his head, Tower Master Perido returned the gesture appropriately and then asked, “What brings a viscount from another country to our tower? Please note that we’re not accepting any new Power Armor orders due to our circumstances.”

Though he said this, Perido was slightly surprised and curious.

‘A viscount at such a young age. Ashton… sounds familiar.’

“I happened to learn about the situation at Perido Tower. If it’s not too presumptuous, I’d like to discuss it with you. I believe there are aspects where I might be able to help.”

‘Hmm.’

A young noble from another country. Not exactly someone trustworthy, and it was a bit uncomfortable to discuss the tower’s situation with an outsider.

However, the frequent visits from Droysen had left him frustrated, and there wasn’t much to hide as most people who should know already did.

“Well, if it’s just for a moment.”

Thus began a conversation that lasted a while between Tower Master Perido and Raul.


After some time had passed, “So, you’re saying you want to take over our Perido Tower?”

“Yes. The reason I’ve come to Cristillen is to take over the tower. If you allow it, I will take full responsibility and resolve all the sordid issues surrounding the tower.”

Raul’s confident words only made Tower Master Perido more skeptical. This matter was entangled with one of the three major powers of the kingdom.

And although the exact amount wasn’t stated, the debt the tower was under was not something a mere viscount could handle.

‘I commend his youthful spirit, but this is impossible.’

Even if he believed Raul’s words, the problems were mountainous. Moreover, Perido had no intention of selling the tower, not even a little.

Especially not to a foreigner. Frankly, he had never set foot outside the Leslie Kingdom at his age. Starting anew in a foreign land wasn’t a pleasant thought.

And more importantly, “I’m sorry, but I cannot accept it. A magic tower is a sanctuary and cradle for mages. A tower operated by a layperson cannot be called a magic tower.”

No matter how secular and commercialized magic towers had become, there were lines that needed to be maintained.

Tower Master Perido could not tolerate the idea of his magic tower falling into the hands of someone who didn’t understand magic.

Despite Perido’s refusal, Raul didn’t seem disappointed.

“Is that so? Then I don’t think there will be any problem.”

“What do you mean…?”

Just as Perido was about to snap at Raul, who, from his bearing, had clearly received knight training.

Fwoosh.

Two massive fireballs, the size of human heads, appeared above Raul’s palms, blazing fiercely.

“…!”

“Good heavens. Viscount Raul, you can use magic too?”

Tower Master Perido froze in shock, and Department Head Dario gasped with wide eyes.

‘Double casting Fireball! At least 4th, no, 5th circle level? No, more than that….’


The intense mana aura and unknown power Perido had sensed briefly. The fact that Raul had concealed it so naturally that Perido hadn’t noticed it initially.

‘A practitioner more capable than me? At that age?’

Finally, Perido understood the source of Raul’s confidence and audacity. The young viscount before him was a monster.

One whose depths were unfathomable. Realizing this, Perido couldn’t dismiss Raul’s words lightly.

“How about it? If this isn’t enough to make me Tower Master, isn’t it at least enough to run a magic tower?”

Raul asked calmly, though he was inwardly breaking into a cold sweat.

「Concentrate more! Don’t mess it up. Hey, your mana cohesion is wavering.」

Rabel was bombarding him with nagging advice in his head.

If he had cast the spell using a skill, it would have been easier, but showcasing such a trick before a true magic expert like the tower master would only arouse suspicion, not recognition.

Thus, Raul had to cast the magic personally, even though he hadn’t completely mastered it yet.

‘Luckily, I just need to manifest it.’

Although Fireball boasted fearsome power, by the time it reached the target, it would be nothing more than a half-baked match flame.

In any case, Raul’s show seemed to have worked. The expression of surprise and admiration briefly appeared on Tower Master Perido’s face, which had been stoic the entire time.

Perido seemed slightly shaken after grasping a bit of Raul’s capability. Yet Raul couldn’t extract the response he desired from him. Despite Raul’s skills, there were too many impediments to accepting his proposal hastily.

“I’m sorry, but this matter is too heavy to decide on the spot. If you give me some time, I will consider it and get back to you.”

Thus, the first meeting between Raul and Tower Master Perido came to an end.

***

“What do you think? Do you think the Tower Master will contact us again?”

When Rabel asked, Raul stroked his chin for a moment, lost in thought, then shrugged.

“Well, it depends on the situation. But I think he probably will.”

“He seemed stubborn. What if he never contacts us?”

“Then we have to make sure he does. It’s too good an opportunity to miss out on.”

However, Raul judged that even without his intervention, Tower Master Perido would not be able to refuse the hand Raul extended. And it wouldn’t take long to confirm Perido’s answer either.

‘Those who have laid claim to Perido Tower must have already noticed my presence.’

No hunter wants to lose prey they’ve captured to another predator. And a desperate hunter is prone to making mistakes. Raul was just waiting for that moment to come.

***

“Tower Master! We have a big problem! The Ketna Trading Company has refused to extend the loan deadline.”

“What? They said just a few days ago that they would extend it!”

Perido himself had personally met with the branch manager to ask for leniency. What could have possibly happened for things to change so abruptly?

Just then, another mage burst into the room, breathless, and spoke.

“Major trouble! All five Power Armors that were ordered have been canceled. As a result, the production line is currently at a standstill. What should we do?”

“What? How could they cancel it with such high penalties? Have you contacted the client?”

“Yes, but…”

Realizing the situation, Perido gritted his teeth.

‘Those madmen. Do they really want to end this?’

Skyler Tower, which had so far only issued warnings through Droysen, had started to take direct action. A trading company that had done business with them for decades had succumbed to Skyler Tower’s threats.

The clients who had placed orders canceled them, tempted by Skyler Tower’s offer to cover the penalty fees and sell Power Armors at a cheaper price.

Although receiving the penalty fees wouldn’t mean a complete loss, they needed the final payment from the sales to even repay the interest.

Given the situation, even if they forced the completion of the Power Armors, it seemed impossible to sell them at their proper value.

Perido had thought that they could hold out and find a way if they endured a bit longer, but once Skyler Tower moved in earnest, there was no room left for such hopes.

“What should we do, Tower Master?”

The mages looking at him were shadowed with deep despair. Seeing his family, in all but name, suffering, Perido realized he could no longer hold onto his own stubborn thoughts.

‘This is it. I never thought the day would come when I would have to hand over the tower with my own hands….’

He finally accepted the reality that he had no choice but to let go of the magic tower.

“Send messengers to Leopard Tower and Cornelius Tower immediately. Tell them I wish to meet their masters.”

“Leopard and Cornelius?”

“Yes. Given the situation, we have no choice but to seek their help. Hurry.”

“Yes, Tower Master!”

Seeking their help was almost the same as handing over the tower.

Even if Perido the Tower Master was not very interested in worldly affairs, he was well aware of the recent happenings within the kingdom.

The massive predators were expanding their territories in preparation for the power struggle surrounding the throne. It was saddening to think he had to walk straight into their maws, but it was inevitable.

‘Skyler Tower! I will never hand this place over to you!’

If the tower had to be handed over, he planned to give it to Skyler Tower’s competitors. And with the ‘new technology’ he had discovered, they would not treat him poorly.

Unfortunately, Viscount Raul’s proposal was not yet being considered by Tower Master Perido.

‘Alright. Given how things have turned out, let’s negotiate in a way that minimizes the damage to the tower’s family. Maybe I can preserve the tower’s name.’

Perido tried to comfort himself with these thoughts as he envisioned a new future. But being buried in the tower, he remained unaware. The world was not such a simple place.

(To be continued)
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“Why…?”

Tower Master Perido clutched his head as it grew dizzy, leaning heavily into his chair. Both Leopard Tower and Cornelius Tower had outright rejected Perido’s proposal.

In fact, they didn’t even allow the messengers sent by him to enter, turning them away at the door. Perido felt a wave of emptiness, like being betrayed by trusted allies.

The large magic tower cartel formed within the Leslie Kingdom was moving with meticulous and grand plans.

Leopard, Cornelius, and Skyler Towers had agreed to endure some losses together for a while to increase their market share, and they had also decided to divide several medium-sized magic towers amongst themselves.

Unfortunately, Perido Tower had been chosen as Skyler Tower’s prey. Perido probably thought that if he held on long enough, he could ask for help from Skyler’s rival towers if things got worse.

Yet, the fate of Perido Tower had already been decided by these three massive powers.

‘These despicable bastards!’

It wasn’t as if Perido didn’t know them; he had greeted them at tower master meetings or conferences. And in some cases, they had even collaborated on joint research or development, lending production lines during urgent times.

All he got in return was cold betrayal and disregard. A cold anger began to burn slowly within Perido’s mind.

‘I can’t just collapse like this!’

If they were to go bankrupt in this state, the tower with a history of centuries would be sold off at a pittance, and he and his mages would end up living like slaves.

If saving the tower was impossible, shouldn’t he at least sell it at a reasonable price?

The tower master sprang to his feet and summoned his mages.

“Inform every medium to large magic tower within the kingdom immediately. Tell them that if there is anyone willing to purchase, we will sell the tower at a fair price.”

“Tower Master…”

It was as good as a complete surrender. The affiliated mages, realizing this, wore expressions of despair and couldn’t hide their sorrow.

“Hurry. We don’t know how far their influence reaches.”

It might already be too late, but they had no choice but to hope that someone within the kingdom would step forward to make a reasonable offer.

*


“Welcome.”

Raul visited Perido Tower for the second time.

The difference from the first visit was that the tower master’s complexion had darkened significantly, and the overall atmosphere of the tower seemed gloomy.

Ultimately, Tower Master Perido had found no alternative solution. None of the magic towers in the Leslie Kingdom wanted to take the risk of opposing the three major powers.

In the end, Tower Master Perido had no choice but to bring up Raul’s proposal, which he had postponed until the last possible moment.

After a brief greeting, he spoke in a dejected voice, “So we meet again like this. Is the offer you mentioned before still valid, Viscount Raul?”

“Of course. I am still willing to take over Perido Tower, and I am ready to deal with any issues that arise during the process.”

“Is that so.”

The tower master looked blankly down at the table for a while, then sighed and asked.

“If you don’t mind me asking, may I know the reason? Frankly, what drives you to take on the apparent risks to acquire our tower? Is it because of ‘that technology’?”

“I cannot deny it. I highly value ‘that technology’. It’s something I absolutely cannot give up.”

Raul’s resolute answer caused the tower master’s pupils to shake.

“Sigh. To be honest, the ‘Multi-Core Control Technology’ is still in its infancy. There’s no guarantee how long it will take to perfect it, or if it can even be controlled effectively. I don’t understand why everyone covets it so much. I wish this technology had never been discovered.”

The tower master’s lament practically conveyed his regrets. Raul’s eyes gleamed at this revelation.

‘Strange. The developer himself lacks confidence. He doesn’t seem to grasp its true value. Is there something I’m missing?’

The Multi-Core Control Technology.

It was a groundbreaking technology that had elevated Perido Tower, a middle-tier magic tower, to a leading position in Power Armor development.

Previously, Power Armors could operate using only a single core. However, this technology enabled multiple cores to function simultaneously, resulting in significant advancements in the power, durability, and utility of Power Armors.

The critical point was that despite it being developed three years ago, no other magic tower had managed to replicate it.

Although the Empire had started producing inferior duplicate cores, their commercialization had only just begun, underscoring the technology’s immense value.


Regardless, it was clear to Raul that this technology was something he absolutely needed to secure.

“By summoning me, can I assume you’re willing to sell the magic tower to me?”

When Raul inquired, the tower master nodded silently. He took a sip of his tea and spoke in a voice laden with regret.

“This situation has made me realize many things. I thought I had dedicated my life to this country and the magic world, but when a real crisis hit, no one came to help. Now, I no longer feel the need to remain tied to the Leslie Kingdom. I want to go somewhere we are wanted.”

“You’ve made a wise decision. Although the infrastructure isn’t fully established yet, I promise sufficient investment and support to ensure there’s no lack in anything. Thank you truly.”

Raul clenched his fist under the table. Having swayed the tower master’s heart, Raul now had the justification to make his move.

Barely managing to maintain a neutral expression, Raul turned and asked Department Head Dario, who had been present at the meeting,

“Can we proceed with the acquisition process immediately?”

“Yes, I’ll look into the detailed procedures and contact you right away.”

The tower master’s expression seemed noticeably lighter, as if a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. Raul shook hands with the tower master and left in high spirits.

*

The next day. Raul gathered with his party in the conference room to discuss the acquisition of the three towers (Graneck Tower, Jedo Tower, and Perido Tower).

The acquisitions of Graneck and Jedo Towers had already reached the final stages, with paperwork completed. What remained was determining the treatment of the tower’s assets and members.

“It might be a good idea to leave the tower buildings for now and later use them as branches for the First Knight Order or offices for new magic towers.”

Raul agreed with Bernard’s suggestion. Eventually, the plan was to establish branches and trade offices of the First Knight Order in capital cities and major cities.

“We have signed contracts with about 80% of the mages. The remaining 20% intend to retire or move elsewhere, and we are drawing up IOUs and debt certificates accordingly.”

Unfortunately, the towers were not privately owned, and all members collectively bore responsibility for the tower’s debts.

Thus, those leaving the tower had to assume a portion of the debt commensurate with their rank. Even in this case, Raul was extending considerable grace.

Typically, mages from bankrupt towers faced endless labor in workshops until their debts were cleared, with no choice in the matter.

Since Raul planned to establish a new magic tower, he had no intention of accepting those unwilling into his fold.


“What about the knights and craftsmen?”

“They all agreed to stay.”

“That’s a relief. They’ll be working under you, so take good care of them.”

“Yes, Master.”

It was a given that Nakia would be appointed the master of the new First Magic Tower. Having already reached the rank of a 6th circle master and possessing deep knowledge in alchemy, she was more than qualified for the role.

There were three essential components needed to manufacture Power Armor:

A specialist mage to inscribe the magic circles controlling the core and the force field,

An alchemist to craft the mana rods and artificial muscles of the Power Armor and concoct the magical lubricants flowing within,

A blacksmith to produce the exoskeleton and armor of the Power Armor.

A facility that could house all three and produce Power Armors directly was considered a Power Armor manufacturer (or magic tower).

While Nakia’s knowledge of magic circles might not be as profound, Raul believed that with the new talents recruited via the tower acquisition and shared information, she could fully realize her potential.

“Now, about Perido Tower…”

Just as Raul started talking about Perido Tower, there was a commotion outside.

‘What’s going on? It sounds noisy enough to be heard from here.’

This place was an annex of Gray Tower. Small but with a neat garden and surrounded by a wall, it wasn’t usually a noisy location.

Knock knock.

“Excuse me, Master. It seems you should come out for a moment.”

A servant butler, looking slightly flustered, called for Raul. Wondering what was going on, the group stepped outside the annex to clearer sounds.

“Dirty foreign capitalists, leave this country!”

“Leave! Leave!”

“Perido Tower, which is trying to sell national core technology to foreign countries, repent!”

“Repent! Repent!”

“Gray Tower that colludes with foreign nobles, apologize!”

“Apologize! Apologize!”

Raul couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all.

‘They’re using such tactics here as well?’

It made him realize that people were the same everywhere. Raul didn’t bother stepping outside; instead, he floated into the air and looked down at the protesting crowd.

Rabel cast an invisibility spell, ensuring that no one outside could see him. There were roughly a hundred protesters. Aside from a few who were inciting the crowd, most had dirty faces and wore worn-out clothes.

Each held a placard with some message written on it, though Raul wondered how many of them could even read what it said. Passersby glanced at the protesters and their signs, whispering to each other.

By evening, they would likely be talking about this scene in the taverns. When Raul descended back into the garden, the chief mage of Gray Tower, Elmer, was already outside.

Raul bowed his head in apology.

“I’m sorry for causing such a disturbance. It looks like Gray Tower is getting undeserved criticism because of us.”

Elmer waved his hand dismissively, smiling as if it was no big deal.

“Well, these things happen from time to time. When you have a peculiar tower master, all sorts of events occur. No matter how noisy they get, they will soon disperse. Don’t pay it too much attention.”

He then waved his hand, completely blocking the outside noise from reaching within the walls.

“Frankly, none of the tower members pay any mind to it. They rarely venture out, so they likely don’t even know there’s a protest outside right now.”

“Still, I feel like we’re being a burden….”

“Honestly, I don’t like the current state of the kingdom either. Still, as long as you are our guest, we will ensure your safety. Just be cautious when you go out.”

“Thank you.”

The truth was, this place was almost like an extraterritorial area even within the Leslie Kingdom. The existence of the great sage known as Gray carried that kind of weight.

‘I don’t like it, but for now, I’ll just observe. We’ll be leaving once the acquisition is completed anyway.’

There was no benefit in getting involved with a clueless protest crowd. It seemed the protest issue would quietly blow over, but another problem arose elsewhere.

“I apologize. It appears to be beyond my ability to resolve this matter…. The chairman of the association also wishes to convey his regrets.”

Mage Dario, who had visited a few days later, bowed in apology.

“It’s alright. This isn’t the fault of you or the association.”

Raul spoke these words but silently clicked his tongue.

‘The Leslie Kingdom has really gone off the deep end. They altered the legal regulations just because of one magic tower.’

The story was as follows. Although not to the extent of modern Earth, the nations of Connect had laws in place to protect vital industries and commerce.

In the Leslie Kingdom, there were regulations to protect the core national strength, which included magic towers, restricting the sale or investment of such towers to foreign entities.

Perido Tower, a medium-sized tower with a modest capital and personnel, was originally exempt from this restriction. However, within a few days, the protection criteria had been drastically lowered, bringing Perido Tower under its scope.

Arbitrarily lowering the protection criteria without consultation was bound to cause friction in trade and relations with foreign countries. Despite this, the kingdom was signaling its unwillingness to easily relinquish Perido Tower.

‘After dealing with Perido Tower, they’ll likely revert the regulations quietly. But if they think I’m an easy target, they’re mistaken.’

Raul immediately called for Kane.

“Kane, gather the relevant materials and report them to our country immediately. It would be better if we could coordinate with the Templeton Duchy through Dalton. Also, kindly send these materials to the capital cities of the Marcus Kingdom, Brennan Republic, and Holy Empire. And don’t forget to submit them to the media as well.”

Such interesting matters should be shared for maximum enjoyment.

While it might not directly help Raul in acquiring the tower, the Leslie Kingdom would suffer considerable losses from this event.

“How does this affect the acquisition of Perido Tower?”

In response to Raul’s query, Mage Dario answered apologetically,

“We will likely have to go through a special auction process via public bidding.”

As Raul listened to the explanation of the process, a smirk gradually formed on his lips.

‘Yeah, I didn’t expect this to end quietly. Let’s have a proper showdown.’

With renewed resolve, Raul called for a meeting.

(To be continued)
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“You fool. Having to rely on the family’s power for such a simple task.”

“My apologies.”

An elderly man with a head full of silver hair was scolding a middle-aged mage in a cold tone. The luxurious attire adorned with various jewels and ornaments revealed that the old man’s status was anything but ordinary.

He was none other than McDaniel Skyler, the head of the Skyler Count family and the master of the Skyler Magic Tower, one of the three major forces in the Leslie Kingdom.

And the one bowing his head with a pale face in front of him was his second son and the tower’s second elder, Thaddeus Skyler.

Responsible for the acquisition of Perido Tower, Thaddeus had to resort to the family’s power when Raul’s sudden intervention threw their plans into disarray.

‘Damn. If I had just a little more time, it would have transitioned smoothly.’

The takeover was nearly complete without Perido Tower’s master even realizing it. By the end of the month, when the loan’s maturity date arrived, they planned to swiftly absorb Perido Tower.

But an unexpected force had shown up, completely upsetting their plans.

“No more mistakes will be tolerated. That puny tower might not matter, but the family’s reputation is at stake! Do you understand?”

“Yes. I will handle it cleanly!”

Due to this incident, acquiring Perido Tower was bound to incur a loss. Aside from having to make concessions to the other two forces for the regulation change, the transition to public bidding made undercutting the price difficult.

It might have been better to abandon the acquisition and target another tower, but now it wasn’t possible. The current acquisition of magic towers by the major forces in the kingdom was essentially a preliminary show of strength.

It was a way of demonstrating power to neutral nobles and towers that hadn’t yet allied themselves with any major force.

‘Our force is this strong, so you should join us.’

Failing to acquire a marked tower would not merely be a financial loss. After receiving a harsh reprimand from his father and returning to his office at the tower, Thaddeus held a meeting with his retainers.

“So, what’s his background?”

“Viscount Raul de Ashton. A newly rising noble making a name in the Ruben Kingdom. He is the third son of the distinguished Count Ashton household and was elevated to viscount for his contributions during the recent gate crisis. And…”

One of the retainers reported what was known about Raul. Given the many activities Raul had been involved in, it was a lengthy report.

Though the information wasn’t entirely accurate, being about foreign affairs, it was enough to indicate Raul’s remarkable achievements. However, those present at the meeting reacted coldly.


“Well, those Ruben Kingdom folks sure like to brag.”

“Knights living and dying for honor is one thing, but this is over the top.”

“The Ruben Kingdom must have suffered greatly. To resort to such crude hero-making.”

At just 15, he had led knights to save the royal castle and capital, reclaimed several territories overrun by monsters, won territorial battles against six different regions simultaneously, obliterated several Imperial Intelligence Bureau hideouts, and was expected to be at least an Expert high-level in personal strength.

It was naturally hard to believe all of this at face value.

“Basically, he’s a brat riding on the Count Ashton household’s coattails?”

“Yes, that sums it up. However, he seems to have substantial financial resources. His investments in several free cities have been successful.”

“No matter. How rich can a mere viscount be? Anything else of note?”

“It appears he has some kind of relationship with Lord Gray.”

Thaddeus’s previously indifferent expression showed a slight scowl.

“That is a bit concerning. But Lord Gray won’t be interested in such trivial matters.”

Even the powerful Skyler Tower couldn’t disregard the great sage Gray. In fact, those involved in magic could not help but be more concerned by him.

“In any case, this is our turf. We cannot let some insignificant foreign viscount claim our prey. Prepare meticulously.”

“We are already set. That brat will deeply regret challenging us.”

Everyone in the conference room wore confident expressions. But were they aware that the information they received had actually been downplayed?

***

The public bidding and special auction process for the acquisition of Perido Tower was simpler than expected.

The top four bidders were selected, and these four teams would compete in a simulated battle to determine the final winner.

Raul’s First Knight Order emerged as the highest bidder in the public auction. Since the bid amount had to be deposited with the Mage Association as a security, false bids were impossible, and Raul’s bid was nearly double that of the others.

For Raul, knowing the future of Perido Tower, this sum was insignificant and also a precautionary investment to avoid any foul play.


Thus, the four highest bidding teams were Raul’s First Knight Order and the three major forces of the Leslie Kingdom. It was an expected outcome, so there was nothing surprising.

And unsurprisingly, Leopard Tower and Cornelius Tower withdrew from the mock battle, leaving the acquisition of Perido Tower to be determined by the result of the mock battle between Raul’s First Knight Order and Skyler Tower.

Buzzing.

The outermost area of the capital, cristillen, in the Leslie Kingdom. In the large stadium managed by the Mage Association, a massive crowd gathered.

“It’s been a while since we’ve had a mock battle, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah, with all the tower bankruptcies happening almost every day since the Gate crisis, it’s been hard to hold any matches.”

“Still, I’m really looking forward to this. A 300-man mock battle! We don’t see large-scale battles like this often.”

Mock battles held in the Leslie Kingdom were different from territory wars in the Ruben Kingdom. When conflicts arose, lords or magic towers in the Leslie Kingdom resolved them through mock battles.

The Mage Association provided a stadium for mock battles, which was equipped with a ‘large-scale illusion magic circle’. This allowed for battles to be fought without risking lives while still determining a winner.

The downside was the enormous cost. The more soldiers involved, the more mana stones were consumed, so it was usually conducted on a smaller scale.

However, due to the significant stakes and amounts involved in this acquisition battle, and with both sides wanting many participants (especially Skyler Tower), they agreed on a 300-man match.

“By the way, what is the First Knight Order? While it’ll be entertaining for us to watch, can they really take on Skyler Tower?”

“I heard it’s a guild from the Ruben Kingdom. Supposedly backed by a notable family, but honestly, isn’t it a bit too much?”

Not only common spectators but also those involved with magic towers naturally predicted a victory for Skyler Tower.

The First Knight Order was practically unknown, and the circulating information was hardly credible.

“I wonder how much strength Skyler Tower will deploy.”

“Given the scale of this, they won’t just bring in a show of face. They know we’re watching.”

There were quite a few representatives from Leopard Tower and Cornelius Tower in the special seats of the stadium. They had no reason to miss this opportunity to assess the power of their competitor.

Most likely, the tower masters from the main towers were also watching the mock battle. The scenes from the mock battle were scheduled to be broadcast through magical screens at various locations.

However, watching it at the stadium had no parallel. At the stadium, one could see the battlefield’s scaled-down representation in person, view battle scenes from various angles, and receive commentary and related information on the battle.


Soon, an announcer from the association appeared in the commentary booth and began to briefly explain the background and participants of this mock battle. Finally, both sides’ troops started to enter the arena.

“Skyler Tower is entering!”

At the announcer’s introduction, the stadium doors opened.

Thud, thud, thud.

A hundred shield soldiers, clad in green cloaks with lightning marks, orderly marched in. Following them were fifty knights in dark green armor, arriving on horseback, and lastly, 150 mages in green robes leisurely made their appearance.

“Waaaah!”

“Skyler Tower is the best!”

“Show the power of the Leslie Kingdom!”

The audience cheered to welcome Skyler Tower. One hundred shield soldiers, fifty armor users, and 150 mages. This was the typical mock battle composition in the Leslie Kingdom.

The hundred shield soldiers, equipped with artifacts engraved with various defensive spells, stood at the front to block incoming spells.

The fifty armor users were the assault troops who would charge into enemy lines when gaps appeared. The 150 mages were the main firepower, responsible for crushing the enemy with their spell bombardments.

“Hm, they’ve mobilized quite elite forces.”

“All mages filled from the 4th circle or higher magic corps. They seem intent on making a strong show.”

“It’s unlikely they’ve deployed their entire main force. They must have substantial hidden reserves.”

Analysts from competing magic towers busily recorded information. A 4th circle mage was equivalent to an Expert-level knight.

They were the chosen ones who had surpassed the 3rd circle, which anyone could theoretically reach through effort.

They were capable of large-scale killing spells that could significantly impact the battlefield. Seeing that more than a hundred such mages had been mobilized, one could easily guess Skyler Tower’s capability.

At that moment, the announcer’s voice echoed again.

“Now entering the forces of the First Knight Order!”

Rumble.

The doors opened.

Clatter, clatter!

Five standard-bearers carrying blue flags adorned with golden hawks charged out. Following them were knights in white armor on white horses, their blue cloaks emblazoned with golden hawks fluttering as they rode behind the standard-bearers, galloping around the arena.

The 250 knights, in a 5-column formation, paraded around half of the arena, and finally, 50 mages in mage attire entered and took their positions.

Buzzing.

The spectators and analysts, seeing the composition of the First Knight Order’s forces, widened their eyes and couldn’t hide their surprise.

“Wow! Amazing. Are those knights?”

“A pristine knight order, how impressive!”

“To witness such a spectacle in a mock battle!”

Truth be told, compared to Skyler Tower, the entrance was overwhelmingly grand and magnificent, capturing everyone’s attention.

However, after a brief moment of awe, the expressions of the spectators gradually turned to pity.

“Tsk. This is obvious.”

“Pitching an knight order against a magic tower. Maybe in real combat, but this is a mock battle….”

“They’re from the Ruben Kingdom, huh? Typical. Foolishness has its price.”

The analysts’ assessments were no different.

“Have they forgotten that Power Armor force fields are nullified in mock battles?”

“Do they not realize that in large-scale battles, knight orders are ineffective against magic battalions? They say he’s a rich fool, and it seems he’s indeed clumsy with troop management.”

In Leslie Kingdom’s mock battles, with mages as the main force, naturally, mages, rather than knights, should stand out.

Thus, the rule ‘Power Armor force fields nullified’ was established.

Thanks to this rule, armor users, who could normally cut through spells in actual combat, were no more than ordinary knights in the mock battle.

Moreover, facing a magic battalion composed of 4th circle or higher mages with a knight order was ludicrous. Also, the 50 mages in Raul’s team couldn’t be considered a true battalion.

Raul, lacking sufficient mage forces, had only filled the mage quota by recruiting mages from Perido Tower. Without the condition of ‘at least 50 mages participating,’ he might have filled the ranks entirely with knights.

To the magic towers of Leslie Kingdom, the battle seemed decided even before it began. And this was evident to Thaddeus Skyler, the commander of Skyler Tower’s forces.

“This is absurd. No matter how famed they are from the Ruben Kingdom, to be this reckless.”

“If we had known, there’d have been no need to employ the mage battalion. They’ve just exposed our forces unnecessarily.”

“It doesn’t matter. Since it has come to this, we must showcase overwhelming power. That way, even those who hesitated will come to their senses.”

“Absolutely right.”

Soon, the stadium transformed into a vast terrain with hills, forests, and plains. Raul’s First Knight Order and the elite forces of Skyler Tower from the Leslie Kingdom began to move to determine superiority.

(To be continued)
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On a small hill about 50 meters high, Raul and the knights were surveying the surrounding terrain from their horses.

“Thankfully, it seems to match the information. The terrain is precisely symmetrical.”

Pierce said as he deactivated his 『Long-Range Reconnaissance (B)』 skill.

“With such an open mock battle, if they meddled even here, they’d cross every line.”

No matter how much of a magical kingdom the Leslie Kingdom was, the Mage Association itself wasn’t part of the Leslie Kingdom. If the association were wholly swayed by Skyler Tower’s influence, they’d have to relinquish their title.

The terrain of the battlefield viewed from the hill was both intricate and straightforward. Below the hill was a vast forest, and beyond its edge stretched a broad plain. Though called a plain, it was peculiarly varied, amalgamating different terrains.

There were areas where a shallow stream flowed through a pebble field, spots where tall reeds obscured the view, broadened sections of the stream that turned into a river, and even sections with sandy beaches and muddy tidal flats.

“Those mage folks. They’ve really gathered everything unnecessary, haven’t they? The battlefield is already set.”

Jake shrugged his shoulders and looked in one direction. In the center of the battlefield, a long stretch of barren wasteland lay devoid of any obstacles, as if inviting them to charge straight through.

“For mages who draw upon the power of nature, having related terrain nearby would be advantageous. In mock battles between magic towers, other terrains might have been useful.”

Raul had also pondered the terrain information received from Department Head Dario, considering if there was any useful area. But in the end, he chose the dull wasteland.

‘That choice carries more impact.’

No matter what they thought, for Raul, today’s battle was a kind of warning. To demonstrate clearly the power of the First Knight Order and Raul himself. To show how the world was changing while they were sabotaging themselves.

‘Feel it to the bone this time.’

Otherwise, Leslie Kingdom would be brutally defeated by the upcoming next phase of Gate Waves and the invasion from the Empire. And there was also the objective of raising the First Knight Order’s value within the Leslie Kingdom through this opportunity.

“Everyone, get ready to march. Proceed as planned. Let’s show those fools exactly who they’ve picked a fight with!”

“Yes! We’ll smash them so thoroughly they won’t even dare to look us in the eye.”

Philip said, placing his fist on his chest.

“Ah, this feels great! Battling mages again! I haven’t felt this thrill in a while.”

“Don’t you always get the same thrill once you enter battle?”


“Ahem. Isn’t that called fighting spirit?”

“You know, if you go berserk and get retired again, you won’t hear the end of it.”

Philip’s comment caused Jake to glance resentfully at Raul for support, but Raul just chuckled and looked away.

“Ah, seriously. I’ll get it right this time, okay?”

Ignoring Jake’s grumbling, Raul and his group headed down the hill. For today’s battle, Raul had gathered his elite forces.

Philip, Jake, Pierce, Kane, several top-level Experts, as well as most of the officers and armor users were participating in the fight.

Additionally, there were individuals being deployed on the battlefield for the first time today. Raul was inwardly excited to see what performances they would show.

***

Clop, clop.

The 250-member knight order slowly marched through the forest. The mages were securely protected within the formation as they walked.

“Sigh….”

A young mage, appearing to be in his thirties, let out a deep breath, seemingly tense. No matter how reassuring it was to be surrounded by sturdy knights, it didn’t seem to alleviate his anxiety about the impending battle.

“Are you worried?”

“Ah! No, sir.”

When Tower Master Perido asked, the young mage waved his hands in denial, but his expression told a different story.

Perido could only gently pat his back in encouragement. After all, it was his failure to properly lead the tower that forced these young mages to enter the battlefield.

The young mage seemed a bit calmer, though his expression was still far from bright.

“Do you think we can win?”

His eyes reflected his anxiety.

“Can we really win against the mighty Skyler Tower? Our allies are mostly knights, and some strange ones are mixed in.”


Just as he said, many among the 50 mages looked nothing like mages. Though they wore robes, their attire underneath was more akin to the armor-clad knights.

Tower Master Perido nodded understandingly. If he hadn’t met ‘her’ before the mock battle, he would likely share the same sentiments.

“Don’t worry. We will not lose this battle.”

“Pardon…?”

In response to the young mage’s doubt, Perido only offered a gentle smile. Finally, they reached the edge of the forest. From the opposite forest, almost as if on cue, skyler Tower’s forces began to reveal themselves.

“They’ve taken the bait as expected.”

It was just as anticipated. Even their opponents weren’t foolish; they knew from which direction the knight-heavy forces would approach.

If they were earnest about winning, they would have stayed hidden in the forest until the last possible moment.

‘Then they would have bombarded us with concentrated fire once we were within range.’

Whether due to pride or overconfidence, the enemy had chosen to reveal themselves openly. Raul watched as they assumed a textbook formation. Shield soldiers at the front, knights on the flanks.

Mages positioned just before the forest’s edge. There was no surprise element, but their plan to decimate the forces with magic before they could engage was evidently clear.

‘Well, we wouldn’t move differently either.’

Raul also chose a frontal assault. He had no intention of flanking the battlefield or employing cunning tactics to confuse the enemy.

It was to be a straightforward clash of strength.

“Knights forward! Rear mages advance with the main force until within range!”

Clop, clop.

Exiting the green forest, the First Knight Order slowly urged their horses forward. Despite the looming battle, the knights seemed unperturbed, casually stretching atop their horses.

The distance between the two forces closed to within 500 meters. They were now entering the range of certain spells.

Whoosh, boom!

Around a dozen fire spells exploded harmlessly above Raul’s head, almost as if it were an illusion.


‘Such futile acts.’

If it was meant to intimidate them, it was pointless; there was no practical impact. And the battle-hardened warhorses showed no fear at the loud noises and flames.

“Everyone, prepare for battle!”

At Raul’s command, the knights swiftly formed ranks and began to boost their fighting spirit. The 250 knights split into three wedge formations.

At the head of each formation stood Raul in the center, Philip on the left, and Jake on the right. Knights specialized in long-range combat and Pierce stayed back to provide support fire and protect the mages.

The formations were all set, but the charge didn’t commence immediately.

Thud. Boom.

A scene straight out of a fantasy unfolded in the mock battlefield. From the knights’ inventory, 1-meter-sized stone blocks began to stack up in the middle of the wasteland, forming a small fortress in less than three minutes.

“My God, how is this possible!”

“Huh, how many spatial expansion bags do they have?”

The mages of Perido Tower, who had been nervously waiting behind the formation, gaped in astonishment at the surreal sight.

‘Who would’ve thought this was possible.’

Tower Master Perido also gazed at the improvised fortress with admiration. Given more time, perhaps they could replicate something similar, but to do it in three minutes?

Seeing the knights handling the large stones as if they were toys and moving swiftly, a newfound confidence began to build.

‘If this impresses us, imagine how startled they must be.’

Perido ascended the fortress walls and looked at the enemy camp with a satisfied smile.

*

“This is absurd.”

Thaddeus Skyler muttered with a frown.

Bringing a lot of knights was one thing, but now they were putting on a show like this.

“Droysen.”

“Yes!”

Droysen, the traitor of Perido Tower, quickly responded to Thaddeus’s call.

Slap!

Thaddeus struck him across the face and said,

“Why is this different from what you reported? Why didn’t you mention so many magical pouches at Perido Tower?”

“…Those aren’t from the tower. If they were, the Tower Master would have sold them off by now.”

His cheek reddened, Droysen answered calmly.

“Hmph. Are you sure the Tower Master didn’t hide these well enough for you to uncover? Useless man.”

With a dismissive gesture, Thaddeus signaled Droysen to step back, who did so with a respectful bow.

‘Damn it. What kind of trickery is the old man up to?’

Despite his outward calm, Droysen was boiling inside. Unexpected meddlers had nearly ruined the plans he had meticulously laid out.

‘In any case, there will be another chance once this battle is over.’

He glared resentfully in the direction of his former master.

“What should we do?”

The lieutenant approached and asked, but Thaddeus, staring at the enemy lines, remained silent for a moment.

Soon, in a lighter tone, he responded, “We stick to our plan. If the enemy approaches, intercept them.”

“Yes, understood.”

There was no need to approach an enemy who had fortified themselves with a fortress. Maintaining distance was obviously advantageous for Skyler Tower.

Sure, the ability to erect a fortress in such a short time was impressive, but so what?

A simple fortress without magical defenses was just a sitting target for magical bombardment.

‘Are they really thinking of a prolonged siege?’

That was… not good.

Even if they won, dragging out the battle against mere knights, in a mock battle broadcasted across the whole kingdom, wouldn’t win him any praise from his father, or rather, the tower master.

‘Still, I’m reluctant to make the first move…’

Thaddeus’s worries were interrupted by timely news.

“The enemy knights are moving!”

“Everyone, prepare to fire!”

Thaddeus’s lips twitched into a sneer.

*

The improvised fortress’s role was simple. To prevent enemy knights from flanking and targeting their rear. And to gain a bit of elevation to extend their range.

The battle would ultimately be decided by the clash of the main forces, and Raul was merely taking measures to ensure an overwhelming victory without significant losses on their side.

‘If you have it, use it. Plus, it serves another purpose…’

Leaving a lasting impression on the viewers of the battle was essential.

“The formation is set.”

At Philip’s report, Raul drew his sword and shouted,

“Activate all armours!”

Swoosh!

Atop their horses, the First Knight Order’s armor gleamed, revealing dazzling white power armors engraved with golden hawks and blue patterns.

Having finished repairs on the power armors captured in the previous battle with the count’s house, they now had a total of 180 power armors.

Repainted and rebranded, the once-misfit power armors now formed a unified force of armored knights. With all eyes focused on him, Raul shouted again,

“I won’t say much. The objective is to crush the enemy camp! Sweep them thoroughly. Everyone, charge!”

“Waaah!”

With a roar, the First Knight Order surged forward. Three wedges of knights charged unhesitatingly towards the enemy. Galloping horses reached speeds of 60-70 km/h.

Even carrying knights, it took only 40 to 50 seconds to cover the 500-meter distance. Ultimately, this battle would be decided in less than a minute.

As if determined not to allow the knights any closer, skyler Tower’s formation lit up brightly.

Whoosh! Fwooosh!

Dozens, no, hundreds of spells arched across the battlefield towards the charging First Knight Order.

(To be continued)
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Bang! Boom!

Some of the spells flying towards the charging knights exploded in mid-air.

“No need for powerful spells! Intercept with mana bolts and magic missiles!”

Tower Master Perido shouted as he unleashed the memorized spells.

Whoosh, swoosh!

Dozens of various magical arrows formed above his head, shooting past his knights and colliding with the enemy’s spells.

As a seasoned 6th circle master, his command was efficient, and about thirty mages intercepted as many enemy spells as possible.

Though they were short-handed, they occupied a higher position on the hill and were still within close range, allowing an effective response.

“Our target is 4th circle or higher area spells. Hold until our allies reach mid-battlefield.”

Unlike the mages who were fervently casting spells, Pierce and the knights on the fortress walls remained idle. They planted large shields into the makeshift fortress to form a shield wall, then readied their oversized longbows, waiting.

These were knights specialized in long-range attacks like Pierce. Having trained in various archer skills such as 『Longshot』, 『Sniping Shot』, and 『Power Arrow』, they narrowed their eyes, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Meanwhile, Raul, charging along with the knights, did not blink an eye even as waves of spells flew towards them like a tide of light.

“Don’t mind the spells ahead, increase your speed!”

Support shots from their own side intercepted incoming spells one by one. But that would only last so far. Soon, enemy spells would break through the interception and reach them.

They had to gain sufficient speed and momentum before that happened. With swift motions, Raul swung his sword forward three or four times. Swathes of energy, like whip-like sword beams, cut through spells that broke past the interception net.

Bang! Boom.

The same was true for the areas where Philip and Jake were. High-ranking knights at the front used their mana blades to cut through incoming spells.

Finally, the knights reached their maximum speed.

“Unsheathe swords and form the mana curtain!”

At Raul’s command, the trailing knights lifted their swords. Blinding mana blades (mana blades) emanated from their swords.


Buzz.

Dozens of mana blades mingled, shaking the air and forming a protective barrier around the knights.

“Activate!”

As Raul thrust his sword forward, the knights followed, thrusting their swords as well. And at that moment, a golden barrier formed in front of the charging knights, blazing forth.

The 『Knight Division’s Charging Curtain』, a feat only possible for a well-coordinated knight order.

It required dozens of knights capable of handling mana blades, with similar mana attributes, and a skilled leader to control the massive power.

All these conditions had come together to manifest this ultimate knight technique on the battlefield.

Swish. Crackle!

By now, they had covered half the distance. Spells targeting the knights began to outnumber those intercepted. But the spells hitting the golden charging curtain either dissipated powerlessly or had their power significantly reduced.

At least spells of the 3rd circle or lower seemed incapable of inflicting any harm on the knights.

***

Crack.

The veins on Thaddeus Skyler’s hand, gripping his staff, bulged.

‘Why is that happening now!’

The Knight Division’s Charging Curtain. He never imagined he’d actually see it in use. That ancient technique, a symbol of the best knight orders, had nearly faded into obscurity.

The reason was the commercialization of Power Armor. It took a long time and considerable effort for dozens of Expert-level knights to train in such a technique.

But with Power Armor, a defensive field automatically formed, capable of blocking up to 4th-circle spells. Who would bother learning group techniques?

Currently, the only ones in the Leslie Kingdom capable of even mimicking the Charging Curtain were the Royal Knights.

‘But how could a mere viscount’s knight order possess such a technique!’

More importantly, there were three such unbelievable charging units. At least three Expert-level advanced knights, and most of those knights were of Expert level.


‘No, judging by the Flying mana blades, there must be at least ten advanced knights. Where did these lunatics come from!’

Frankly, their power seemed to rival or even exceed the Royal Knight Knights of the Leslie Kingdom. Considering this, he began to doubt whether those knights truly belonged to Viscount Raul.

‘Could the Ruben Kingdom be plotting to mess with us? Or perhaps Leopard or Cornelius?’

Various thoughts popped into his mind, but he knew he had to stop these insane knights first.

“Damn it, stop using those worthless 3rd-circle spells! Prepare for magical bombardment! Officers, fire your strong spells!”

With Thaddeus’s irritated command, the Skyler mages moved busily. Aside from some mages engaging the enemy, the rest moved to their prepared positions.

Hummmmm.

Buzz.

A blue glowing hexagram began to form among groups of six mages. Soon, spheres of lightning rose above the magic circles, crackling and growing larger.

There were more than ten such magic circles, and the senior mages of 6th circle and above were chanting to cast their most potent spells. As the intense mana waves swept through the camp, Thaddeus regained his confidence.

“Hmph. Impressive that you’ve brought out such an old relic, but this is it. There’s a reason why outdated techniques are obsolete! Feel the wrath of superior magic!”

And with his gesture, a barrage of mass destruction spells, at least 5th circle, was launched toward the First Knight Order.

*

「Detected massive mana flow in the front! Sniper squad, prepare for battle.」

「Yes, Master!」

Upon receiving Raul’s orders through guild communications, Pierce and the knights finally drew their bows.

Zing.

The specially designed large bows and arrows began to glow yellow, imbued with the knights’ mana. At that moment, massive spell spheres larger than a human torso rose from the Skyler formation and began their bombardment.

“Target!”

Pierce designated the targets through guild comms, his eyes gleaming as he pulled back the bowstring taut. And as the spell spheres reached their apex,


“Fire!”

Thunk! Whoosh!

Forty mana arrows, yellow trails streaking behind them, pierced through the air like lasers.

Bang! Boom!

Rumble.

Large-scale spells exploded in mid-air, shaking the battlefield. The coordinated sniping of groups of knights had successfully neutralized the enemy’s spells.

“Ready again! They’re still coming!”

But the enemy spells continued unabated. Now, as the knight order approached closer than halfway to the enemy camp, fragments of various magic rained down like fireworks.

After a few seconds of sniping, the knights lowered their bows. Beyond 300 meters, they lacked the power to intercept enemy spells effectively.

Only Pierce continued firing arrows, thinking inwardly, ‘Master, it’s all up to you now.’

The remaining distance to the enemy camp was now 200 meters. The knight order had to cover the rest of the distance on their own, without long-range support.

***

“Position change.”

Raul took a step back, and Kane filled his position. The flanks, where Kane and Jake were, also switched positions with the advanced knights Jackie and Davison.

“They’re coming!”

200 meters.

Up until now, the spells focused more on range than power, but from now on, more destructive magic would target them.

Moreover, rear support was no longer reliable. The real game was about to begin. However, Raul relaxed his tension and lowered his sword. He didn’t need to take direct action just yet.

“Everyone, raise your shields!”

At Raul’s command, the knights unsheathed unique shields with intricate designs. These shields, made from ivory-like mineral materials, were specially crafted for anti-magic battle.

『Great Anti-Magic Shield of Elemental Spear』

Rarity: Rare

Grade: A

Effect: Significantly reduces the power of magical attacks. Nullifies spells of 3rd circle or lower.

Description: A shield crafted from the shell of the C-rank Gate Monster ‘Elemental Spear.’ Boasts powerful anti-magic defenses but is vulnerable to physical attacks. Handle with care.

Similarly, the barding on the knights’ horses also gleamed with an ivory sheen. It was also specially coated with Elemental Spear shell for extra protection.

“Frontline, focus on intercepting the powerful large-scale spells! Defend against minor spells as necessary! No stragglers allowed!”

“Yes, Master!”

Raul also held his shield ready, bracing for incoming spells.

Bang! Boom!

Kane and the advanced knights at the front released mana blades to intercept the powerful and large-scale spells. The mana blades fired from the Knight Division’s Charging Curtain differed in power from those shot individually.

Like golden whips, the mana blades flew through the air, clashing with the spells. No matter how powerful the magic, it couldn’t withstand the concentrated might of the knight division.

However, this was thinning out the barrier, and more spells seeped through.

Pop.

Raul slightly swung his left arm, bursting a head-sized fireball with his shield.

He felt the heat but no real damage.

The knights similarly fended off incoming spells with their shields and sliced through those aimed at their horses with their swords.

Whoosh.

With the distance closing, the aftermath of intercepted spells became increasingly intense.

At 100 meters, reaching a distance that felt so close, another obstacle emerged.

“The terrain is changing!”

They were now within range where utility spells could be highly effective. Earth magic suddenly raised stone walls, and 『Dig』 spells created sunk holes.

The ground froze, causing horses to slip, and walls of fire threatened the knight order.

At that exact moment, Raul’s trump card came into play. From the center of the knight order, those who had only remained under protection until now, cloaked in robes, now moved forward.

They were not merely mages but 『Psychics』, who had joined the battlefield.

“How dare you!”

Taking off his hood and extending his hand was Palmer, the branch manager from First Knight Order’s Mira branch. As an earth manipulator, he literally pulverized the stone wall that blocked the knights’ path.

Likewise, the holes in the ground were quickly filled with rocks. Dozens of psychokinetics, like Palmer, mounted on horses, countered the utility spells conjured by the enemy.

“Melt away!”

The frozen ground targeted by a pyrokinetic swiftly turned to water, and an aerokinetic dried and solidified the muddy terrain.

Telekinetics, like Raul, supported the horses’ hooves to traverse the pits, and a wave manipulator cleared the dust and smoke obscuring the knights’ vision.

Manifesting these instant abilities without the need for spells, they swiftly countered the various enemy magic, ensuring the knights’ path.

Although these psychokinetics were just stepping into mid-tier capabilities, their presence at the center of the knight order made them an unparalleled mobile support squad.

*

‘Damn, more bizarre opponents! But it’s futile. This ends now!’

Thaddeus, glaring at the knights who had come within 50 meters, shouted.

“This is the end! Activate it!”

Simultaneously, he and three other 6th circle mages thrust their staffs into the ground.

Thump.

Waves extended from them, revealing thick mana lines on the ground.

Boom, boom, boom.

As the mana lines passed under their feet, the mages struck their staffs down to infuse more mana. The mana lines encircled the entire formation of Skyler mages, completing a gigantic magic circle.

Crackle.

Boom!

A huge pillar of lightning rose skyward, akin to a blue dragon ascending.

Rumble.

In an instant, dark clouds covered the sky as if time had been sped up.

“All of you, perish! Giga Thunder Lightning!!”

The 7th-circle wide-area destruction spell, a signature of Skyler Tower’s lightning magic, finally unveiled its deadly talons.

As Thaddeus lowered his raised staff, the pillar of lightning crashed down towards Raul and the knights.

BOOOOM!!

(To be continued)
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“W-What is that?!”

Thaddeus could not believe his eyes at the sight before him.

A bizarre pillar stood where a Thunder Lightning Strike had struck.

It was a tower made of weapons. From daggers the size of a palm to long spears.

Dozens of weapons were joined together to create towers about 100 meters in height, rising conspicuously throughout the knight’s camp.

Moreover, the ends of the towers split into four or five branches, as if to block the sky like an umbrella without a canvas.

Crackle.

The cluster of lightning bolts that seemed to decimate the knights was drawn towards the weapon towers and flowed into the ground with a blue light.

It was a brilliant response from Raul, utilizing the principles of a lightning rod.

Of course, some of the lightning, imbued with magical energy, escaped the lure of the lightning rod.

“Hah!”

However, the lightning clashed powerlessly with the temporary aura manifested by the three top-class experts, Philip, Jake, and Raul.

“No, it can’t be!”

In terms of level, it was of the 7th circle.

In terms of destructive power and range, it was equivalent to the 8th circle.

This secret technique of the magic tower was thwarted without dealing with a single enemy. Thaddeus, unable to believe it, shook his hands in disbelief.

Perhaps due to the shock, he failed to issue the appropriate next order, leading to a fatal consequence.

“Fire a volley, excluding the front line!”

The First Knights, who had already drawn their crossbows, fired bolts in unison, as if they had never worried about the enemy’s magic.

Given that they had already entered within 50 meters of the enemy, the destructive power of the mana-infused crossbow bolts was beyond imagination.


Pshu! Kwangkwang!

The shield bearers of the Skyler Magic Tower, who had formed a shield line, fell like straw. Some bolts even pierced through the unprotected mages.

But that was not the end.

“Switch the frontline!”

The knights used their inventory to swiftly change their weapons to lances for the charge. Then, Raul and the knights in the rear accelerated and passed through the frontline knights, starting a lance charge towards the enemy.

“With everything, take them down!”

With Raul’s shout, a wave of golden mana-clad lances struck the shield bearers of the magic tower.

Bang! Crash!

“Ahh!”

“Rghrgh.”

The shield formation, already disrupted by the crossbows, lost its balance as superhumans intervened. With the knights crashing down upon them, the result was clear.

The magic shields, painstakingly supplied by the magic tower, were trampled under the horses’ hooves without fulfilling their purpose.

“Ugh, ughh!”

“Spare me!”

When the shield bearers were swept away, the mages, exposed before the knights, turned pale. Even veteran mages who had fought countless mock battles had never experienced knights charging directly in front of them.

Whack. Splat!

They were neither trampled by horses nor stabbed with weapons. Mages who collided with the knights’ charging veil were literally pulverized into bloody pulp and disappeared.

Of course, some quick-responding mages managed to cast shield or defensive spells to survive….

“Futile.”

The lance, imbued with a mana spear, easily pierced through defensive spells below the 4th circle as if tearing through paper. There was no exception for the mages.


Splat! Thwack. Crack.

There was no need to swing the weapons or change direction. Raul and the knights continued their charge, crushing the mages’ formation underfoot.

“Gasp, I’m alive, cough!”

Some high-level mages of the 6th circle or higher evaded the knights’ charge using Blink (short-range teleportation) magic, but it was meaningless.

One mage who fled to the treetops had their ankle grasped by a branch like a snake, and a bolt that flew in soon pierced their neck.

Superhumans, with eyes wide open like hunters stalking prey, immobilized the mages, and the knights finished them off.

‘It’s an easy victory. But that was expected.’

Raul forced himself to reflect on the battle simply. Having already penetrated the enemy line and entered the forest with his horse, his senses detected something.

‘Well, he didn’t seem like the type to stay loyal to the battlefield.’

He sensed three or four mages fleeing hurriedly about 100 meters away in the forest.

Bzzt.

Raul raised his hand to the sky as if there was no need to chase after them.

Swoosh! Crackle.

Hundreds of weapons, charged with electricity and receiving the lightning, flew into the air above the forest.

“Go.”

As Raul gently waved his hand, the hundreds of weapons shot forward like arrows.

Bang!

Part of the forest was crushed and set ablaze, as if a bomb had exploded.

“Tch, I’m a step too late.”

Jake, who arrived stepping on tree branches, grumbled in disappointment, which implied that the enemy power armor users on the right flank had all been taken care of.


Jake and the First Knight Order would not have had any problems dealing with these middle and lower-ranked knights.

“The left flank is also cleared.”

As Philip revealed himself, a magic screen appeared in front of Raul’s eyes.

– The enemy has been annihilated. The mock battle has concluded.

Time until return: 30 seconds

Thus, the mock battle between the First Knight Order and the Skyler Magic Tower concluded.

300 survivors to 0.

An indisputable, overwhelming, and perfect victory.

*

Bang.

“With this, the Perido Magic Tower is officially under the control of the First Knight Order and the Viscount Raul.”

Dario, the head of the Magic Society, pressed the seal firmly and said with a big smile.

“The debt matters are completely settled as well, right?”

When Raul asked comfortably, Dario nodded and turned his eyes.

“Isn’t that right, Elder Thaddeus?”

“Mm. Yes, it is. If everything is done, I’ll take my leave.”

Thaddeus Skyler, frowning as if he’d bitten something bitter, left the room without looking back.

“In the end, the master of the Skyler Magic Tower didn’t show his face.”

When Bernard spoke with a slight smile, Raul also smiled.

“His state of mind wouldn’t allow him to show up at such a defeat confirmation meeting. He wouldn’t want to come out just to lose face, would he?”

It wasn’t bad for Raul either. A 7-circle user was a superhuman equivalent to a Sword Master.

There was no benefit in meeting face-to-face and getting into a dispute. Thus, the takeover of the Perido Magic Tower concluded, and Raul achieved all the purposes of his visit to the Leslie Kingdom.

Bernard and the administrators would handle organizing the vacant magic towers and establishing a branch of the First Knight Order.

The guild branch established there would continue to recruit capable mages and send them to Raul’s territory.

‘It’s about time to return.’

It had already been a month since he arrived in the Leslie Kingdom. Although he had given instructions through video conferences and guild communications from time to time, it was time to return and handle the accumulated tasks.

Knock, knock.

Someone visited Raul’s office.

“Welcome, Vice Tower Master.”

The visitor was the former master of the Perido Magic Tower, now the Vice Tower Master of the First Magic Tower.

“Is the relocation proceeding well?”

“Yes, thanks to the generous provision of guards and personnel, we are managing it smoothly.”

Perido seemed to have regained his previous vigor. His complexion brightened, and with renewed enthusiasm, he looked much younger than his seventy years.

After chatting briefly, Perido cautiously changed the topic.

“By the way, aren’t you curious how the situation with the magic tower happened?”

Raul answered comfortably, as if it were nothing.

“I think the future is more important than the past. And if it’s an uncomfortable story for you, you don’t have to tell me.”

Perido, grateful for Raul’s thoughtfulness, nodded slightly and then straightened his posture.

“There is something I must tell you. But before that, I’d like to introduce someone, if that’s alright?”

With Raul’s permission, Perido called someone.

Creak.

‘Huh…?’

The door opened, and a frail-looking boy with a pallid complexion entered. He seemed to be about twelve or thirteen years old.

The boy, hesitating, scrunched his eyes shut and bowed deeply.

“Ah, hello. My name is Cory, Master.”

“Alright, nice to meet you.”

When Raul acknowledged his greeting, Cory, seemingly shy, hurriedly walked over to Perido and hid behind him. At Perido’s questioning glance, Raul gave a slight nod.

“You may leave now.”

With that, Cory made a clumsy bow and quickly exited the room.

‘… Good heavens.’

Raul involuntarily swallowed as he watched the retreating figure of the boy with his golden eyes.

『Name』: Cory (13 years old)

『Level』: 51

『Occupation』: Mage (4th Circle Beginner)

『Affiliation』: First Magic Tower, Viscount Raul’s Territory

『Stats』: Potential Ability (SS Grade)

『Strength 15』 『Agility 13』 『Endurance 9』 『Intelligence 81』 『Willpower 21』 『Magic 77』 『Perception 78』

*Unique Traits:

Friend of Mana (SS), Prodigy of Magic Circles (S+), Chantless (A+), Unstable Mind (E), Glass Body (F)

A potential ability of SS grade, the first time since Niki. Just looking at the stats and traits, one could easily see he was no ordinary talent. Yet, like Niki, Cory was a name Raul had never heard of in his previous life, nor was there a similar figure.

‘That means…’

A rational suspicion arose in Raul’s mind. And at that moment, Perido, the vice tower master, began to speak.

“Hoo, he might seem a bit clumsy, but he is my youngest disciple. Due to some circumstances, I am only now able to introduce him to you.”

The subsequent story was not particularly special—rather, it was a conventional narrative. An abandoned orphan. Perido, who recognized his talent at a glance and took him as a disciple. And once he joined the magic tower, the boy grew at a frightening pace.

A senior disciple felt threatened by this rapid growth. Moreover, if this boy exhibited extraordinary talent and provided a clue to the ‘multi-core magic circle’…

‘It sounds like a cliched story where a disciple betrays his master.’

In his previous life, Cory would probably have fallen into the hands of his senior disciple, Deroizen. Considering Cory’s clumsiness, he might have lived as a slave in the magic tower until his death, or met an untimely end at the hands of Baedoheon.

But now, such an unfortunate future would not unfold.

“I understand. Continue to care for him as you have. I will also keep a close eye on him.”

“He’s a clumsy child, but he has the most brilliant talent I’ve ever seen. Please cherish him.”

“Of course. Ah, now that I think about it, I know someone who would get along well with Cory.”

Raul suddenly thought of Niki. Having endured years of suffering and recently rediscovered a smile, niki might be able to look after the unstable Cory well.

He hoped the two children, who suffered due to their god-given talents, could find happiness in this life.

*

It had been two months since Baedoheon first passed the Tower of Graduation. During that time, quite a few players, besides the Purple Guild, had also passed the Tower of Graduation and left the confines of the City.

However, it didn’t take long for them to feel disillusioned.

“Where is this merchant caravan heading?”

“To Baron Zeld’s territory.”

“Where on earth is that? I hope it’s not another disappointment…”

Due to its nature, the Free City had no powerful noble families nearby. It was established in a place without strong forces, and territories of a certain size were reluctant to extend their domains near the Free City.

For this reason, players found themselves in a very awkward situation.

“What kind of village is this, so tiny?”

“I went to the barony, and it was just a rural village. Couldn’t even find a decent place to stay.”

“Oh my, a half-day walk to the hunting grounds? So, we’ll have to camp out for sure?”

Exactly. Leaving the Free City, which had the bare minimum of facilities for players, everything became inconvenient.

Towns without proper lodgings or restaurants. Rural areas without hunting grounds. Areas where, if you took a wrong turn, you could end up in the domain of gate monsters that hadn’t been subjugated yet.

Attempting to tackle a dungeon (a stabilized gate) without infrastructure was a daunting task. A high-level survival life awaited, where they had to procure food, clothing, shelter, and consumables all by themselves.

One might wonder if they couldn’t just use a portal to go straight to a big city, but as explained before, unless a player had visited and received entry permission, it was impossible to use portals to travel.

‘It’s not a survival game. Staying in the Free City would be much better.’

For this reason, even after two months, the advancement of players onto the continent had made little progress.

(To be continued…)
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“…That concludes the report on the players’ movements while you were away, Master.”

As Kane finished his report and returned to his seat, Raul fell into deep thought.

‘It seems the time I spent delaying is finally paying off.’

In his previous life, it had taken players about nine months after the start of the Connect service to clear the Tower of Graduation and advance onto the continent. In this lifetime, Raul had accelerated this timeline by about two months.

While part of his reason was to have players exert their influence on the continent more quickly, there was another, more strategic reason.

‘Ultimately, it’s to bring the players under my control.’

Raul smirked meaningfully.

“How is the community reacting?”

“The sentiment is the same. Most believe there is no value in leaving the Free City to pioneer the surrounding areas. They think it’s better to level up a bit more and then make a move to the central areas in one go.”

Rabel informed Raul of the community’s reactions. The players saw no tangible benefits in leaving the Free City, so they were reluctant to venture out.

“Hmm. How are those ‘special recruits’ moving?”

“You mean the specially selected players? As you know, half of them joined the Purple Guild, and among the remaining eight, four are active in other guilds. The other four seem to have settled in the capital city, Thurium.”

The ‘special recruits’ referred to the top 16 finalists of the battle tournament. These players were given immediate access to the kingdom’s capital, Thurium. However, they were struggling to find their footing there.

‘Even if they have skills, they’re only effective among other players.’

The elite rankers who had just finished their second job advancements were at the beginner Expert level. However, comparing them to Connect’s knights who had reached the Expert level through over a decade of training was a mistake.

For players, having a rank meant they could use skills at the Expert level, not that they had achieved pure mastery.

Consequently, those who confidently headed to the capital were barely treated as C-rank mercenaries.

“Although they are gradually establishing themselves since they were selected for their abilities, they have yet to gain significant recognition.”

“Well, that’s to be expected. It’s hard to make a mark right away.”

However, their choice wasn’t entirely wrong. If they had chosen solo play rather than joining a guild, building a reputation in the capital was crucial. A reputation built in the local territories stayed local, whereas achievements in the capital were recognized everywhere.


‘That’s how it was for me in my previous life as well.’

After leaving the Free City, Bae Dohyun aimed to reach the capital as quickly as possible, even if it meant temporarily dropping in rankings. Once he started making a name in the capital, his ranking solidified considerably.

‘But now things are different.’

While there are advantages to moving independently, having a strong backer like Raul and the First Knight Order made starting in the capital unnecessary.

“Alright then, let’s move on to phase two.”

“Is it finally starting?”

“Yes. We will now officially integrate players into our ‘First Territory’.”

“Understood. I will begin preparations to receive immigrants.”

Up until now, only Purple Guild members were allowed portal access, and other players were restricted. The reason was population redistribution following the consolidation of six baronies after the territorial war.

Raul shut down small, unproductive villages and reassigned residents according to their skills and specialties. Additionally, they accepted migrants from troubled territories surrounding the newly incorporated six baronies, urban poor from the capital, and those who wanted to relocate.

As a result, the consolidated territory of Viscount Raul now boasted a population of 400,000, with 70,000 in the capital, Calix, 50,000 each in Bates, Franhoa, and Louisin, and 30,000 each in newly incorporated territories like Brock.

Of course, it was ambitious to complete the migration and population redistribution in just three months. However, the initial influx of players would be directed to the capital, Calix.

Since receiving his estate as an adult from the count, Raul had been preparing the capital for such an eventuality. Calix now featured two inner walls and one outer wall, with a second outer wall (the fourth wall) under construction.

Raul planned to accommodate players in this new second outer wall area. The outer shell was already complete, and residential and convenience facilities were being constructed according to plan.

‘For now, they can temporarily stay in the first outer wall area. Once the second outer wall area is complete, it will be enough to accommodate them.’

Even the first outer wall could house around 200,000 people. Once the second outer wall was completed, Calix would be able to support a population of up to 500,000, making it a massive city.

While it might seem excessive to build such a large city for the current population of 400,000, Raul knew better.

‘The number of players will continue to grow. The account numbers are nearing 100 million, and there are 10 million active players. We have to prepare in advance.’

Moreover, construction was not limited to Calix. Other castles in the territory were also expanding their outer walls to increase residential areas, ranging from one additional outer wall to two.

As the busy farming season had passed, the labor force comprised mainly migrants and new residents, who needed jobs. Construction was the best way to stimulate economic activity until players arrived and territory development began in earnest.


***

“Hey! Did you see the announcement?”

“Huh? What announcement? Is it a new quest?”

“You idiot. Please, check the community notices more often!”

Two players, who appeared to be friends, were bickering with each other. These players had started in ‘Free City Jenna’ of Marcus Kingdom, known as the Mercenary Nation. Their adventurous spirit led them to choose Marcus Kingdom over the more popular Ruben Kingdom, a decision that nearly fractured their twenty-year friendship.

Ssssshhh.

Now, there was a clean square with a fountain, but just a few months ago, it was no different from a wasteland. Due to Raul’s additional investment, infrastructure in other free cities was gradually being improved as well.

“So, what’s the announcement about? Is it just another new package for sale?”

“You idiot, stop talking nonsense and look at this!”

The friend gestured in the air, and a virtual screen link appeared in front of the other player’s eyes.

“Gasp! What is this?”

The player’s eyes widened as they read the notice.

『Community Notice – Recruitment for Immigrants to First Viscount Territory』

We would like to thank all the players for playing Connect and share some exciting news.

We’ve heard that many of you are disappointed with the primitive territories and inconvenient gameplay environment even though the Free City restrictions have been lifted.

However, now you have a new option.

Everyone knows the famous guild in Connect, 『First Knight Order』.

The very territory where you fought in the territorial war, the capital of First Viscount Territory, 『Calix Castle』, is now accepting immigrants.

There is a limit to the number of recruits, so if you wish to move, you should apply quickly.

Please refer to the link below for recruitment details.


Link: **–***

“Hey, let’s pack our bags! Finally, we can leave this pathetic place!”

The player jumped for joy after confirming the announcement.

“Calm down and check the recruitment details first!”

After calming down, the player clicked on the link to check the recruitment details.

The first batch would recruit 10,000 people. Those who participated in the territorial war a few months ago were given priority immigration rights. The same applied to graduates from the First Knight Order Academy. Since not all of them would immigrate, it was safe to assume that at least 5,000 spots were open.

“Those who passed the Tower of Graduation also have priority. Guilds with over 30 members can immigrate collectively, but only after special screening?”

“It doesn’t concern us, but there are rumors that guilds supported by corporations or organizations are excluded.”

“Haha, good. I was getting tired of those jerks strutting around. Let them stay here and do their own thing.”

In the absence of the First Knight Order’s influence, various guilds were expanding their power in the Free City, asserting dominance as they grew. Players like the two friends, who played freely without being part of any faction, were becoming increasingly fed up with this behavior. The immigration opportunity came just in time.

“General players are selected based on level and Free City contribution points. Not bad, right?”

“Exactly. We should easily qualify. Haha.”

They were founding members of Connect. Despite suffering due to a poor choice, they had cleared the ninth floor of the Tower of Graduation and were now aiming for the tenth. While not top rankers, they were within the top 5,000, making them eligible for selection.

“But what if it’s not all that great there? What if it turns out to be barren like this place was in the early days? Even if it’s a Viscount’s territory, a Viscount is just above a Baron. It might not be much different…”

Unfortunately, these two missed the recent territorial war and were unaware of what Raul’s territory was like.

“You don’t need to worry about that. Go check out the Connect broadcast platform. The official First Knight Order channel has promotional videos, and they are amazing.”

Rabel, the manager of the First Knight Order’s official channel, had uploaded several videos to promote the recruitment of immigrants.

Videos showcased Calix Castle’s facilities and infrastructure, nearby hunting grounds and dungeons, benefits for immigrants, and ongoing construction of the second outer wall where players could soon acquire plots. These conditions were so appealing that anyone who watched the videos would be tempted to apply.

“Wow! They have hunting grounds for players from level 30 to 80? We can’t not go!”

Although Free Cities had facilities convenient for players, staying in them indefinitely was impossible. The primary reason was the hunting grounds. The maximum level of monsters near Free Cities was 50 Lv.. Players who had completed their second job advancement had to find new high-level hunting grounds to level up further.

However, even leaving the Free City, the distribution of monsters was not consistent. Some areas featured high-level mobs of 80-90 level, while others unexpectedly had beginner mobs of under 20 level, making it difficult to choose a path.

Setting off to find level-appropriate hunting grounds without any infrastructure was a challenging decision. The two friends glanced at each other before immediately starting to fill out their immigration applications.

*

Several days passed. Raul was in the meeting room, discussing matters with the executives while staring at a magic screen.

“…The total number of applicants is about 55,000.”

Bernard gestured, and the screen changed.

“Excluding those below level 30, there are approximately 40,000. Please refer to the chart for distribution by level.”

The chart displayed players ranging from level 30 to 52 in a pyramid shape.

“Let’s start reducing the numbers according to the selection criteria.”

“Yes, Master.”

The selection criteria were similar to those used during the battle tournament. They would check levels, active hours, and contribution points by batch to select more proactive players. Talented individuals could always be recruited through other means.

“What about guild applications?”

“A total of around 500 guilds have applied.”

“Wow, that’s a lot.”

Jake said, shaking his head in disbelief.

“Not many would be the real deal.”

Many guilds were hastily formed to gain immigration priority. Raul found it astonishing that some thought such a shallow trick would work.

“Rabel, how is the investigation going?”

“Yeah, based on the information Raul provided, the basic investigation is complete. Take a look.”

The magic screen changed, listing dozens of guild names.

“…There are quite a few.”

These were guilds backed by corporations or organizations. Raul was astounded that less than a year had passed, and already there were so many vested interests.

“These should be excluded for now. There’s no need to accept such rats into the territory from the outset. Prioritize selecting cooperation guilds from the academy graduates.”

“Yes, Master.”

After deciding the general policy, the meeting ended, and Raul spoke with Rabel privately.

“How about it? Have you found anything useful?”

“Not yet. It’s still hard to confirm since these people are from ten years in the future.”

“I figured. Sorry, but please keep at it.”

“Of course. Can’t let those bastards go unpunished!”

Raul and Rabel were secretly investigating those behind Bae Dohyun’s death in his previous life.

(To be continued)
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“Haah, this is difficult.”

Raul recalled the situation at the time of Bae Dohyun’s death.

After over six months of gathering information and probing the Guild Alliance’s underbelly, he finally got his chance. He managed to sneak attack the guild at a temple in the Holy Empire and obtained three mythical-grade items.

However, as if they had been waiting for it, the suited thugs barged into his home. And then, just before he died, there was a mention of a ‘Chairman’ in the phone call.

The general assumption was that the Chairman of a company connected to the massive Guild Alliance had intervened.

“It’s hard to conclude definitively. The Chairman doesn’t necessarily mean the head of a company.”

There were several factions within the Guild Alliance at the time. There were guilds supported by corporations, guilds supported by political groups, state-led guilds, and consortium guilds formed by various individuals. It was common for each faction to call its leader a Chairman.

And then there was another variable.

“Not necessarily a Korean.”

Connect was a global game accessed by people worldwide. The guilds making up the massive Guild Alliance had diverse nationalities. Moreover, connect’s headquarters was based in Korea, attracting many global corporations to the country at that time.

Ultimately, it was only possible to narrow down the suspects based on a few clear clues. The most definite was the suited men who dealt with Bae Dohyun on that day.

The memory was so vivid that he clearly remembered each of their faces.

“The problem is that their ages were in their late twenties to early thirties. The one who seemed in charge was in his late thirties.”

That meant that by now, those men would be only in their early to mid-teens. Even if they were found now, it would be meaningless as they would only start working under the mastermind in about 14 years.

Raul had been scouring the internet to find the person who would now be in their twenties, but with no significant results. It was guessed that if they could kill so casually, they would have had brushes with juvenile detention or be involved in crime from a young age.

“There seems to be no one with a similar appearance in the police or prosecutor’s database.”

Considering they didn’t appear even in advanced browser photo searches, it was more likely they were white-collar individuals who had stepped into the organization later on.

“Anyhow, they’ll be caught soon.”

Raul was much more proficient than any netizen investigators, so they would eventually be tracked. If they narrowed down to possible groups, it would further limit the scope.

“It wouldn’t have been easy to pinpoint my location back then.”


Since playing Connect, Bae Dohyun had frequently moved his residence. Initially, it was to protect his privacy due to his popularity as a streamer. But around the mid-game, when he started clashing with guilds more overtly, things changed.

It was no joke; some players began viewing Connect as another reality and sometimes committed real-life violence (현피). Bae Dohyun was not immune to these threats.

Guilds that couldn’t beat Bae Dohyun in the game started threatening or pressuring him in real life, forcing him to move whenever his personal information was exposed.

And when state authorities and major corporations began to make moves, the situation got worse. As a public figure (a famous streamer and ranker), he wasn’t subject to overt terrorism, but organized harassment began.

Eventually, Bae Dohyun spent a significant portion of the money he made from Connect on his safety and protection.

“In the end, I had to go to great lengths, living in safe houses like a spy…”

Using underground routes and experts, he hid in ways that ordinary people could never discover, but it didn’t work. The ones who attacked Bae Dohyun clearly surpassed the level of ordinary companies.

“And then, there were those final words.”

“Bring me just the head.”

Unless it was a maniac collecting heads as trophies, he began to think that the rumors at the time might be true.

– There is a technology to access Connect using the brainwaves of a deceased person.

Whether it’s true or not, the fact that such rumors were circulating means that there might really be people attempting to implement such a concept.

In summary, we are looking for a company or organization with the technology level capable of analyzing a Connect access capsule. Additionally, a place with enough information power to find the well-hidden Bae Dohyun. Lastly, a place related to the suited men Bae Dohyun remembers.

We need to find those who meet these conditions.

Of course, there is no certain guarantee that we can find them, and even if we do, they may not be the real culprits. Also, while Raul’s previous life might not be known, in this life, they haven’t harmed him yet.

“But honestly, it’s none of my concern, is it?”

If the culprit isn’t identified by the time Raul anticipates, he planned to make all those who are candidates pay for their crimes. Some might say it’s too severe, but—

In the previous life, the Guild Alliance did not have any grudge or rightful reason to torment Bae Dohyun. They simply trampled him because he got in their way.

They only acted to make their own profit, which meant that they trampled or took from others. The key is that they had the power to act that way.

So Raul planned to do the same to them. From the victim’s perspective, it might seem unfair, but isn’t that also what life taught him?


“In any case, just wait until I catch you. I’ll utterly destroy you.”

He resolved to make them pay for their crimes both within Connect and in real life. Clenching his fists, Raul reaffirmed his determination.

***

The player migration proceeded smoothly.

As Raul predicted, the players who had been stranded in the Free City for 2 months despite being unshackled welcomed the move to First Territory. The top rankers were starving for new hunting grounds and adventures without much choice.

Late starters also preferred competition in a new area rather than staying in the already crowded Free City. Out of the over 50,000 applicants, only 10,000 players were selected to enter Calix Castle.

Shuung.

With a blue flash, a large magic circle activated, and after the light vanished, about 30 people appeared.

“Alright, the group that just arrived, please proceed to Exit 3-B for processing!”

The newly arrived players found themselves in a small square surrounded by high walls. No one else was in the square, approximately half the size of a school playground, and guidance was provided through a magic screen and loudspeakers installed on the front wall.

Instead of the extinguished magic circle, small magic lamps lit up the path to 3-B.

“Wow, this is state-of-the-art!”

“It feels completely different from the Free City!”

“What kind of teleportation magic circle is designed like a fortress?”

The players shared their impressions with friends as they walked along the designated path. Soldiers were stationed atop the walls, monitoring their movements. Additionally, various weapons such as crossbows and ballista aimed at the square, alongside larger weapons installed along the walls.

“Is it to prepare for enemy invasions?”

Hwaryang Guild Master Choi In-hyuk looked around the walls and clicked his tongue. Given the visible weapons, there were likely numerous traps or hidden mechanisms around the vicinity. Despite the ease of disabling a teleportation magic circle with simple coordinate disruption spells, the thorough preparations intrigued him.

At the path’s end, marked 3-B, a large bastion stood with a shimmering translucent curtain flowing underneath it.

“Welcome to Calix Castle, players. Please proceed in turn and present your ID received in the Free City to the scanner on the right.”

The ID was brought close to the magic circle engraved on a sleek stone column, and a holographic wave scanned the player’s body.


“Player Max Myer identified. Please proceed to the next area.”

With a shrug of his shoulders, the black player walked through the translucent curtain. After undergoing several stages of ID verification and document processing over about an hour, they finally stepped into the real Calix Castle.

Bustling.

They arrived at Third Plaza in the First Outer Castle. The vast plaza, neatly finished with stone, was bustling with numerous residents and players moving around.

“Those who applied for migrant accommodation, please come this way!”

“If you did not choose accommodation, you should visit the 『First Player Association』 building by tomorrow morning.”

Officials, who seemed like public servants, kindly guided the players who had completed the entry procedures. Choi In-hyuk, the guild master of the Hwaryang Guild, and his party, who had arrived in advance, were guided to a different sector than the general players.

“This is the guild house assigned to the Hwaryang Guild. Apart from basic furniture, nothing else has been set up, so please purchase whatever you need.”

“Wow.”

“Is this really our guild house?”

“Amazing!”

In front of them stood a large mansion comparable to that of a noble estate. The distance from the gate to the main building seemed almost 50 meters, with a well-maintained garden in between. The garden, with its fountain and blooming flowers, looked majestic at a glance. On either side of the garden, small forests were created along the fence, with a small pond hidden within. Additionally, besides the three-story main building, there were two separate annexes, along with a training ground and swimming pool at the rear.

Even Choi In-hyuk, the guild master of Hwaryang Guild, usually not one to show much emotion, couldn’t hide his surprise.

“Is this really the guild house provided to Hwaryang Guild?”

“Yes. The Lord instructed us not to spare any support for cooperating guilds. Also, isn’t Player Choi In-hyuk the top graduate of the second batch of the First Knight Order Academy? We paid extra attention because of that.”

The official even hinted that apart from the Purple Guild, this was the best guild house available.

“Of course, you understand it’s not entirely free, right? If the rent is delayed or if the guild contribution ranking drops below a certain level, it may have to be handed over to another guild.”

“That will never happen!”

“No way! We won’t lose it.”

Before the master Choi In-hyuk could answer, the guild members were in an uproar. They had no intention of giving up such a guild house to others. The rent was much cheaper than each guild member using a luxury inn room individually. Though it didn’t quite measure up to the First Knight Order’s branch, it was hard to find a mansion of this level even in the Free City. Even though it was leased, just having such a mansion was enough to make other guilds and players envious.

“Guild master, can we go inside and look around first?”

“Can we film a video and upload it?”

“When will the rooms be allocated?”

Seeing the excited guild members bouncing around, Choi In-hyuk could only give a wry smile.

“This feels like being completely tied down by the ankles.”

He had a goal of making the Hwaryang Guild the best guild in Connect. For this reason, he had declined the offer to join the Purple Guild and gathered his peers to create an independent guild. It seemed it would take considerable time to break free from the influence of the First Knight Order.

“Oh, by the way, Master Choi In-hyuk. The Lord mentioned that he would like to have a separate conversation with you after the cooperative guilds’ meeting in a few days. If you have any suggestions, you might want to organize them beforehand.”

“The Lord said that?”

Choi In-hyuk’s eyes sparkled. Unlike the first batch, Raul couldn’t attend the second batch’s graduation ceremony as he was in the process of taking over the magic tower in the Leslie Kingdom.

“This is a good opportunity. The owner of the First Knight Order and First Territory, Viscount Raul. I have to see for myself what kind of person he is.”

Whether he liked it or not, Raul was currently the most influential figure to Connect players. Having his support would undoubtedly give them a step ahead of other guilds. Moreover, the player community speculated that Raul’s real identity was the ‘Main Scenario NPC of Connect’, meaning he was at the center of the upcoming scenario updates.

“In other words, staying close to him means gaining access to scenario quests faster than anyone else.”

Choi In-hyuk’s mind was racing with thoughts of securing a connection to Raul. And it wasn’t just Choi In-hyuk; all the masters of the cooperative guilds moving into Calix Castle were racking their brains to win Raul’s favor.

(To be continued)
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A few days after the player migration was completed. Raul and his executives were in a meeting.

“How are the players reacting?”

“So far, there haven’t been any significant complaints. On the contrary, they seem quite satisfied with the generous support.”

When Raul asked, Kane reported the players’ reactions obtained through informants.

“Well, they should be! Where else in the world would they find a place that supports mercenaries like our territory? Isn’t that right?”

Jake said, clenching his fist, and Philip nodded in agreement.

“Although they’re not exactly mercenaries, Jake’s point isn’t entirely wrong. Even in Marcus, the kingdom of mercenaries, they wouldn’t receive this kind of treatment.”

The amount of funds Raul had poured into accepting players, as well as the future costs, was enormous.

“Honestly, from the perspective of managing the funds, I’d like to advise reducing the support a bit… but Master has rarely made a losing investment, so I’ll follow your lead. Just don’t forget that we don’t have much surplus capital right now.”

Bernard reported while presenting the territory’s budget.

Currently, the finances of the First Knight Order and the territory were tight. As income increased, Raul continued to invest capital.

Additional investments in each Free City, expansion and construction projects in the barony’s castles and urban areas, the acquisition and establishment of the First Magic Tower, and the costs associated with this player migration (including various support and supplementary expenses) were all ongoing.

Without the established potion manufacturing factory and various sales targeting players from Free Cities, even Raul would have found it difficult to manage.

“Still, if everything goes as planned, it won’t be a losing investment. Isn’t that right?”

Dalton, who had already outlined a blueprint for Raul and the players, asked with a smile, and Raul agreed.

“The 10,000 players we’ve accepted this time will stand out among the countless players to come. Their actions will set an example for those who follow.”

Raul pulled the Connect map placed in the middle of the table. As he did, the First Viscountcy in the southwest of the map moved to the center of the table.

“Our First Viscountcy should become a gateway that new players must pass through. The start might be in the Free City, but to advance to the continent, they need to go through our territory.”

“But will that really benefit us? If random people keep flowing in, security will worsen, and the costs of supporting players aren’t negligible. Wouldn’t it be better to train more knights and soldiers?”

Jake’s question seemed reasonable.


However, it was a perspective that didn’t fully understand the existence of players yet.

“You’ll understand the reason soon enough. An army that doesn’t fear death and can revive even if they die is unimaginably fearsome.”

Moreover, once players began to be actively deployed in dungeons and gates, the amount of loot obtained would be incomparable to what the First Knight Order currently secured. While it might cause the prices of key income sources like mana stones and cores to plummet—

‘I plan to change the revenue structure before that.’

If entrance fees for dungeons, commissions from selling loot, and various other taxes were collected, the revenue would increase exponentially. Additionally, they were establishing a magic tower capable of manufacturing power armor to process and handle the increasing by-products directly.

Beyond the economic benefits, there were enough advantages to accepting players as residents.

‘Regardless of what players think, it means they’ve become residents of my territory.’

Though bound by contracts, becoming a shared destiny community was significant. If anyone targeted Raul’s territory, they would also have to contend with an army of players who didn’t fear death.

Of course, Raul didn’t plan to use players purely for defensive purposes.

“How is the preparation for the establishment of the First Player Association?”

“It is progressing well with coordination centered on the Purple Guild. We’ll be able to officially launch it after the cooperating guilds’ meeting tomorrow.”

Dalton answered confidently, and Raul’s expression showed satisfaction.

In the end, what Raul ultimately aims for is to steer the players connecting to Connect in the direction he desires.

The 『First Player Association』 was practically the first step towards achieving that goal.

*

“So, you’re asking me to take on the role of the association president right now?”

Kim Ilwoo asked, slightly flustered.

“Yes. Player Kim Ilwoo. I want you to be the inaugural president of the newly established 『First Player Association』.”

At Raul’s straightforward words, Kim Ilwoo scratched his head.

“Ah, no. Honestly, it’s already overwhelming just handling the Purple Guild’s affairs. Association president?”


“Don’t think of it as too difficult. It’s essentially just an extension of your work with the Purple Guild. I’ll also assist, and we’ll attach competent administrative staff to the association.”

Even Dalton, who was beside them, urged him to take the role, and Ilwoo sighed deeply and asked.

“Why me? Honestly, I’m not someone who knows a lot, nor am I exceptionally outstanding compared to others. I just happened to get lucky and enter the academy and then join the Purple Guild…”

Raul quickly interrupted, sensing that Ilwoo might continue to self-deprecate.

“That’s very different from what I think. I believe I selected only the very best to form the Purple Guild.”

“Th-that…”

“Are you saying you’re not special? If the second-ranked player in the entire Connect game isn’t special, then who is?”

Raul’s words left Ilwoo momentarily speechless. In reality, he was an orphan who didn’t even graduate from a decent university, working as a lowly office worker.

But by some stroke of luck, he was chosen as an early player of Connect, and thanks to a bit of talent and good traits, he became the vice master of the Purple Guild.

‘Second overall…’

Honestly, he hadn’t even paid attention to the rankings. He was too busy managing the guild in Bae Dohyun’s frequent absences and trying to keep the guild’s unique members in line.

Even so, handling the various commissions provided by the First Knight Order and collaborating with guild members on hunting and quests had naturally raised his ranking.

Raul then added the final nail in the coffin.

“Honestly, I don’t know what kind of person you are in the other world. But here in Connect, from what I’ve seen, you are a highly capable and special person who deserves recognition and has a promising future.”

“I agree with the master. Ilwoo, you are the top player we’ve chosen and someone we have high expectations for. As a representative ranker of not just the Purple Guild but also all players, I’d like you to have a bit more confidence.”

Moved by Raul and Dalton’s words, Ilwoo seemed touched.

After a moment of looking flustered, he eventually nodded.

“Alright. It’s hard to refuse when you have such faith in me. I’ll do it, as association president.”

“You made a wise decision! You’ll be a bit busier from now on, but don’t worry. We’ll support you as much as possible from the territory.”

With that, Dalton began to explain the tasks that the association and its president would need to tackle.


As Ilwoo listened to the explanations, a question suddenly popped into his mind.

‘But why did they choose me as the president instead of Dohyun? When you think about it, Dohyun is the best player.’

Sometimes, ignorance is bliss.

*

Buzzing noise.

A banquet hall filled with about twenty round tables. Nearly a hundred players had gathered in one place, chatting and exchanging pleasantries.

They were the masters and executives of the collaborating guilds that had recently relocated to Raul’s territory, along with some unaffiliated rankers.

With this recruitment, the number of guilds with over 30 members that have relocated is roughly a hundred. However, it wasn’t possible to gather all the masters of those guilds in one place.

Or rather, it was possible, but Raul didn’t do so. Only the top 30 guilds with the largest size and highest contributions were invited today.

Those invited were the ones with voting rights on various matters that the association would decide in the future.

On the podium, Raul and the executives of the First Knight Order were seated in designated chairs.

Opposite them, Kim Ilwoo and some rankers from the Purple Guild were seated, while the meeting host announced.

“… Therefore, it is declared by unanimous decision that Player Kim Ilwoo has been elected as the inaugural president of the 『First Player Association』.”

Clap, clap, clap.

Amidst the applause, Ilwoo, now with a bit more confidence on his face, walked spiritedly to the podium.

“Being granted the title of association president is overwhelming…”

Ilwoo briefly expressed his acceptance speech and his future aspirations before returning to his seat.

“With this, we have concluded the official agenda. Finally, we will hear from Viscount Raul, the master of the First Knight Order, the lord of the First Territory, and the advisor and chief patron of the First Player Association.”

The banquet hall, which had been buzzing with whispers a moment ago, fell deathly silent. It was as if all the players had been waiting for this moment, turning their eyes towards Raul.

Flutter.

Raul lifted a small booklet comprising dozens of pages and said.

“Everyone should have received this booklet. It contains the purpose of the association and the roles it will perform.”

Raul tossed the book onto the podium.

“But that’s not what you’re really curious about, is it? Why would a resident of Connect, not a player, create a ‘Player Association’? Are they trying to use us?”

Raul slowly turned his head, making eye contact with each player.

“To be honest, it’s as you suspect. I created this association to use you ‘players’!”

The atmosphere in the banquet hall turned chilly for a moment. The players, caught off guard by Raul’s statement, looked at him with slightly surprised expressions.

“I have a duty to look after and ensure the safety of the First Knight Order and its territory as the master and lord. That’s why I summoned you players to this territory. To protect this territory and you residents.”

Raul pointed to the players with his hand.

“Why did you come here? Everyone has their reasons, but ultimately, you came here to achieve something. But how much do you really know about this Connect?”

Raul patted his chest and said.

“I will be your shelter and guide. Until you find the path you desire, I will lead the way. This association exists for that purpose.”

When Raul raised his hand, a magical screen unfolded in front of the banquet hall, displaying a map of the continent.

Various kingdoms and empires were depicted, with red dots marked here and there, and a chart inscribed in the top corner of the map.

The red dots represented territories taken by monsters due to the gate crises, and the chart roughly displayed the estimated number of dungeons and the number of newly spawned gates each day.

“As you can see, the continent is still engulfed in chaos and threats. I intend to use your strength to stabilize this territory and, eventually, quell the turmoil across the continent. You too!”

Raul pounded his chest once more.

“Use me and the First Knight Order. Do not submit to anyone, grow, and ultimately achieve what you desire! I believe that is the path we must walk together.”

Raul’s speech ended there.

A simple meal and a banquet followed, and the grand conference of the cooperative guilds and the establishment of the First Player Association concluded smoothly.

“But was it really alright to speak so openly like that?”

Bernard asked cautiously, to which Raul chuckled.

“Do you think they wouldn’t figure it out if I didn’t say anything? If they were going to find out eventually, there’s no need to be pretentious.”

Though there were only about ten thousand players, they were, in fact, backed by billions of Earthlings. Any clumsy tactics would inevitably be exposed.

Besides, Raul didn’t desire their loyalty or absolute cooperation.

‘Loyalty from 21st-century Earthlings? Rather than such unrealistic expectations…’

A sensible transaction was much more practical. Of course, even if it was a transaction, for now, the balance of power was tipped in Raul’s favor.

“Now that the association establishment is complete, let’s get to work in earnest. Convene the meeting.”

What Raul, now holding the sharp blade known as the player, aimed for next was…

(To be continued)
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“My lord, urgent news! Darien village has finally been taken over by monsters!”

“Ugh….”

Baron Zeldo, the lord of the small barony, crumpled the map he was holding and let out a groan.

The Zeldo Barony comprised a single baronial castle and 12 small villages. The population barely surpassed ten thousand, and the trained soldiers numbered only about three hundred.

However, by some stroke of luck, no gates appeared near the castle or villages during the gate crisis. Thanks to this, unlike other territories, they had a somewhat peaceful time.

‘Who would’ve thought that monsters would proliferate so much in just 6 months….’

Neglecting the gates far from the villages had fatal consequences. As the gates solidified into dungeons and were left unmanaged, monsters began to spew out and encroach upon the region.

Naturally, the barony, with its woefully insufficient forces, couldn’t protect the villages. Thus, one by one, the villages started falling to the monsters, and over a year had passed until all villages were lost by this morning.

“Are there any updates? None of the messengers have returned?”

“… My apologies.”

Seeing the somber expression and lowered head of the guard captain, the baron couldn’t help but close his eyes tightly.

‘I should have heeded the temple’s advice from the beginning. Had I started training troops back then, things might have been a bit better?’

By the time Baron Zeldo realized the crisis, it was already far too late. Months after the gate crisis erupted, the news brought back by a subordinate who barely made it to the capital was despairing.

The royal family was only concerned with the area around the capital, Thurium, with no intention of sending forces elsewhere.

He squeezed every bit of his limited wealth to hire mercenaries, but the mercenaries in the capital were scarce, and even F-Grade mercenaries, below the level of soldiers, had their fees more than doubled.

Moreover, because gates appeared throughout the entire kingdom, no other noble families seemed willing to concern themselves with distant territories.

Even when he visited the famed First Knight Order on the off chance, the disappointing answer came back that there were no forces available as all requests were already filled.

‘At least they said they’d help if they managed to have some leeway.’

However, as there had been no news for over six months, it seemed this place was the same as elsewhere. Now, the baron’s territory was surrounded on all sides by monster territories, leaving them stranded.

All that was left was to hold out within the baronial castle, hoping desperately that someone would come to their aid.


Everyone in the castle who could hold a weapon was already undergoing training. The only consolation was that sufficient food supplies had been secured before losing the territory to the monsters.

‘Haah, is this really the end? Is my family going to fall in my generation?’

The barony was a territory sustained solely by agriculture, with no inherent value. Because of this, his family had survived without threats from neighboring lords, but now he wondered if having something of value would have made things different.

At least the territory’s people might have been saved.

“How many horses do we have left? I’ll write a letter, so send out another messenger.”

There were already few horses left in the small barony due to the disappearances of the previous messengers. Yet, despite this, sending another messenger was a desperate attempt to save the territory.

At that moment, the sound of someone running down the hallway could be heard.

Tap, tap.

“My lord! A messenger, a messenger has arrived!”

“……! Where?”

Hearing the news, the baron burst out of his room.

*

“Is it true? That you’ll provide troops under those conditions?”

“Yes, indeed. The viscount wishes to send troops without any compensation, but we should pay the foreigners.”

“Ah, thank the gods. Blessings upon Viscount Raul.”

Overcome with emotion, baron Zeldo clasped his hands in prayer to the gods, despite the messenger standing before him.

“So, do you accept the proposal?”

“Are you asking seriously? Please, please send reinforcements as soon as possible. And if we regain stability in the territory, I swear I will repay this debt to Viscount Raul at any cost!”

The person who visited the baronial castle was a messenger sent by Raul. Unable to ignore the crisis of the barony, Raul proposed sending troops alongside several minor conditions, which seemed extraordinarily generous to the baron.

Troops will be dispatched to protect and reclaim the territory from monsters. In return, allow the installation of portals and transfer the management and ownership of gates (solidified dungeons) in the reclaimed territory.


Among the dispatched forces will be foreigners, and their treatment should be entrusted primarily to Viscount Raul’s estate.

…….

…….

Since managing the gates with his own forces was impossible anyway, it was something the baron would’ve begged for.

Furthermore, foreigners coming to aid the territory were more than welcome, and providing the necessary facilities or land for them was not a problem.

Of course, it was still unclear how many troops would be sent and in what capacity, but to the baron, it seemed like a colossal favor with almost no cost (in his view).

‘I couldn’t believe the rumors, but he indeed is different.’

The Guardian of Thurium.

An Agent of the Gods.

While other noble families were busy engaging in territorial wars to secure their benefits, seeing him take care of such a neglected territory proved that the rumors were true.

Squeeze.

Baron Zeldo pressed his family’s seal onto the simple contract.

“So, roughly when do you think the reinforcements will arrive? It’s embarrassing to admit, but if the monsters launch a proper siege, our castle won’t hold out for long.”

Baron Zeldo asked with a slightly anxious expression, to which the messenger responded with a bright smile.

“Don’t worry. They will arrive ‘soon’.”

“……?”

At that moment, the door burst open, and a soldier came rushing in, pale-faced.

“M-My lord! There’s a report of a dust cloud rising outside the castle. It might be a monster attack!”

“T-This is terrible. Quickly, summon our forces!”

However, the messenger halted the lord for a moment and asked the soldier.


“Which direction?”

“What?”

“Which gate?”

“Well, it’s from the direction of the southern gate.”

The messenger then chuckled and said.

“Ah, then there’s no need to worry. It’s our forces.”

“Is that true?”

The baron asked in disbelief, to which the messenger nodded.

“Perhaps you’d like to go meet them.”

As they headed towards the southern gate’s wall,

“M-Monsters!”

“Everyone, ready your bows!”

Chaos erupted on the wall.

The figures approaching were now vaguely visible.

“It’s the Wild Hyenas!”

“There are about several hundred of them!”

The Wild Hyenas (D), with their sharp hook-like claws, were a terror for the barony’s soldiers, climbing over barricades as if walking on flat ground.

“Everyone, stay sharp and get ready to fire!”

As the wall guard captain shouted, the soldiers hurriedly nocked their arrows.

At that moment, a man who appeared to be a lieutenant spoke with a puzzled expression.

“But it looks strange. It’s like….”

“……?”

“Doesn’t it seem like they are being chased by something?”

As the distance closed further, the lieutenant’s observation proved correct. The Wild Hyenas were running with their tails between their legs, desperately fleeing.

They were disorganized, some tumbling over each other and some dyed in red as if soaked in blood.

“Even so, we can’t let them approach the castle! All units, aim!”

Just as the guard captain was giving the order,

Shooo, boom!

Rumble!

Thud, thud-thud-thud!

A massive fireball flew from behind the hyenas, exploding in their midst.

Simultaneously, the ground trembled as if struck by an earthquake, trapping the hyenas, while arrows from somewhere rained down piercing their bodies mercilessly.

“Reinforcements are here!”

“Hooray!”

“We’re saved!”

From behind the hyena horde, nearly a thousand cavalrymen charged in, shooting arrows. Various spells were cast from atop horses, scattering the enemy formation, while the vanguard, now speeding up, wielded spears and hunted the hyenas.

The cavalry wore attire of various kinds, but they all shared a common feature: cloaks. Blue cloaks emblazoned with a golden eagle flapped behind them.

*

Indeed, Kane’s means were remarkable. Once provided with sufficient support, he had managed to establish informants throughout the Ruben Kingdom in just a year and a half.

Thanks to this, Raul was well informed about the situation across the entire kingdom.

“Have the troops successfully arrived?”

“Yes, we have dispatched a thousand troops to each of the five territories.”

A mixed battalion comprised of 500 central army soldiers from First Territory and 500 players had been deployed. Five golden eagle marks were pinned onto the magical map on the wall of the conference room.

These were baronies located in remote areas of the kingdom. Historically considered of little value, no one had paid attention to these regions, but this was not the case for Raul.

‘Even low-productivity areas can have geographically significant points.’

Looking closely at the map, the baronies were strategically positioned near the boundaries of various noble houses and factions.

Moreover, there were dungeons producing useful byproducts, so there was no reason to ignore them.

‘I’ve been too busy managing my own territory until now, but not anymore.’

The territory was stabilizing faster due to the influx of players. Dungeons and gates that had been managed by Raul’s elite troops were being partially transferred to players, creating some available forces.

Additionally, the presence of ten thousand economically empowered players was revitalizing the city.

“All five barons have agreed to the contract. As soon as the monsters are pushed out, we’ll establish infrastructure and create an environment where players can settle.”

To maintain a steady inflow of players, they needed to provide various hunting grounds and quests. For the time being, the First Viscountcy would suffice, but for the future, Raul intended to plant the First Knight Order’s flag across the kingdom.

‘Now then….’

Reading Raul’s thoughts, Bernard manipulated the magic screen.

Swoosh.

Four territories within the kingdom turned blue.

“These are the territories that have applied for territory wars. All four are baronies ruled by neutral lords with no special affiliation.”

Red territories were marked around the vicinity of the four baronies.

“These are the territories that have applied for territory wars. Three are baronies and one is a viscounty. Outwardly, they claim neutrality, but our investigation revealed that one barony is linked to Count Randal, while the remaining three are tied to Marquis McNeil.”

“Damn it, those filthy rats.”

Jake muttered curses under his breath, his face flushed with anger.

Beep.

Several territories turned purple and black.

“Purple territories have been taken over by Count Randal’s house after the gate crisis. Similarly, the black territories were seized by Marquis McNeil. It’s evident that Count Randal has absorbed six baronies, while Marquis McNeil has taken over eight baronies and one viscounty.”

“Good grief, they’re really showing their true colors.”

Dalton clicked his tongue as he observed the significantly expanded territories of the two factions.

“They have been aggressively expanding their influence. Besides the four territories pending territory wars, there are about a dozen more territories undergoing the same procedures. If they complete this expansion as they intend, approximately 30% of the entire kingdom could fall under their control.”

Once Bernard’s report concluded, the expressions of the executives hardened slightly.

Regardless of the royal family’s growing impotence, if noble houses continued their unchecked expansions, the outcome was clear.

‘Civil war.’

Many were already suffering due to the gate crisis, and if humans also started fighting among themselves….

Clap, clap.

“Attention, everyone.”

Raul clapped his hands, drawing the attention of the executives.

“Until now, we’ve been forced to overlook this due to lack of resources, but not anymore. Bernard!”

“Yes, Master.”

“Send messengers to the four territories about to engage in territory wars. They will likely be in dire need of assistance. And Kane.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Thoroughly investigate the backers of those who have applied for the territory wars. Identify their numbers, whether they are receiving support, and who leads their knight orders. Understood?”

“Leave it to me.”

Kane nodded confidently.

“Dalton.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Announce the plans to the players as soon as they’re finalized. Since we can’t act openly, we’ll need their strength.”

“Understood. We should have plenty of volunteers.”

After giving his instructions, Raul looked around at the gathered executives and spoke.

“For the time being, we will maintain the balance of the kingdom through the players. Ensure there is no slack in training the knight orders and troops, and prepare to coordinate with local branches and allied territories in case of emergency.”

“Understood!”

Raul gazed sharply at the map.

The day the continent would once again be engulfed in flames was not far off.

(To be continued)
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*Buzzing noise*

In front of the second outer castle of Calix Castle, a square was bustling with many players gathered in small groups, chatting amongst themselves.

“Ah, I’m nervous. Is it finally time for real war?”

“This is your first territory war, right? Must be nerve-wracking, hehe.”

“They say it’s completely different from hunting monsters. Is that true?”

“You’ll know once you experience it. I just kind of fumbled around and used a few skills, and then the battle was over.”

Another friend nearby butted into their conversation.

“It doesn’t look like it’ll be that easy this time around.”

“Why? Aren’t territory wars pretty much the same?”

“Last time, the First Knight Order crushed the enemy. This time, the opponent is different.”

“…That’s true. Still, won’t we win?”

Even the player speaking didn’t sound entirely confident. Information and a rough strategy for this territory war had already been communicated to the participants.

The battleground was in the southern part of the Ruben Kingdom. The main players were the Selfjord Barony and the Jeremy Viscounty.

The Selfjord Barony had a long history, operating a large ranch for generations.

The barony featured grasslands where special plants grew, and the horses raised there were larger and had better endurance than those of the same species, making them ideal for warhorses.

Naturally, many had their eyes on it, but the barony’s resilience had always been robust enough to maintain the family without issue.

The head of the family himself was of Expert intermediate-level strength, overseeing five Expert-level knights.

Additionally, operating a strong cavalry befitting a ranch-owning barony, they were not to be compared to typical baronies.

“Still, the Jeremy Viscounty is likely at an advantage, right?”

“Of course. The difference in the number of knights and troops is significant. Plus, there’s support from the Marquis’ family.”


The Selfjord Barony had a total of 2,500 troops and 10 knights.

In contrast, the Jeremy Viscounty had 5,000 troops and 30 knights.

Even though the Selfjord Barony managed a cavalry force of 1,000, their overall strength was nearly doubled by their opponent.

With the covert support from the Marquis McNeil’s Household, the numerical gap could be overwhelming to the point where a proper battle might not even form.

So, when the request for participation came to the Player Association, there were dissenting voices.

“Why are we participating in a clearly disadvantageous territory war? We should side with the winning team if we’re going to join a battle.”

But realistically, that wouldn’t be easy. Raul had laughed off the complaints, saying.

“The advantageous side wouldn’t bother hiring mercenaries if they didn’t need them, especially mercenaries whose identities are uncertain like foreigners. If you really want, feel free to negotiate directly with the viscounty side; I won’t stop you.”

Of course, none of the players had the guts for such a challenge.

And given that nearly 7,000 players remaining in the territory had volunteered for the mercenary assignment sending 2,000 support troops, it seemed there were outspoken individuals everywhere.

Thus, the selected 2,000 players were assembled in the square, ready for departure.

“Oh, look, it’s the Purple Guild!”

“Wow, even Bae Dohyun is participating this time?”

The gates of the second outer castle opened, and fifty players on white horses marched into the square. They all wore white armor emblazoned with a purple hawk symbol and blue cloaks fluttering behind them.

The Purple Guild, now comprising fifty members with the addition of Academy’s second batch of graduates and newly selected players, remained the top player guild, officially and unofficially.

All its members ranked within the top 300 overall, boasting an impressive lineup.

Guild Master Bae Dohyun, who had held the number one ranking since Connect’s launch.

Vice Master and Player Association President, Kim Ilwoo, ranked second.

Swordsmanship expert and Purple Guild Team Leader, Wang Chunmyung, ranked third.

Also notable were the fifth-ranked martial artist Lewis Blake, seventh-ranked beast summoner Han Seohyun , and eighth-ranked mage Xavier Adele, among other star players.


“We’d better stay sharp!”

“Why all of a sudden?”

“Well, think about it. This is arguably the most elite team among players right now. If we get crushed, it’ll be humiliating.”

“Now that you mention it, this could be our debut, so to speak.”

The previous territory war in the First Territory hadn’t really featured player prowess.

The powerful knights and guild members of the First Knight Order had practically decimated the opposing forces, leaving little for the players to clean up.

As a result, the standing of players on the Connect continent was virtually non-existent. This territory war was crucial.

It was a chance to show that players were not to be underestimated and also to demonstrate who was controlling them. Once the Purple Guild arrived, the troops were officially organized.

As previously notified, they were temporarily arranged by guild, class, and ranking. With real-time communication facilitated through the Connect system, the process wrapped up smoothly.

Although they couldn’t employ a fully integrated strategy like a proper military unit, they needed at least to form ranks.

After the 2,000-player force was organized, about a hundred soldiers who had been on standby joined them. Though dressed as regular soldiers, these were actually members of the First Knight Order.

Even though they were dispatching the player force, it wasn’t realistic to send only them.

If Marquis McNeil’s Household set a trap or if the imperial intelligence unit acted, they needed to protect the players from being massacred.

Moreover, despite the presence of the Purple Guild, controlling 2,000 players wouldn’t be easy. As it was the first presentation of the player force, they needed to ensure they didn’t cause any trouble.

Vroom.

As mana vibrated, a teleport gate was created on the large magic circle. Step by step, the 2,000 players, led by the Purple Knights, entered the gate with various thoughts in mind.

*

“Did you say reinforcements have arrived?”

“Yes… they are from the First Knight Order.”

“The First Knight Order…?”


A rat-faced man thought for a moment before slamming the table.

“That guild made by Raul or whatever his name is? Why are they showing up here?”

“Well, I’m not too sure….”

Thud!

The book thrown by Viscount Jeremy, a man with a thin beard, hit his subordinate in the face.

“Isn’t that why I hired you for such an exorbitant fee? Go out and find out what’s happening! Earn your keep!”

“Yes, my lord.”

The subordinate, responsible for gathering information, bowed his head and hurriedly exited the office.

“Damn, there’s no one I like!”

Besides, the situation had turned troublesome, making him displeased.

‘Damn it. I declared the territory war thinking no one would come to help, but now look at this mess.’

The Viscount Jeremy family was somewhat different from the typical noble families of the Ruben Kingdom. They weren’t skilled swordsmen or particularly politically adept.

Merchants.

Having raised their family through trade, they were quick in calculating profits and losses and adept at riding the tides of change. This was why they had aligned themselves with the Marquis McNeil’s Household.

They intended to seize the ranch of the Selfjord Barony, which they had long coveted, but now….

Squeak.

“You called for me, my lord?”

The one who entered was a burly knight clad in brown armor.

The insignia on his armor seemed to have been erased, but knights wearing such dull-colored and styled armor were exclusively from the Marquis McNeil’s Household.

“Ah, sir Yannick. Come in. Have you heard any news?”

On hearing the viscount’s question, Yannick’s rough face twisted slightly as he replied.

“Are you referring to the reinforcements?”

“Yes. What’s going on? Wasn’t it assured that the baronial family would receive no support?”

Yannick pulled out a chair and sat down, responding nonchalantly.

“There’s no need to worry much. Though they claim reinforcements, they are not proper soldiers.”

“What do you mean by that? They’re not soldiers?”

“Have you perhaps heard? Earlier this year, the temple was talking about strangers or something.”

“Ah, those strangers.”

Being a trader, Viscount Jeremy’s family had at one point taken an interest in these strangers. However, after receiving reports from the Free Cities, he quickly lost interest.

‘Didn’t they say some beggars appeared?’

He still remembered mocking the temple folks for hyping up those who couldn’t even fight as saviors.

“It seems the newcomers are those very strangers.”

“Is that really so? Ha, what a joke. Why bring in those who can’t even fight?”

“Exactly. They must have called them in out of desperation when they couldn’t find any proper mercenaries. Those scarecrows won’t stand a chance against our elite troops, so don’t worry.”

Yannick’s words seemed to somewhat calm Viscount Jeremy.

“But if it’s the First Knight Order, then it’s Raul’s guild. And they have Count Ashton’s backing, right? If they get involved, things will change. Don’t you think so?”

“Haha, if they intended to intervene, would they have sent such scarecrow strangers? Besides, they’re not deaf. They must have some idea who you have backing you.”

“True. No matter how powerful the count’s household is, they wouldn’t dare go against that person. Then, I’ll leave it to you, sir Yannick.”

“Of course. You can rest assured.”

Yannick said as he turned around, but his eyes glinted with rage.

‘Raul, you bastard!’

Knight Zachary, who had died at Raul’s hand during the recent territory war at Calix Castle, was from the Marquis McNeil’s Household.

Though Zachary wasn’t as skilled as Yannick, they were practically brothers, having trained and grown up together from the same hometown.

Zachary had died without making a name for himself, in an insignificant battle on foreign ground.

‘I will have my revenge! This time it’s the strangers you sent. Soon, it will be you whose head rolls at my hands!’

But did he realize?

He too was hiding his name and risking his life for an insignificant war.

*

Bwooo.

The sound of a horn echoed, and both sides’ troops lined up on a gentle hill overlooking a vast plain.

“It seems the numbers match up reasonably well.”

“At least that’s a relief. We received that proposal only days before the territory war.”

Baron Selfjord, standing atop the hill with the knights, surveyed both sides and conversed.

“We owe Viscount Raul a great debt. Sending us 2,000 troops during such difficult times is no small feat.”

“Indeed. Just getting these forces here on time over such a distance is remarkable.”

They still vividly recalled the sight of 2,000 troops emerging from the teleport gate. It wasn’t even a fixed portal; moving such a large force through a temporary teleport gate would have required an unimaginable number of mages and mana stones.

‘Hiring 2,000 mercenaries would likely have cost less.’

In some ways, this was a more extravagant effort, yet the support troops were sent, indicating a willingness to help despite the losses.

In reality, the transport had been facilitated by newly joined tower mages and mana stones obtained from the gate, making it less costly than expected.

Yet this was only possible because it was Raul; for others, moving 2,000 troops via a teleport gate would be close to a reckless expenditure.

“Haha, they seem reliable now that I see them like this.”

“Indeed. When we first heard it was a force of strangers, we had no faith.”

The player force of 2,000 was positioned at the center of the baronial formation on the front lines.

Though the baron initially opposed putting the support troops at the forefront, he eventually agreed as they insisted.

Their mixed attire and seemingly poor discipline initially struck disappointment, but after observing their skills while staying in the territory for a few days, his opinion changed.

‘2,000 with the prowess of junior knights. No one would believe this even if we told them.’

He even started to wonder who Raul was to manage such strangers as his subordinates.

Bwooo, bwoo!

Another horn sounded, and a dozen cavalrymen from each side rode to the center of the formations. A flag with a yellow background and a sword and fist symbolized the Ruben Kingdom.

“Let’s head out.”

Baron Selfjord, accompanied by his knights, spurred his horse towards the flag. Once the royal observer proclaimed the territory war, the real battle would begin.

(To be continued)
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After the observer’s formal mediation, baron Selfjord and Viscount Jeremy glared at each other once before returning to their respective forces.

Then, the 4,500 troops of the Barony and the 6,000 troops of the Viscountcy slowly closed the distance, marching down the hill toward one another.

When they were roughly 300 meters apart, both sides finally halted their advance.

From this point onward, they were within the range of longbows, requiring careful maneuvering of troops.

As both sides took a moment to catch their breath and observe each other’s formations,

Clip, clop.

A knight emerged from the Viscountcy’s forces.

“My name is Kronik Melbard! A knight serving Viscount Jeremy. Is there anyone among you rabble who dares to accept my blade?”

Brown horse, brown armor. Melbard, clad entirely in brown including his cloak, swung a large battle axe menacingly as he rode past the front of the Barony’s formation.

Baron Selfjord frowned as he watched the scene.

“So this is how they play.”

This so-called “knight duel” was often referred to as the highlight of territory wars, but in a battle with such a disparity in power, it was nothing but one-sided violence.

The truth was, the original level of the baron’s knights was actually superior to that of the Jeremy Viscountcy.

‘If not for the involvement of the Marquis McNeil’s Household.’

Just looking at the knight who had challenged them was enough. They had known each other’s households well for decades due to their proximity.

He could swear that this knight was not from the Jeremy Viscountcy.

“My lord.”

The intermediate-level expert knight commander called out quietly, but Baron Selfjord shook his head.

“As I said earlier, we will not participate in knight duels. I regret the dishonor this may bring, but I ask that your skills be demonstrated in the main battle.”

Just as they knew his side’s strength, the enemy also knew theirs well. For them to propose a knight duel despite this, they must have been confident in their own strength.


He couldn’t risk losing knight forces they desperately needed before the actual battle began.

“Is there no one? Is there truly no real man in the Selfjord Barony willing to respond to a one-on-one duel? Haha, can stable boys who shovel horse dung even wield swords? Surrender now, and I’ll leave you a stable for your precious horses! Hahaha!”

As Melbard openly mocked the Barony, the knights and soldiers of the Selfjord side grit their teeth in anger.

At that moment, “If it’s not too much trouble, would you allow us to handle the knight duel?”

One of the disguised First Knight Order knights approached Baron Selfjord with a proposal.

“Ah, Sir Ken. It’s embarrassing to show such weakness.”

The knight was none other than Ken. She was Raul’s academy peer and the daughter of Marquis Greer, acting as the officer in charge of the reinforcements.

“It’s not shameful at all. I commend your decision to endure dishonor for victory. However, the provocations have gone too far and could affect the morale of our troops. I believe it would be wise to respond.”

“But isn’t that knight from the Marquis McNeil’s Household? Ah, understand, it’s not that I doubt the abilities of the First Knights, but you mentioned not revealing your identities. Do you have another plan?”

“Of course. We need not mobilize a knight from our order. There is someone who can shut him up.”

The baron hesitated for a moment.

‘If we lose, our morale drops regardless. But while losing or doing nothing both affect morale, sending someone from the reinforcements could result in a needless death.’

“…I’ll capture your daughters and breed them with my horses, thus strengthening your bloodline! Having such a strong lineage in the Selfjord family…”

Skrrt.

The baron’s patience was reaching its limit.

“…I leave it to you.”

“Yes, sir.”

With the baron’s approval, Ken opened guild communications.

「We have permission, Master.」

「Well done. Prepare for any unexpected developments.」


Finally, someone rode forward from the Barony’s formation.

***

*Buzzing noise*

The central formation, where the players were gathered, had an unusually relaxed atmosphere for an impending battle.

Even though they were maintaining formations, it was obvious that the battle would devolve into something resembling individual skirmishes once it started.

The commanding players were not expecting much, so they let the chatter continue.

“Phew, damn, this is nerve-racking!”

“Why does my heart race more even though this is my second time?”

“What if I die before reaching the enemy? I’m recording this, you know….”

“If you die, others will upload the footage. What are you worried about?”

“No way, my views!”

The trivial conversations were probably to ease their tension.

“Who’s that guy? Why is he suddenly coming out alone?”

“Oh, is this another duel to start things off?”

“What’s a duel?”

“Haven’t you played Three Kingdoms? It’s when generals fight one-on-one before the battle!”

“Ah, I see!”

Thinking something was happening, the players zoomed in to capture the moment on video.

“…where your mother works in the stables….”

The trash-talking knight caused a stir among the players. Of course, it wasn’t because their morale was dropping.


“Man, that guy sure knows how to swear.”

“He could make a living with that mouth even on Earth.”

“But it’s pissing me off. Can’t someone shut him up?”

“Ah, my video! Is it all going to get filtered out?”

“Damn, my upload restrictions are going to kick in! That bastard!”

The knight’s foul language had tainted the carefully recorded intro videos. Simultaneously, the voice chat channels of the commanders were in chaos.

“Can I go out and shut him up?”

“Trash-talking is my specialty. Can I take him on?”

“What is the command doing? Our guys are watching this!”

Of course, they couldn’t allow any impulsive actions by the players. As the commanders struggled with the flood of complaints,

Clip, clop.

“Hey, someone’s going out!”

“Where? Who?”

“It’s Bae Dohyun!”

“Wow, this is going to be epic. If I record this well, I’ll rake in views!”

The titles of some live-streaming players’ broadcasts were already changing.

Breaking News! Rank 1 Bae Dohyun. Duel Commence!

Bae Dohyun’s Duel Live Coverage.

Justice Served! Bae Dohyun Engages!

Naturally, the places that drew the most viewers were the official First Knight Order channel and Bae Dohyun’s personal channel.

– Urgent. Purple Guild Master Bae Dohyun Joins Duel!

– Duel Live Footage! Exclusive POV of Bae Dohyun!

As the viewer count skyrocketed, the channel manager, Rabel, smiled happily.

*

Swish, swish!

Bae Dohyun mounted his horse and slowly left the formation, spinning his spear to warm up. Melbard, who had been trash-talking moments ago, didn’t seem to believe anyone would step forward.

He stood there, awkwardly holding his weapon, looking puzzled.

And from behind Bae Dohyun,

“Waaa!”

“Bae Dohyun, fighting!”

“Show them the true power of players!”

The chant of the 2,000 players erupted in cheers supporting him. Even the soldiers of the Barony, caught up in the excitement, shouted and cheered fervently.

But Bae Dohyun’s focus was elsewhere.

‘Hmm. This should look natural enough, right?’

He was adjusting the grip and balance of his spear for precise control. He had already assessed the opposing knight’s capabilities.

Though the knight was at the peak of an Expert intermediate-level, he was no match for Raul (Bae Dohyun), who was nearly at the threshold of mastery.

The challenge was how to defeat him without making it too obvious. Perhaps that’s why Bae Dohyun missed whatever the enemy knight was saying.

“…? What did you say?”

“Haha, you must be so nervous you can’t even hear me, foreigner. If you kneel and beg now, I might let you live. How about it?”

Bae Dohyun smirked and replied.

“Sorry, I didn’t catch that. In our world, we don’t communicate with dogs.”

“What! How dare you insult me, you impudent bastard?”

“Too bad, I wanted to convey your last words, but I’ll have to settle for writing ‘woof woof’ instead.”

“You crazy bastard!”

Melbard, now fuming, charged at Bae Dohyun, swinging his massive battle-axe.

Whoosh!

The huge axe swept past Bae Dohyun’s head with incredible force.

Whoosh, swoosh!

But Bae Dohyun effortlessly deflected the axe with upper body movements alone, not even needing to swing his weapon.

“You rat!”

Despite Melbard’s relentless axe strikes, to Bae Dohyun it seemed as slow as a snail.

“If your aim is to cool me down, no thanks. I haven’t even broken a sweat.”

As Bae Dohyun mocked the frenzied Melbard, a brown mana blade suddenly enveloped the axe.

“Die!”

Thwack!

Of course, Melbard’s mana blade never reached Bae Dohyun. Bae Dohyun’s spear had already thrust forward, stabbing Melbard’s shoulder and pushing him back.

“Oops, forgot to infuse mana into my spear.”

A blue mana spear belatedly extended from Bae Dohyun’s spear tip. Though he claimed it was a mistake, it was clearly a taunt.

“You bastard, do you take me for a fool?”

Enraged, Melbard charged again like an enraged boar at Bae Dohyun.

‘How ironic. He taunts others so gleefully but can’t take it himself. What a narcissistic man.’

The real issue was his attack patterns were too predictable, whether out of anger or simplicity. Finding it boring, Bae Dohyun lazily thrust his spear a few times.

Shing, thud, thud!

The first thrust pierced the chest of Melbard’s horse, and the followed strikes inflicted wounds on Melbard’s cheek and side as he leapt from his mount.

Crash.

“Argh!”

He let out a beast-like roar of rage as he fell, but Bae Dohyun simply watched him coldly.

“Say your prayers, you’re as good as dead! Armor summon!”

Perhaps an armor user, Melbard’s belt transformed, enveloping him in full power armor.

Swoosh, bam!

His movements quickened, and the power of his mana blade increased. The battle-axe struck the ground near Bae Dohyun, creating a furrow about 2 meters long.

‘But that’s all there is to it.’

A powerful weapon is meaningless if it doesn’t hit the target. Moreover, a spear and a battle-axe were naturally mismatched.

Bae Dohyun continued to attack from horseback, thrusting his spear at Melbard. The spear’s length was about 3 meters.

Adding a 1-meter mana spear and attacking from horseback gave him a significant height advantage.

With a mana blade only extending 2 meters, Melbard’s battle-axe could never reach Bae Dohyun.

As a result, Bae Dohyun could easily overpower Melbard even while using mana at just the initial level of an Expert.

‘I don’t even need to use Fury Wave.’

The opponent was too low-level to test out his new spear techniques.

Thwack, Pshk, thud!

Of course, the duel didn’t end immediately. The power armor’s defensive barrier was effectively reducing the impact of Bae Dohyun’s mana spear.

‘But power armor isn’t invincible.’

If subjected consistently to mana blade attacks, unlike physical attacks, the energy consumption would escalate. Once depleted, the power armor’s defensive barrier would dissipate, forcing the wearer to remove it.

‘Just like that.’

Hiss.

The power armor, losing its light, shrank back into its original belt form. And what remained was a miserable-looking knight.

“W-wait! I….”

Swoosh!

Thud.

As Melbard attempted to shout, Bae Dohyun’s spear cleanly sliced through his mouth.

“Grawgh!”

With a final thrust, the spear pierced his heart, and Melbard collapsed to the ground lifeless.

“It’s finally quiet.”

Bae Dohyun quietly murmured, picking his ear with his pinky finger.

(To be continued)
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“Waaa!”

Bae Dohyun pulled his spear from Melbard’s body amid overwhelming cheers from behind.

Taking the belt (power armor) from Melbard, he nonchalantly wiped the blood off his spear and started to turn his horse.

“You there! Face me now!”

“Stop right there! The duel isn’t over yet!”

Several knights rushed out from the viscount’s formation, shouting.

“No thanks.”

Bae Dohyun smirked, turning away without hesitation. Having achieved his goal, defeating a few more wouldn’t change the situation much.

Moreover, this battle needed to highlight the overall strength of the players, not just Bae Dohyun.

“It’s cowardice! Are you avoiding the challenge?”

“As expected, foreigners know nothing of honor!”

Ignoring the nonsense from behind, Bae Dohyun began riding back to his formation.

‘Cowardice? Attacking someone who just finished a duel is far more cowardly.’

The knights and their talk of honor, when their lord knew none, left a bitter taste in his mouth.

“Stop right there, you savage foreigner!”

Thunk.

Then, something unprecedented happened during a knight’s duel. A knight from the viscount’s side shot an arrow at Bae Dohyun as he turned away.

“Watch out!”

“Behind you!”

The players’ shocked faces caught Bae Dohyun’s eye. Still, he didn’t turn around.


“Ah!”

The arrow had almost reached Bae Dohyun’s back. But bizarrely, it squirmed mid-air, orbiting around Bae Dohyun like a satellite.

Then, in an instant—

Whizz!

The arrow, now traveling twice as fast, zipped back toward the knight who had originally fired it.

“Grr!”

Ting!

Though the knight managed to deflect the arrow with his sword….

Thwack, thud!

He couldn’t prevent the dagger that followed and struck his horse’s forehead. Seeing this, the viscount’s knights hesitated briefly, while Bae Dohyun calmly returned to his formation, as if nothing had happened.

He could have formally protested to the royal observer about the knight’s cowardly shot, but—

‘The observer is probably in on it anyway.’

The knight would likely not survive this battlefield, so it didn’t matter.

“Damn it, that bastard! I’m going to get him!”

“To think he’d backstab us. That one’s mine.”

It certainly incited the players’ fury.

「M-Master! Are you alright? That bastard! I swear I’ll…」

「Um, the comms are still connected?」

「Huh? W-what?」

It seemed even Ken and the First Knights were thoroughly angered.


‘Well, in any case.’

The knight’s reckless act had diminished the fervor for the knight’s duel. All that remained was a head-on clash.

Bwooo!

Both formations began to move.

*

“Infantry forward.”

“Infantry forward!”

Bwooo!

Following the baron’s command, the 2,000-player unit and 500 soldiers of the Selfjord Barony began their advance.

In response, over 4,000 infantry from the viscount’s side also began to move out. The territory war appeared to be a straightforward power struggle without any special strategies.

The main difference was that the baron’s side had more cavalry left, while the viscount’s side had more archers.

Thwump, thwump.

As the horses pawed the ground, eager to dash forward, the infantry had advanced about 50 meters.

“Archers, prepare to fire.”

“Archers!”

With the flap of a banner, about 500 archers in two rows at the front of the main formation drew their longbows. Like a mirror image, a thousand archers from the enemy also prepared to fire.

A tense moment. The baron, assessing the distance, gave the order.

“Fire.”

“Commence firing!”

Thwack, twang!


Arrows flew into the sky, creating a rain of projectiles.

Though there were only 500 archers, they showcased their elite status by maintaining a consistent arrow formation that descended upon the enemy’s vanguard.

And the player’s formation at the baron’s front was also subjected to this arrow rain.

“Arrows incoming! Raise shields!”

The advancing troops halted momentarily, lifting their shields to defend against the arrows calmly.

Thud, thunk, pshhh.

It was clear that the enemy archers were less skilled, as only about a hundred arrows reached the baron’s formation.

And those at the forefront of the formation were elite players. None were hit by the sporadically falling arrows.

“Lower shields and advance!”

At the commander’s order, the players resumed their march. Meanwhile, in the viscount’s formation, several dozen casualties slowed their advance.

“The second wave is coming!”

Before they had taken a few more steps, another volley of arrows descended. Perhaps because the distance had closed, there seemed to be more arrows this time.

Thud, thunk.

Then they lowered their shields and advanced again.

“Man, this is tense.”

“Can’t we just charge forward?”

The players grumbled, but they had agreed to follow the baron’s initial command. After repeating the process a couple more times, the distance between them and the enemy’s infantry had reduced to about 150 meters.

Typically, the standard strategy would be to continue this process until the distance was less than 100 meters, then charge all at once.

「Now. Everyone, switch to second-stage combat formation! Groups ready, commence autonomous combat.」

「Switch to second-stage combat formation!」

Dismounting to join the advancing players, Bae Dohyun issued the order through guild communication.

At that moment, the players split into groups of five or six, forming small formations.

While melee class players set up improvised shield walls by planting large tower shields from their inventories into the ground, archer classes nocked arrows and fired at the enemy lines.

Whoosh!

Simultaneously, the mage classes cast long-range basic spells at the enemy.

“No need to aim precisely! Just shoot quickly!”

Commanders encouraged the surrounding players while firing arrows themselves.

Even the melee players, after setting up the tower shield barriers, drew bows from their inventories and started shooting, effectively converting the entire player formation into a long-range assault force.

Thunk.

“Wow, is this even hitting anything?”

“Who cares, just shoot! We’ve got plenty of arrows!”

Two friends in the melee swordsman class chatted while shooting arrows. They had first held a bow just a few days ago.

The First Player Association had ordered all players participating in the territory war to learn basic archery and conducted mandatory crash courses for a few hours over several days.

Naturally, without any skill enhancements or prior experience, these players couldn’t hit targets accurately.

However, one thing was certain.

Thwuck, thunk!

What would have been difficult for an ordinary person to even draw, the players effortlessly pulled back the high-tension bowstrings.

And while they couldn’t aim precisely, they could easily shoot arrows up to 150 meters. The bodies the players were using were in a different league from ordinary humans.

Even if their software (skills) was lacking, their hardware (physical abilities) was practically superhuman.

Moreover, the First Viscount generously provided every one of the 2,000 players with bows, arrows, and other military supplies, so there was no reason to refuse.

zz

For the viscount’s soldiers, this was a nightmare.

Thwack, thunk, thud!

“Aaagh!”

“My leg!!”

“Help me!”

Amid the sudden rain of thousands of arrows and the onslaught of various magical attacks, it was nearly impossible to defend with small shields and leather armor.

Moreover,

“Get a grip! Everyone, charge the enemy—urgh.”

Players specialized in sniping were specifically targeting commanders in the enemy ranks, adding to the chaos.

A few knights from the enemy’s main formation rushed in to command the infantry to charge, but the soldiers still hesitated, holding their shields in front of them as they charged.

“Waaa!”

But their shouts were weak. Trying to cross 150 meters under such a relentless barrage of arrows and magic was akin to running headlong into a fire with a bundle of sticks.

And this fact was even more apparent from the vantage point of the main formation atop the hill. The viscount’s vanguard of 4,000 had already been reduced to less than half, and as they got closer to the enemy, they seemed to be melting away in real time.

“How can this be? What are our archers doing?”

Viscount Jeremy screamed in disbelief, but his archers were already firing arrows fervently. The problem was that their attacks were ineffective against the player formation.

The tower shield barriers were efficiently protecting the mages and archers, and each group had at least one tank absorbing stray arrows.

“Aaagh!”

Even if some players got hit,

「Sector B-13 has sustained injuries」

「Received. Medics are on their way.」

Healing players would immediately tend to the wounded, thanks to real-time communication.

“Damn it. How is this even possible…?”

Garlond, the commander and chief knight of the Viscount Jeremy’s forces, gripped his reins and groaned.

He had never anticipated such an outcome.

‘Where are all these weapons and arrows coming from? And who are these people anyway?’

Typically, infantry was divided into distinct roles mainly due to differences in weapon proficiency and logistical reasons.

There was a limit to the equipment soldiers could carry into battle. For a commander, having multi-purpose soldiers who could wield shields, spears, bows, and swords would make strategic planning far easier.

But carrying such varied weapons into battle was impractical as they would tire before the fight even started. However, seeing these versatile soldiers on the battlefield was astonishing.

This was an advantage unique to players with the cheat-like inventory system. Bae Dohyun had utilized this to their advantage, making it a nightmare for the enemy commander.

‘At this rate…’

It was inevitable that their infantry would be annihilated and the battle lost. Garlond bit his lip and turned his head.

“Sir Yannick, can you lead the charge?”

“Well, there’s no other choice.”

Seeing the current dire situation himself, Yannick knew something had to be done.

Shortly after,

Bwooo!

As elite troops of Marquis McNeil stationed at the main formation and the remaining infantry stepped onto the battlefield, Yannick and a group of knights led a cavalry charge towards the enemy.

“Leave the enemy infantry to the foot soldiers; we’ll take down the enemy commander!”

Yannick opted for a flanking maneuver instead of a frontal assault. With their infantry being decimated, there was no point in getting bogged down fighting enemy foot soldiers.

This side had 40 knights. Among them, 20 were Expert-level knights.

‘A mere ten baronial knights can be swept away in no time.’

Even though they had fewer cavalry, it didn’t matter. Ordinary cavalry were just large targets to knights. But these movements did not escape Bae Dohyun’s notice.

「Switch to third-stage combat formation!」

(To be continued)
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By now, the enemy infantry advancing towards the players had been completely annihilated.

When the distance closed to 50 meters, the players pulled out their highly destructive crossbows, and the mages unleashed mid-range destructive spells.

It was an overwhelming victory, but not without cost. It was nearly impossible to completely fend off the arrow rain from a thousand archers.

Several players had the misfortune of getting hit in vital areas or were not treated in time, resulting in game over for dozens, and the number was slowly increasing.

「Switch to 3rd-stage formation!」

The scattered formations of players regrouped into a unified formation. Now it was their turn to advance towards the enemy’s main force.

As the players advanced with their shields up, 500 players at the forefront held their position.

「Well then, take care of the main force.」

「Understood, we’ll handle the viscount’s forces.」

Bae Dohyun and the top players of the Purple Guild stayed back. They were designated to counter the enemy knights and cavalry.

The remaining infantry and archers of the viscount’s forces would be handled by the 1,500 players under the cooperative guild leaders’ command.

In the meantime, the enemy knights and the baron’s cavalry clashed.

*

Clang! Clink!

“Crush them all!”

“Hold the line! Block their path!”

The cavalry from both sides clashed, plunging into a chaotic melee. At the forefront were none other than the knights from both sides.

Sparks flew as mana blades and swords collided. But outnumbered 10 to 40, the baron’s knights couldn’t possibly hold back the enemy’s knights entirely.

Those unmarked knights leapt into the fray, swinging their weapons uncontrollably.

Clang!


“Argh!”

A mana blade not only sliced through a cavalryman’s spear but also tore into his chest.

“Damn it! Don’t face them head-on, focus on defense!”

“Maintain the anti-knight formation!”

Cavalry commanders barked orders, trying to prevent the knights from breaking through.

Thud! Bam!

“Ugh. Argh!”

Cavalrymen wielding large tower shields blocked the knights’ path, seemingly not intent on attacking. The shields, made from solid metal layers reinforced with monster hides, didn’t break easily even against mana blades.

“You turtle-like bastards! Do you think you can stop us with that? Activate armor!”

As their path was momentarily blocked, Yannick issued a command.

Swoosh.

Among the forty knights, ten activated their power armor, and the battle turned once again.

“Activate armor!”

Five armor users from the baron’s side countered, but the absolute difference in numbers was insurmountable.

“Take this!”

An armor user from the viscount’s side slammed his mana blade-enhanced battle axe down.

Boom! Crack.

“Gah!”

The shield that had barely held together shattered instantly, and the horse’s leg broke under the shock, sending the cavalryman sprawling to the ground.

“Who dares to block my path next!”


With a fierce battle cry, the knight brandished his axe menacingly.

But—

“You shall not pass!”

The baron’s elite cavalry, knowing they were outmatched, still blocked the knights’ path.

“You leech-like bastards! Die, all of you!”

Boom! Bam!

The one-sided attacks either pushed the cavalrymen back or knocked them off their horses. Thanks to the shields, they weren’t killed instantly, but falling in such a chaotic battlefield often meant death.

“Die!”

A knight from the viscount’s side swung his axe-spear down on a fallen cavalryman’s head.

“Ugh!”

Clang!

“……?”

“Retreat to the rear immediately!”

“Y-Yes, sir!”

The knight’s axe-spear was deflected by another spear blocking its path. And the owner of that spear was none other than…

“What are you?”

“As you can see, I’m a cavalryman.”

The one shrugging his shoulders was a member of the First Knight Order disguised as a soldier of the Selfjord Barony.

Though he had avoided engaging in the battle as much as possible, he had finally revealed himself to prevent the cavalry line from collapsing and the baron from being captured.

“Ridiculous. A mere cavalryman blocked my spear?”


“Indeed.”

Whoosh!

The mana-bladed spear swung in a half-circle, aiming to cut him down.

“Oh dear.”

Feigning a look of surprise, he leaned back on his horse, evading the spear’s trajectory.

“Try dodging this!”

Angered, the knight launched a rapid series of thrusts with his spear.

Clink, clang!

The cavalryman skillfully deflected or parried the spear with his own spear’s shaft.

“My, how scary.”

There wasn’t a single scratch on his spear shaft.

‘…! A skilled opponent.’

While it looked like an ordinary spear, he felt the weight of mana when their weapons clashed. To hide mana within a weapon without showing it meant…

‘At least an Expert intermediate-level!’

“Who are you! Which house do you serve, disguising yourself so disgracefully on the battlefield?”

“Just a cavalryman?”

“Stop spouting nonsense, you filthy scum!”

The knight swung his spear with all his might. Though he was only a low-level Expert, he was a promising talent recognized by the Marquis McNeil’s household. He couldn’t afford to be held up in this battle.

‘Damn it!’

But it was futile. His opponent pretended to stagger under the attacks but showed no signs of actual struggle. The one consolation was that the opponent wasn’t counterattacking.

‘Then I’ll just attack with all I have.’

The viscount’s knight resumed his aggressive spear strikes. The same situation was happening with the other unidentified cavalrymen who intercepted knights the baron’s knights couldn’t mark.

And just then—

“Waaa!”

“Finally, a real fight!”

“The credit for the victory is mine!”

“In your dreams, I’ll take them all!”

Detached from the main player formation, a 500-strong special unit ambushed the viscount’s cavalry from behind.

“What the hell?”

“Damn it, turn around and deal with the infantry first!”

“Where’s the vanguard?”

The viscount’s cavalry found themselves in a precarious situation as they faced the players.

Clang! Clink!

“Argh!”

“M-Mana blades!”

“Help!”

And they began to be swept away in an instant. Melee players unleashed their attack skills, having waited for this moment.

Whoosh! Thwack!

“Ugh!”

“Snipers!”

Archers and rogue players sniped enemy cavalry from within the ranks with arrows and daggers.

Rumble.

Thud!

Mages and psychokinetics neutralized the enemies with various attacks, such as shaking the ground and shooting stone spikes.

The enemy knights from the viscount’s side quickly noticed the change.

“Sir Gale, sir Cohan. Check the rear!”

“Yes, commander.”

At Yannick’s command, two armor users broke off from the frontline and headed to the rear.

“You scum! Do you know where you are?”

“I’ll kill you all!”

As the two armor users appeared, a disturbance erupted in the player formation. But it wasn’t because they were frightened.

“Armor users! They’re raid bosses!”

“One of them is worth over 1,000 contribution points!”

“I’ll take him down!”

“No, it’s mine! Don’t touch him!”

Like predators fighting over prey, the players rushed towards the two armor users en masse.

“Wh-what?”

Gale and Cohan were momentarily taken aback by the unexpected reaction. But soon, their surprise turned to anger.

“You dare!”

“I’ll make you pay for your insolence!”

The two intermediate-level Expert armor users swung their mana-bladed battle-axes with 2-meter-long mana blades.

Whizz, boom!!

“Aaagh!”

“Damn it!”

The dark brown mana blades sliced through the bodies of five approaching melee players in an instant.

Swoosh, tink.

Whoosh, sizzle.

Arrows and fire magic, aimed at the gaps, were blocked by the power armor’s shield, causing no damage.

“Keep shooting!”

“Flank them!”

But the players didn’t lose heart and charged again. Even if they died, they would just respawn, and since raid bosses’ loot was distributed based on contribution, they aimed to land even a single hit.

Boom! Thud!

Clang. Slice!

Of course, mere determination didn’t solve everything. Long-range attacks were ineffective against the shield, and the melee players’ skills were blocked by the overwhelming mana blades.

“Are you just going to watch?”

Kim Ilwoo asked Bae Dohyun, who was slightly behind the action.

“For now. There’s no need to step in and take the flak.”

“But the losses will be too high if this continues.”

“They need to face crises to grow. Honestly, they’ve had it too easy until now, haven’t they?”

“But still….”

It seemed he was concerned, especially now that he was the association president. Bae Dohyun patted Ilwoo’s shoulder and spoke again.

“Ilwoo, you don’t need to coddle them too much. They’re top-ranking players, after all. Or do you not trust anyone except our Purple Guild members?”

“Of course not! But there’s no need to force unnecessary losses, right?”

“Is that how it looks to you? I think if we step in now, they’ll just complain later. And watch, they’ll figure out a way soon.”

Having spent over fifteen years in the world of Connect, Bae Dohyun knew players’ tendencies better than anyone.

‘If you don’t know when to step in and when to hold back, you’ll just cause trouble.’

Ilwoo hadn’t grasped this yet. But he would soon learn about the dual nature of players, whether he liked it or not. And Bae Dohyun’s prediction was spot-on.

Players who had recklessly charged in were finally realizing their mistakes.

“This isn’t working! We need proper formations to attack!”

“Forming a temporary party! Need two tanks, one ranged DPS!”

“Chase Guild members, gather here! Let’s move in formation!”

Players who had been acting individually began to form parties. Tank players specializing in defense took the front, melee DPS supported from behind, and archers positioned themselves at a distance.

Mages grouped together to create synergistic spell combinations, while medics provided emergency care to dismembered players.

“You rat bastards! Do you think forming up like that will change anything?”

The knights turned their weapons on the players, but the outcome was entirely different this time.

Rumble! Thunk!

“We blocked it!”

“Find an opening!”

“Gradually break down the shield first!”

Tank players, their shields infused with mana, deflected the attacks, and the melee DPS players lunged their spears and swords into any gaps.

Whinny.

The knights’ horses fell first, unable to withstand the concentrated attacks. The now immobile knights found themselves trapped between the players’ shield walls, unable to advance or retreat.

“Move aside, you scum!”

“Nowhere to go!”

Clang! Clink!

With the knights surrounded on all sides, the players’ formation became much stronger. Even as Knight Gale roughly swung his battle-axe, knocking two shieldbearers aside, other tankers immediately filled the gap behind them.

“Damn it all!”

When he attempted to leap over the players,

“Gravity!”

“Force of Wind!”

“Stay put!”

Gravity magic, wind magic, and psychokinesis from various players obstructed his path.

“You see, my prediction was right?”

Ilwoo could only nod in agreement.

(To be continued)
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Slice! Shatter.

“Such petty tricks!”

Yannick’s axe slashed through Kim Ilwoo, but once again, it wasn’t the real body. Like mist, Kim Ilwoo’s form scattered and reappeared a short distance away.

“Sorry, but it would be troublesome if you ran rampant.”

“I might not be able to take you down alone….”

“But I can hold you here for a while.”

Five Kim Ilwoos surrounded Yannick, all pointing their weapons at him.

“Do you really think you can challenge me with such crude tricks?”

Swish!

Thunk!

Two Kim Ilwoos blocked Yannick’s flying aura sword with mana-infused shields.

Seeing them falter, Yannick charged, only to be intercepted by spears and swords.

Clang! Clang!

Suddenly, Kim Ilwoo’s weapons also glowed with dark mana blades, clashing with Yannick’s axe.

Although Kim Ilwoo’s mana blades chipped and dimmed slightly with each collision, it was Yannick who was growing impatient.

‘Damn it. I can’t afford to be tied up here!’

*

The Viscount’s cavalry of 300 was soon annihilated by the players’ ambush.

Only about 40 knights remained.

Ten knights were engaged with the baron’s knights, and the rest found themselves surrounded by players. The unidentified cavalry blocking their path had vanished, replaced by the players.


“You’ve got the hang of it now! Stay sharp and hunt them down!”

“Those without shields are knights! They’ll have to be cautious, so keep them off balance with coordinated attacks!”

Having gained experience fighting the two armor users, the players easily surrounded and engaged the knights.

Though individually less skilled, the ranker players who could wield Expert-level skills were genuinely threatening, even to knights.

“What are these people?”

“Damn it. We’re doomed! We have to retreat!”

The viscount’s knights who hadn’t reached Expert-level were quickly overwhelmed by the players’ assault.

Even those who were Experts but lacked armor were gradually worn down and edged closer to defeat. Watching from a short distance, baron Selfjord was amazed.

“Incredible. I can’t believe they’re holding their own against the knights.”

He turned to Kane, particularly observing a few standout individuals.

“Are you sure they’re strangers?”

“Absolutely. Their way of fighting is entirely different from ours, isn’t it?”

“It is. Some of them are incredibly strong. Like the one who won the duel earlier.”

Among the numerous players, a few truly stood out. Kim Ilwoo, using shadow clones to hold off the enemy commander Yannick.

Wang Chunmyung, fighting evenly against the enemy armor user with just a single sword. Han Seohyun , summoning a bear and a fox to confuse the knights.

And Louis Blake, facing knights barehanded with just his fists and feet. The top rankers of the Purple Guild were putting on a spectacular display.

Of course, the fighters themselves had a slightly different perspective.

Slice! Thud!

“Damn it!”

The one who had succeeded in landing an attack was Wang Chunmyung, but he was also the one cursing.


‘This damn thing just won’t go down. It’s like fighting a vampire.’

Despite targeting what he thought were vital points more than ten times during the duel, it had been in vain due to the damn defensive barrier.

Meanwhile, the enemy knight only grew bolder, counterattacking with renewed vigor. Other members of the Purple Guild faced similar situations.

Even when they managed to land successful attacks, they couldn’t deliver a decisive blow to the enemy knights, making it feel like they were going in circles.

‘To think Bae Dohyun took down such monsters alone in such a short time. I’ve got a long way to go.’

Wang Chunmyung could only bite his lip in frustration. However, the other players watching them had a different perspective.

“Wow, he’s really holding his own against him alone?”

“Single-digit rankers are truly in a league of their own.”

Even with dozens of players struggling to take down one knight, watching individuals like Wang Chunmyung keep an armor user at bay was awe-inspiring.

Bae Dohyun, too, was battling an armor user, and unsurprisingly, his opponent was already tattered.

‘Is it about that time?’

The main player force, which had gone towards capturing the viscount, was nearing the point of capturing their target. Once the commander was captured, the territory war would end, so it was crucial to wrap things up quickly.

「Entering the final phase. Stop solo raids and cooperate to clear the battlefield quickly.」

「Already? I was just about to take him down myself!」

「You’ve done enough. We need to share the credit to avoid complaints.」

With the order given, the players who had been waiting at the back rushed forward with excitement.

“Yes! The finishing blow is mine!”

“Keep formation! Don’t disrupt the rankers’ movements!”

“Mages, prepare for bombardment!”

The balance tipped swiftly.


As rankers, including Purple Guild members, pinned down the knights’ movements, other players’ attacks began to land, weakening the once formidable defensive fields.

And when the shields finally broke.

“You cowardly bastards!”

“The curse of Batar will fall upon you!”

Under the barrage of attacks, the knights began to fall one by one. In the end, only Yannick, the Expert high-level armor user, remained.

Proving his strength, even surrounded by hundreds of players, his shield did not break, and his spirit remained unbroken.

“Pathetic worms! Do you think your cheap tricks will work on me?”

His higher level of skill made it almost impossible for the players’ attacks to be effective. Even the rankers were struggling to do more than slow his movements.

“Is he the final boss?”

“If even the rankers can’t stop him, what should we do?”

“Isn’t Bae Dohyun stepping in?”

The players were abuzz, but Bae Dohyun didn’t make a move. Reluctantly, this final confrontation wasn’t his to finish; it was up to the players.

“Everyone, stand back.”

Baron Selfjord appeared with his guards. The players retreated, replaced by the five armor users and knights of the baron’s household.

“The battle is over. Will you surrender?”

“Ridiculous. Do you think I would kneel to a mere baron?”

Yannick scoffed at the baron’s question, showing his intent to resist till the end. As if expecting this, the baron drew his sword and raised it to his chest.

“I respect your resolve. I will grant you an honorable death worthy of your master. Everyone, attack.”

At the baron’s command, his knights charged at Yannick. The baron himself joined the fray, summoning a mana blade on his sword.

Moments later, the seemingly unyielding Yannick fell, decapitated by the baron’s sword, and soon after, the viscount’s camp was completely overtaken by the players.

The territory war concluded with the captured viscount being dragged before the baron.

*

“What is the royal decree?”

With the battle over, the baron asked the approaching royal observer, whose face had turned pale.

“Well, that is…”

The observer faltered, indicating that the royal family hadn’t prepared any mediation outcomes for a baron’s victory, assuming it was unlikely.

“Well then, we’ll resolve it among ourselves.”

“Wait, no! Observer, where are you going?”

As the baron dismissed the observer, Viscount Jeremy, now captive, shouted in despair.

But what could the observer possibly do for him now?

“My lord, surely, there’s a misunderstanding. We’re both vassals of the Ruben Kingdom. Can’t we wait for further orders from the royal family?”

Swoosh.

The baron drew his sword and brought it to the viscount’s neck.

“I’m afraid I don’t have such intentions.”

“Alright! Alright! Just spare my life, please!”

That day, baron Selfjord extracted a third of the viscount’s territory and a huge compensation sum.

Naturally, a portion of that was given to the First Knight Order and the players.

*

The results of that day’s territory war didn’t spread across the kingdom immediately. Since the viscount initially incited the war, they had planned to conclude things quietly.

But rumors couldn’t be completely contained.

“Is it true that Baron Selfjord won the territory war?”

“Apparently, the royal observer reported it right to the palace.”

“How could a baron defeat a viscount?”

The man spreading the gossip leaned in closer and whispered conspiratorially.

“This is off the record, but it seems like Viscount Raul’s First Knight Order had a hand in it.”

“What? No way, even if that’s true, the opponent was… the marquis.”

While everyone murmured and kept it hush-hush, it was already clear who was behind the ongoing territorial disputes.

The third prince Herdian, who held the reins of the kingdom, had the backing of Marquis McNeil’s house.

“That makes Raul’s actions even more incredible. Plus, I heard the troops he mobilized were foreigners.”

“Indeed, those foreigners supposedly summoned by the gods—it’s only natural they would follow Viscount Raul, the emissary of the gods.”

At that moment, some people drinking nearby leaned over and spoke.

“Hey, let us in on this good information!”

“Well, it’s not confirmed news, you know.”

“Come on, have a drink and spill the beans.”

Suddenly, a crowd surrounded the man, eager to hear the gossip.

“Well, alright then. Let me tell you again.”

Thus, the story about Raul began spreading throughout the capital, Thurium.

*

“So, how are people reacting?”

“Everyone seems quite pleased. Noble house tyranny has always grated on the citizens.”

“And the impression of the master?”

“People are saying things like ‘As expected of Viscount Raul,’ and ‘He’s the emissary of the gods.’ He’s being solidified as a righteous noble standing up for the weak.”

“You’ve done well. Keep up the good work for now.”

“Of course. You can count on me for tasks like this anytime.”

Elias, the head of the First Knight Order’s Thurium branch, patted the shoulder of the bard and handed him a hefty pouch.

The man quickly stowed the pouch in his coat and left the room. Now alone, Elias opened guild communications.

「Yes, Director Bernard. As instructed, we’re sowing the seeds well. The response from the capital’s citizens is positive. Yes, send over the data, and we’ll proceed with the next steps.」

Let not your left hand know what your right hand is doing?

Raul had no intention of embracing such modesty. While other nobles overlooked it, public opinion was a tremendously powerful weapon.

The image formed subtly could distort even the truth. A month after the first victory in a territory war. Raul and the players won six subsequent territory wars.

Raul’s First Knight Order became a beacon of hope for vulnerable lords facing unjust invasions. Conversely, greedy lords had to swallow bitter defeats, which sent shivers down the spines of those manipulating from behind, such as Marquis McNeil, Count Randal, and other factions.

Bam!

“Another loss? What did the troops we sent even do?”

“Half of the ten knights we sent died. The remaining five barely escaped the encirclement.”

“What on earth happened? Are those foreigners really that threatening?”

Denis de McNeil, the overseer of external affairs for House McNeil, bellowed. But shouting wouldn’t change the outcome of the territory wars.

“What should we do? Remieu Barony’s territory war is next week.”

Denis ground his teeth and shook his head in response to the sub-director’s question.

“Orders from the top. We’re pulling out of territory wars for now. Withdraw all deployed troops.”

“What? All of them?”

“Yes, all of them. The head of the house has ordered a halt to external activities until we can properly assess the situation.”

“Then what about the lords we promised support?”

“Who cares! Tell them to figure it out themselves! We have bigger problems to worry about than some barons!”

“Understood.”

The sub-director quickly left the office.

Bam! Crash.

“Raul! Count Ashton! I won’t let this slide!!”

For a while, the sound of breaking furniture echoed through Denis’ office.

(To be continued)
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First Knight Order’s intervention had put an end to the territorial wars that had plagued the Ruben Kingdom for a while. Ambitious schemers who had taken advantage of the royal family’s chaos were forced to abandon their desires while swallowing their resentment due to First Knight Order’s support of the weaker side in the territorial wars.

Moreover, interest in the players had started to increase. Previously deemed unreliable outsiders, players were now seen as somewhat valuable fighters. However, this did not mean that players were immediately welcomed with open arms.

Most of the useful players were already under the influence of First Knight Order or Raul, and nobles had little knowledge about these outsiders to consider direct employment. The undeniable fact was that there was a growing presence of other nobles’ servants in the free city.

“Yesterday, it appears that the servants of Baron Perez arrived in the free city of Jusek.”

“Baron Perez?”

“The estate located in the northern plains of the kingdom. They are classified under Marquis McNeil’s faction.”

“I see. So, most of the prestigious families have now set foot in the free city?”

“Yes. Everyone seems to be moving about busily. But, is it really okay to leave things as they are?”

Kane asked with a slightly worried expression. Among the members of First Knight Order, there was no doubt about the players’ skills or their necessity. Conversely, there was a growing trend of concern about the safety if players were to switch allegiance to other nobles.

However, Raul seemed completely unconcerned.

“For now, it’s better to let things be. So far, we’ve been pulling them along by force, but we can’t keep doing that forever. The players need to learn to judge for themselves.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you think the nobles of this kingdom will treat players as well as we do? Do you think they can understand what players want and provide it?”

To Raul, this seemed impossible. The nobles of a medieval hierarchical society and citizens of a modern democratic one did not make for a compatible mix. Considering the inherent conflicts, the answer was obvious.

‘Even in the past life, there were many conflicts because of this issue. Nobles just thought of players as useful mercenaries.’

Even Bae Dohyun, who ranked 1st, rarely remembered meeting nobles of higher ranks than barons. It was an indicator of how nobles viewed players.

It was only after a significant amount of time had passed that guild leaders with considerable power were treated as quasi-nobles. It was clear how the nobles would handle players now.

“I understand. I will report back if any special circumstances arise.”

“Yes. Make sure not to take your eyes off the guilds I told you to monitor.”

“Yes, master.”


By now, First Knight Order had firmly established control over the players’ domain. However, there were undoubtedly many factions displeased with this situation, especially the large guild alliance that had controlled Connect in the past life.

Though currently lying low, there was no telling when they might reveal their claws and incite the players again.

‘But this time, things won’t go as they wish.’

Unbeknownst to them, Raul had been subtly steering them in a certain direction. If their impatience led them to take the bait,

‘They will suffer quite the painful consequence.’

Raul’s lips curled up slightly.

*

Clip-clop, clip-clop.

Raul was seated inside a carriage heading somewhere. Inside the carriage were individuals with a slightly unusual composition.

“Ken, how long has it been since you returned to your hometown?”

“About two years, I believe.”

“A long-awaited return. Are you not nervous?”

“Well, I wonder how many will welcome me back.”

As Raul and Ken began their conversation, a man who had been itching to talk immediately interjected.

“Surely, given that it’s been a long time, your parents will welcome you with open arms, won’t they?”

Josh, with his innocent demeanor, exclaimed. Having run away from home at 18 and becoming a C-rank mercenary within three years, Josh’s fortunes had completely transformed after meeting Raul.

His exceptional potential had brought him to the mid-tier Expert rank, and he was now a team leader in the First Knight Order. After his formal knighting, he returned to his hometown in splendor, bringing his tenant farmer parents and six siblings to the First Estate.

Thanks to Raul’s consideration, his parents were running a well-placed grocery store, and his siblings were receiving education suitable for their ages.

“That’s just Josh’s luck. Everyone has different circumstances. Ken, well, his family situation is a bit complicated.”

Dalton said cautiously, observing Ken’s expression.


“Oh dear, I’ve spoken out of turn again. But don’t worry too much. The bond between parents and children doesn’t break so easily. If meeting them directly is hard, this ‘living messenger’ Josh will be your bridge!” Josh’s boast made Ken crack a smile.

“Every time I see you, Josh, I realize how cheerful you are. You really are bright.”

“Haha, who else but Josh can light up the world? We must live brightly! Feeling down? Don’t hesitate to call Josh! Ready to go anywhere, anytime for the master….”

Thanks to Josh’s non-stop chatter, the carriage trip was not boring.

The group was en route to the Marquis Greer’s estate, one of the kingdom’s five great martial families. In a few days, Marquis Fidel de Greer would be hosting his 59th birthday celebration.

Despite the household’s general reclusiveness, most of the kingdom’s prominent families had sent congratulatory envoys. Additionally, many knights were gathering for the marquis’s knight tournament associated with the celebration.

Some media speculated that this event signaled a return to public activity for the marquis’s family. Raul, posing as a representative congratulatory envoy of Count Ashton, was headed to the marquis’s territory.

“So, you’re really going to hide your identity? Is it necessary to go that far?”

Raul asked, puzzled, which made Ken tense up.

“How can I face them proudly after running away without a word? Just seeing them healthy from a distance will be enough for me.”

“Ah, as I said, the bond between parents and children isn’t like that….”

Josh clutched his chest in frustration, but Ken’s resolve remained unchanged.

“Moreover, revealing myself now wouldn’t be good for the marquis’s family either.”

Though he didn’t elaborate, Raul had a good idea of the situation, thanks to Kane’s detailed reconnaissance.

‘Some things need to be realized personally.’

No matter how much a third party interfered, it was meaningless if the person involved couldn’t find the answer.

“Alright, Ken can handle that matter as he sees fit. But stick to the promise we made.”

“Of course. I will follow the master’s orders.”

This trip to the marquis’s estate was not just about congratulating the marquis on his birthday. Raul needed the marquis’s cooperation to prepare for and prevent the kingdom’s impending civil war.

Though he had thoroughly prepared, Ken’s assistance was still necessary because of potential unforeseen circumstances.


‘I have a feeling something significant might happen at this celebration.’

The history of Connect, which Raul was familiar with, had already been significantly distorted. The nature of upcoming variables was unknown, making his presence at critical events essential.

‘No matter what happens, I’ll crush anything blocking my path.’

The time for caution was over. Each step he took now would carry the fate of not only himself but also countless followers. Determined to live up to their trust, he would proceed both prudently and boldly.

As Raul reaffirmed his resolve, the carriage continued toward Marquis Greer’s estate.

*

“We have arrived.”

As Kane’s voice announced their arrival, the carriage door opened. Raul stepped out to take in the view. Below the hill, the enormous three-tiered walls surrounding the estate and the endless expanse of blue ocean came into sight.

Despite the ongoing gate crisis, the sea was bustling with large and small sailing ships coming in and out of the port.

“This is the capital of the Marquis Greer, 『Port Dacia』?”

Just as Raul was about to admire the rare sight of the blue ocean,

“Oh, oh my! Is this the so-called ‘sea’? My goodness, how does so much water gather? What if it overflows?”

Josh, claiming to be a genius born inland, was making a fuss upon seeing the ocean for the first time. Dalton, also seeing the sea for the first time, gazed at Port Dacia with curious eyes.

“Master, I’ll go ahead and gather information. I’ll see you at the mansion this evening.”

“Alright, Kane. I’m counting on you.”

Kane bowed to Raul before turning to Josh.

“Josh, make sure to safeguard the master thoroughly.”

“Of course. Don’t worry. This Josh will ensure not a single hair on the master’s head is harmed!”

Kane gave a skeptical glance at the confident Josh before disappearing like a shadow.

“Now then, let me ensure the master’s utmost comfort and luxury! Think of this as a sightseeing trip and relax!” Josh exclaimed.

Raul and his party, who chuckled at Josh’s enthusiasm, boarded the carriage, and the twenty-strong armored user escort, led by Josh, headed confidently towards the city gates.

*

“Welcome. We will do our utmost to ensure your stay is comfortable.” said the welcoming attendant as Raul’s group arrived at the guest mansion provided by the Marquis.

Several servants were waiting by the mansion gate, bowing in unison as the carriage pulled up.

“Please convey my thanks to the marquis for his generous hospitality.”

“Understood, sir Baron.”

Historically, the Count Ashton’s family and Marquis Greer’s family had been on good terms. Located in the southwestern and southern regions of the kingdom respectively, their geographical proximity and similar temperaments of their heads of households had resulted in frequent interactions.

Though their relationship had cooled slightly due to the rebuilding efforts post-imperial war, they still maintained a friendly neighborly bond. After Raul had roughly unpacked, an interim butler approached him.

“The celebration is scheduled to be held in the mansion’s banquet hall in two days. Additionally, the marquis has conveyed that he would like you to visit him briefly this evening, if possible.”

“Is that so? Please inform him that I will visit after dinner.”

“Yes, and he also requested that you bring two of your guard knights with you.”

“I will do so.”

Though Raul was in disguise, it was natural that the marquis would see through it. Raul was well aware that an unseen shadow had always been watching over Ken, harbored at the consent of both parties.

“You heard that, Sir Ken? Make sure to prepare and join me this evening.”

“Ah, but wouldn’t it be better if Sir Dalton and Sir Josh went instead?”

Ken responded, visibly uneasy.

Raul smiled wryly at Ken’s discomfort.

“Sorry, but that’s not possible. Josh has another task to attend to. Right, Josh?”

“Exactly! Even though I desperately want to accompany the master, I have urgent tasks that I must handle first. Please ensure you take good care of the master in my stead.”

Josh replied, quick-wittedly turning Raul’s comments into an imaginary duty.

“See you later then.”

“M-Master, wait a moment….”

Ken’s face fell, but his plea was ignored by everyone.

(To be continued)
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“Ho-ho. So, you’re Raul?”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Count Ashton’s family and the lord of the First Estate.”

Marquis Fidel de Greer, whom Raul met for the first time, had a very strong impression. His sunburned bronze skin and white beard gave him a distinctly different feel from average nobles. At 58 years old, his body was a mass of muscle, exuding an overwhelming presence. Moreover, despite it being November and winter approaching, the marquis greeted Raul in a half-open short-sleeved shirt and tight shorts that clung to his lower body.

‘I think I understand why our families get along so well.’

Raul thought that if his eldest brother, Dylan, had come instead of him, the marquis’s laughter would have been even more hearty.

“I’ve heard stories about you stirring up the kingdom lately. Though I haven’t seen it myself, it sounds like quite the exhilarating tale. Hahaha.”

The marquis briefly spoke of the rumors about Raul in the kingdom, to which Raul responded modestly.

“So, how is your father? Since we’ve been isolated, I haven’t heard much news.”

“Thanks for your concern, he has greatly recovered and resumed his training.”

“That’s good to hear. We need strong-willed friends like him to keep this kingdom steady.”

It seemed Marquis Fidel and Count Melvin, Raul’s father, were quite close. Fidel reminisced about his younger days and adventures with Count Melvin before he inherited his family title.

“…I never imagined we wouldn’t see each other for this long. I hope we can arrange a get-together soon.”

“Understood. I will convey this to my father and coordinate a suitable time.”

“Good. You must have had a tiring journey. Please feel at home during your stay.”

“Thank you for your hospitality.”

As the conversation seemed to conclude, the marquis’s eyes momentarily shifted to the knights behind Raul.

“Are those your men?”

“Ah, apologies for the late introductions. They are my academy classmates and friends helping me out. Let me introduce them.”

“Greetings! Dalton de Templeton, senior Knight of the First Knight Order.”

“Oh, Templeton? Are you related to the Sword Sage?”


“He is my grandfather.”

“My, I didn’t recognize such a distinguished guest. The future of the duchy looks promising with you.”

The marquis patted Dalton on the shoulder, exchanging pleasantries.

Next was Ken.

“…I’m Ken. I hold the position of Senior Knight in the First Knight Order.”

“…I see.”

Ken and the marquis shared a brief eye contact before Ken averted his gaze slightly. The marquis hesitated for a moment before patting Ken’s shoulder a few times and slowly turned away.

“You have admirable friends. I hope you strive towards your dreams together.”

Thus concluded the meeting with the marquis.

*

“Do I really have to go out?”

Ken asked Raul, looking slightly disgruntled.

“Yes, you have to go.”

“Haah, you know my situation well. Must it really be this way?”

“Yep, it absolutely must.”

Raul grinned, appearing oblivious to Ken’s protest. For the first time, Ken found Raul’s demeanor quite irksome.

“You know this tournament isn’t just for friendly competition. What if things do turn out the way the rumors suggest?”

Since the territorial wars had halted, attention had shifted towards the marquis’s tournament. According to the information Kane gathered, besides Marquis McNeil’s and Count Randal’s families, many previously dormant powerful families had converged on the marquis’s estate for the birthday celebration and tournament. The reason was a circulating rumor:

The winner of this tournament could become the son-in-law of Marquis Greer.

In other words, they could marry the marquis’s only daughter, Kaylee (Ken). Although this had been confirmed as not entirely true, Marquis Greer stated, “I have never attached such a condition. However, if a tournament winner proves to be a worthy contender, I might consider them as a potential son-in-law.”


Within the marquis’s household, this rumor spread as almost a fact. Ken, upon hearing this, had furiously rejected the notion, saying, ‘That will never happen.’

But, as they say, no one can predict the future. How long she could keep hiding her identity and avoid the marquis’s family was anyone’s guess.

‘The marquis’s wife is certainly a problem.’

Marquis Greer had two wives. His first wife, the legitimate lady, bore him a son, Sean, and a daughter, Kaylee.

However, she passed away from illness when they were young. His current wife, the second marchioness, bore him two sons. The elder was Raul’s age at sixteen, while the younger was fourteen, set to reach adulthood next year.

The issue was that both brothers were subpar in qualities. Though physically gifted, they lacked patience and perseverance, failing to meet even the average accomplishments of their peers. Thus, when the eldest son Sean went missing, there were murmurs that Kaylee should inherit the marquisate instead.

It was likely that Kaylee’s concealment of her identity and running away were linked to this situation.

‘To think they’re still trying to marry off their daughter after all these years. Should I call it tenacious or just stubborn?’

According to Kane’s investigation, the source of the rumors was the marquis’s wife herself, probably aiming to remove obstacles that threatened her sons’ inheritance.

“Foolish move.”

“Excuse me?”

“No, just talking to myself.”

She didn’t realize that she might be bringing a wolf into the house. Even though the marquis would likely intervene, if such an event occurred, it would be a significant blow to their family’s reputation.

Just then, Ken spoke in a slightly sulky tone.

“If you’re that worried, why don’t you just participate yourself?”

“Uh? Me? That would be cheating. Besides, having you step forward would be a better look, don’t you think?”

Raul planned to use this tournament to reveal that the marquis’s lost spear techniques had been restored. If he presented them instead of Ken, a family member, it might create unnecessary complications.

However, Ken was not pleased with Raul’s response.

“Ah, you’re just too much!”

Ken stormed out, her face flushed with anger. Raul looked bewildered.


“Did I do something wrong? Did I tease her too much?”

Josh sighed deeply and remarked, “Haah, it seems even perfect people have flaws. Not understanding a woman’s heart means you’re living without knowing half the world. I’ll take my leave as well.”

With Josh also leaving the room, Raul scratched his head in confusion.

“What on earth was that about?”

*

The issue of Ken participating in the tournament was settled quickly the next day, due to the identities of some of the participants in the main tournament.

“Count Randal’s fourth son, haphael, has registered for the tournament.”

“Haphael? The same Haphael I know?”

“Yes, the one we met in Thurium.”

The qualifications for participating in the tournament were being under 30 years old and a Ruben Kingdom national. Preliminary rounds for general participants had been conducted earlier, and prestigious families in the kingdom had received direct entry recommendations for the finals.

“As far as I know, isn’t he already married?”

“Yes, he has two wives already.”

“What a scumbag.”

Raul cursed without realizing it. The head of the Randal household was said to have nearly ten wives and dozens of children, and it seemed the son was following in his father’s footsteps.

Furthermore, haphael had once faced humiliation at the hands of Raul’s eldest brother, Dylan, during the capital’s bloodline rebellion incident and had fled.

‘Who would have thought I’d meet him here again.’

“The McNeil Marquisate has fielded two participants, one of whom is Favian de McNeil.”

“Is that true?!”

Before Raul could even react, Ken shot up and shouted.

“Favian de McNeil, currently 24 years old. He is the youngest son of the current head, Marquis Clifford. He’s highly favored by his father. Notably, he was an academy classmate of Sean de Greer, the heir of the Greer Marquisate…”

“That’s enough. I know what type of person he is.”

“How… how could this be…!”

Ken clenched his fists, trembling with what could only be fury.

“This is way worse than Haphael; we’re dealing with a real villain here.”

Sometimes life feels stranger than fiction, and this was one of those moments. The man who had driven Ken’s brother Sean to his death was now shamelessly trying to claim Ken as well.

‘This is a plot right out of some third-rate drama.’

Favian might be participating in the tournament just for entertainment, all while mocking the unsuspecting family members for not realizing the cause of Sean’s demise.

“I will participate in the tournament.”

Ken’s growling voice echoed in the room.

“Well, that was the plan. …Just don’t kill him. This isn’t the place for that.”

Ken met Raul’s gaze and nodded quietly.

“And Sir Josh.”

“Yes, master.”

“I have also registered you for the tournament, so make sure you’re ready.”

“Oh, I get to participate as well? Leave it to me!”

Raul allocated the two entry slots given to the Count Ashton’s family to Ken and Josh. He had no intention of meddling in a children’s skirmish at this point, and a nagging premonition pushed him to stay close to the marquis. Additionally, having his knights gain fame was akin to elevating his own status.

‘This is going to be an interesting tournament.’

Raul’s eyes sparkled as he looked at his two knights, each projecting contrasting auras.

*

Before the tournament finals, a celebration banquet for Marquis Fidel’s birthday took place. The grand hall of the marquis’s castle was more than sufficient to accommodate hundreds of guests.

“I am Jeremiah, the second son of Baron Teln. A heartfelt congratulations on your birthday, Your Excellency!”

Representatives from various families approached the marquis, who was seated at the head of the hall, to offer their congratulations and gifts. Despite not having sent out specific invitations, numerous prestigious families had gathered, highlighting the marquis’s reputation.

Just as with any event, the greetings proceeded starting with families of lower ranks. It was clear that the value of the gifts might differ, and starting with expensive ones would burden the families presenting later.

‘It makes sense; the value of the gifts should increase gradually to avoid making the latecomers uncomfortable.’

Enjoying the banquet while observing rare treasures and specialties from various estates was an interesting experience. Raul’s turn soon came as the endless line progressed.

Raul, accompanied by Josh, who carried the gift, walked to the center of the hall.

“Representing the First Viscountcy and Count Ashton’s family, I, Raul de Ashton, extend my sincerest congratulations on your birthday, Your Excellency.”

After some brief pleasantries, Raul’s gift was revealed.

Click.

A splendid box opened to reveal a collapsible trident.

“Oh, what is this?”

“It is a specially crafted trident, commissioned from our family artisans. It’s made from a blend of Armored Scorpion tail from the Gates, mithril, and red steel.”

Raul picked up the central trident shaft and gently infused it with mana, causing the disassembled trident to automatically merge into a single weapon. The combined trident emitted a faint blue aura, garnering everyone’s attention.

“It carries a faint water affinity, making it a fitting weapon for a household that borders the sea.”

Handing the two-handed trident to the marquis, Raul watched as Marquis Fidel admired it with an impressed expression.

“This is magnificent. Truly a masterpiece.”

The fact that it represented the marquis’s symbol, the trident, made it even more appealing to him.

Raul then quietly approached the marquis and whispered, “The real gift will be presented after the tournament.”

The marquis seemed puzzled but couldn’t inquire further due to the ongoing event.

‘He’ll be quite surprised.’

The real gift Raul had prepared was actually a portion of the lost spear techniques of the marquis’s family.

(To be continued)
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“Pfft. I thought a noble family would give an impressive gift, but it’s just a trident? Rumors sure are misleading.”

Raul had just finished presenting his gift and was returning to his seat when he heard an unexpected remark.

‘What is that lump?’

There sat a young man with a massive build, wearing a smug expression.

“Those inland folks sure know how to boast. With that flimsy body, what? Not even worth a punch.”

Despite Raul’s direct gaze, the young man mouthed off like a common thug. Dumbfounded, Raul asked, “Who are you?”

“Ha! You step into the Marquis Greer’s domain and don’t know who I am? Did you leave your manners at the door, you bastard?”

Suddenly, Raul’s mind flashed with someone’s profile.

‘Ah, so that’s who he is?’

Feigning tension, Raul asked, “Are you perhaps Lord Fidel’s eldest son, Travis?”

“That’s right. I’m Travis de Greer. So, now do you feel like showing proper respect?”

Raul approached him and, with a bright smile, softly said, “Why the hell are you swearing and speaking informally to someone you’ve just met, you piece of trash?”

Travis, momentarily stunned, stuttered in confusion.

“Did no one ever teach you basic noble etiquette? Thanks to your distinguished father, you probably received the title of ‘Baron’ upon becoming an adult. But how dare a mere ‘Baron’ speak informally and insult a legitimate Viscount of this kingdom? I’ll overlook it once out of respect for the marquis, but if you have even a shred of intelligence, you won’t run your mouth carelessly again.”

Raul poured out his disdain with a hint of menace.

But then, “What the hell did you just say? You bastard think you can insult me, the heir to the marquisate? Guards! Make this prick kneel before me immediately!”

The audacity of Travis, whether due to ignorance or sheer arrogance, filled the hall with his resounding shout. Raul shrugged and took a step back.

Travis wasn’t officially the heir yet, and publicly badmouthing the Count Ashton’s family was something even Marquis Fidel wouldn’t dare.

As the guards behind Travis hesitated, unsure what to do,

Clatter.


Other knights from the marquisate rushed over.

“Yeah, hurry and make him kneel….”

Surrounding Travis, their leader, dripping with sweat, bowed deeply to Raul and apologized profusely.

“We’re deeply sorry! Please forgive our lord’s ill-mannered behavior when he’s had too much to drink!”

“Are you ignoring my orders?!” Travis bellowed again, oblivious to the situation.

“Silence, you fool!”

Marquis Fidel had approached unnoticed, his face as stern as stone.

“F-Father, that guy dared to insult our marquisate….”

“Why are you still here? Take this idiot away immediately!”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

“Wait, what did I do wrong? Let me go!”

Even as they dragged the over two-meter-tall bulk of Travis away, Marquis Fidel apologized to Raul.

“My apologies. My thoughtless son spoke out of turn. I hope you can forgive him.”

“No, I should apologize for causing a scene over a trivial matter.”

The marquis’s perpetual frown spoke volumes. Meeting him in person, Raul could empathize with his troubles. With a reckless idiot like Travis as an heir, the marquisate’s illustrious name seemed destined for a swift decline.

‘So that’s why. In my past life, the Marquis Greer transferred the title to his nephew rather than his own child.’

The Marquis Greer had left little mark on history, becoming a rather mundane family. Only Ken, having broken free from familial constraints, had made a name as the first female Master.

‘Now, what should I do?’

Raul’s mind raced, contemplating how to secure the marquisate’s cooperation.

***


Except for that small commotion, the first day of the marquis’s celebration banquet concluded smoothly. In the afternoon’s Round of 64 tournament matches, both Ken and Josh easily defeated their opponents.

Observing Ken’s fluid spear movements, the marquis’s expression seemed highly complex. Another person who couldn’t sit still upon seeing Ken was his stepmother, the current marchioness.

‘Why is that child here?’

The present marchioness was displeased with the situation. As a typical noblewoman, she couldn’t stand the thought of Kaylee wielding a spear.

It was expected for a noblewoman to marry a suitor chosen by her parents for the family’s sake. So why had she run away only to return disguised as a man?

‘If other noblewomen find out, they’ll definitely gossip about our family.’

Her biggest fear was that the marquis might suddenly declare Kaylee as his heir.

‘No, that can’t happen.’

Such a development was unimaginable to her. However, the marquis’s recent actions had been hard to trust. He had humiliated their eldest son in front of everyone today.

Rather than support his son, he had bowed to a peer around his son’s age. She couldn’t comprehend it. However, she remained oblivious to her sons’ shortcomings and the origins of those deficiencies.

*

The marquis’s banquet continued for three days, and the tournament was now on its final day. Raul’s unease remained just that, as the event proceeded without incidents.

The tournament had narrowed down to the final eight participants, including Ken and Josh. If the bracket held, Josh would face Haphael from the Randal household in the semifinals, while Ken would face Favian from the McNeil Marquisate.

Just as the last day’s matches were about to begin, an unexpected figure stepped into the arena and shouted.

“I am Travis de Greer, eldest son of the Greer Marquisate. To apologize for my rudeness on the first day and to make the tournament more exciting, I have a proposal!”

Marquis Fidel held his head in frustration.

“What do you say, Viscount Raul? How about a man-to-man duel right here?”

The spectators were intrigued. Despite Raul’s famous reputation, he hadn’t participated in the tournament. Seeing his skills would make for a thrilling spectacle.

Raul, surprised, could only give the marquis a wry smile. Marquis Fidel, being an Expert at the uppermost level aiming for mastery, was well aware of the gap in skill between Raul and Travis.

“What do you think, Marquis?”


Raul asked, intending to respect the marquis’s dignity. If the marquis insisted, Raul was prepared to decline the challenge, even if it meant some slight detriment.

While the marquis hesitated, someone decided to stir the pot.

“What’s there to think about? The boy wants it so badly; why not allow it?”

It was the marchioness. She seemed oblivious to the potential outcome of the duel, confident her son was unmatched. A victory over Raul could significantly boost Travis’s reputation, which was a rare opportunity within their insulated household.

However, she failed to grasp the adage of knowing one’s limits.

“Please, handle him gently.”

Marquis Fidel seemed to have processed many thoughts in that brief moment.

And perhaps, this event completely eliminated Travis from the list of successor candidates. Raul just slightly nodded and descended to the training ground.

“Keuheuheu. I owe you a lot from a few days ago, you XX bastard. I’ll smash those flimsy bones of yours.”

Travis couldn’t wait for the judge to get on the stage and started yapping again.

Raul pulled out a greatsword from his inventory and kept his mouth shut, as if it wasn’t worth responding to him.

“Are you scared? Scared, aren’t you, you XX? You should’ve groveled when I told you to. It’s too late now, even if you apologize, you’re dead, XX.”

Raul realized once again.

‘The world is vast, and there are even more crazy people.’

There was no need to look into his status window.

Raul just stood with the greatsword in hand, waiting for the duel to start.

And as soon as it started, Travis charged at Raul with a large spear that matched his massive body.

“Die!”

Whoosh.

From the momentum alone, it seemed like he could crush a mountain. But for three minutes after that, Raul blocked every swing of the large spear with just one hand on his sword, while standing in place.

The difference in skill was clear to anyone watching. And it wasn’t until three minutes later that Travis realized Raul had no intention of seriously fighting him.

“This bastard dares to ignore me! Now I’m really not holding back!”

Raul frowned.

‘Is this déjà vu?’

Black tattoos covered Travis’s hand, and a mana spear abruptly emerged from the tip of his spear.

Just like Dave from last year’s mansion incident with the ‘Proof of Bloodline’, who had carved the Emperor’s mark on his body and unleashed a fake mana blade, Travis was also drawing out a fake mana spear in front of him.

‘How disgusting.’

Feeling irritated at the sight of the Empire’s remnants here, Raul no longer felt the duel was worth continuing.

Sarak.

“……?”

With a light swing of Raul’s greatsword, Travis’s spear was cut in half.

And before he even realized what had happened.

Bam.

Raul, who had somehow gotten behind him, lightly karate-chopped him, causing Travis’s huge body to collapse onto the ground. The judge was saying something from behind, but Raul ignored it and walked towards the VIP seats.

‘The son of a marquis has the Emperor’s mark engraved on him. What should I make of this?’

The duel was so one-sided that even the spectators couldn’t utter a small cheer. And Travis, who was carried away by knights, was quickly erased from people’s memories.

*

Raul and the Marquis, who had returned to their seats, remained silent for a while. Raul was deep in thought about the traces of the Empire, and the Marquis was troubled because of his reckless wife and sons.

Since the Marquis’s wife had rushed out the moment her son collapsed, silence filled the surroundings for a while. And their silence was broken by Ken.

Before they knew it, the first match had ended and it was Ken’s turn.

“It seems he’s been doing well. The shadows have lifted from his face. He used to rarely smile after her brother disappeared.”

“Some problems tend to be healed by time. It seems he overcame it well on his own.”

“I wonder. It seems to me she met someone who could act as a remedy.”

“…….”

The Marquis smiled for the first time today and continued.

“By the way, what kind of training did she receive to improve so quickly? When she left the family, she was barely able to draw out a mana blade.”

“Isn’t it the result of her own hard work? Moreover, she inherited outstanding talent from you, Marquis.”

“Haa, that’s the problem. That child is exceptionally talented. I can’t help but worry whether the world will accept and recognize her.”

The Marquis seemed more worried because he knew well how female knights were treated on the Connect Continent. But how many people in this world could truly look down on a Master?

“So, please take good care of her. Perhaps it might be better for the child not to return to the family.”

“I’ll remember your words well.”

Raul wondered if he would still think the same after Ken revealed her true self soon.

‘Not that I intend to let her go anyway.’

There was no need to return a talent that would naturally grow into a Master to the Marquis family. Meanwhile, Ken’s opponent for the quarterfinals was stepping onto the training ground.

(To be continued)
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“Wow!”

“Lord Fisher! Show us the power of the Greer Marquisate!”

“Fisher! Fisher!”

Cheers and applause erupted from the audience. The one who appeared as Ken’s opponent was Fisher de Greer. He was the only participant from the Greer Marquisate to make it to the quarterfinals.

“Lord Fisher is quite popular.”

“Yes, he is. After all, he is the most outstanding figure among the new generation of the family. Personally, he is also my nephew and disciple.”

“In fact, we were introduced a few days ago. He seems like a fine man.”

After the banquet on the first day, Fisher came directly to Raul’s lodgings. Initially, it was to apologize for the rudeness of his cousin, Travis, but he also wanted to speak with Raul, the man at the center of all the rumors.

Though it was a short meeting, Raul found him to be a very polite and intelligent individual. His skills were also impressive for his age. At the cusp of Expert Intermediate.

Being called a prodigy for reaching the Expert level in one’s twenties was common, but reaching Intermediate level at the age of twenty-three was quite an achievement.

‘That’s why he would have become the next marquis in his previous life. But….’

The marquis looked down at Fisher with a very proud expression on his face. However, upon realizing that his opponent was Ken, his expression changed to one of slight awkwardness.

“Who do you intend to support?”

Raul asked playfully, causing the marquis to clear his throat.

“Ahem, well, this duel will likely be beneficial for Ken as well. Fisher has already inherited most of the family’s spear techniques.”

It seemed the marquis was under the impression that Fisher would win. After all, Ken had only shown skills at the entry-level of Expert, so it was a reasonable assumption.

‘To be honest, Ken participating in this tournament might seem like a significant mismatch.’

Who could have imagined?

At just eighteen years old, and in a woman’s body no less, she had already reached the upper levels of being an Expert.

Thanks to inheriting the essence of her family’s founder, Jeremiah, in the dungeon of Zeinak, she had undoubtedly received a stroke of fortune, but luck is also a skill, isn’t it?


Raul was secretly curious about how the people of the Marquisate would react when they discovered her true abilities.

*

Clang, clang! Clang!

Sparks flew as spears clashed on the training ground. Both participants used spears almost three meters long, making the 30m by 30m training ground seem cramped.

Before long, mana spears had emerged from their spears.

‘It seems it’s too difficult to manage with just basic spear techniques.’

Ken sighed inwardly. Not wanting to reveal her identity, she had been using only the basic spear techniques of the First Knights instead of her family’s spear techniques.

It had been sufficient for the previous matches, but it seemed she had reached her limit.

‘Fisher has also greatly improved in skill, hasn’t he?’

Her relationship with her cousin Fisher wasn’t bad either. When she was younger, she often played with her older brother Sean and her cousins.

But that didn’t mean she could lose here. She needed to advance to meet the next opponent.

“Your spear technique is quite faithful to the basics, but if that’s all there is, this duel doesn’t seem to need to continue.”

Fisher respectfully took a step back and said. Of course, what he meant was that she should reveal what she was hiding, rather than suggesting she surrender.

“Hoo.”

With a sigh, Ken finally made up her mind.

“Then, I will face you properly as well.”

Ken then revealed a unique stance, holding the spear at the two-thirds point with her left hand supporting and her right hand pressing down.

It was a distinctive grip that pointed the spear tip toward the ground from shoulder height. It was precisely the 『Fury Wave』 spear technique of the Greer Marquisate.

“As expected, you are from the main family!”

Both of them took the same stance, almost like a mirror image of each other. The audience, too, erupted in commotion upon noticing the same.


Murmur.

“Who is that?”

“Is there someone else in the main family who reached Expert level at that age?”

“Why is she in the First Knights?”

Amidst the curious whispers, some sharp-eyed individuals seemed to recognize her identity.

‘Could it be…?’

‘Is she Lady Kaylee, the Marquis’s daughter…?’

Leaving the commotion behind, Fisher began to move in earnest.

“Well then, here I come. If you are from the main family, I see no need to hold back.”

Whirrrrr.

Fisher’s spear vibrated roughly, swirling with mana-infused wind around it.

Whizzz.

And the same was true for Ken’s spear. Fisher’s eyebrows twitched as he thrust his rotating spear towards Ken multiple times.

“Hyaa!”

Crack!

Bang! Bang!

The mana vortex reminiscent of a small tornado clashed, shaking the training ground.

Ken neutralized Fisher’s attacks by precisely countering his spearhead.

“Impressive. Then how about this!”

Suddenly, Fisher’s spear wavered up and down and extended from left to right.


Whoosh.

A blue mist-like aura flowed from his spear, rippling below his waist.

“Oh! That’s an excellent wave!”

“Such fluid transformation of the mana blade! As expected of Fisher!”

While the bloodline and knights of the Marquisate exclaimed in admiration, Fisher’s spear glowed blue.

“This is a dangerous technique, be sure to avoid it well!”

Swoosh!

Fisher’s spear flew towards Ken in a small circle, and the blue wave of mana that had been rippling followed, surging up to waist height.

‘Hmph.’

Despite the intimidating attack, Ken calmly steadied her breath and gripped her spear tightly.

Whir, whir!

In the blink of an eye, she sliced through the air in a cross motion, and a wave of blue mana similar to Fisher’s ripple around her spear. Then.

“Hah!”

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom Boom!

Like drawing a crown, the mana waves burst forth following Ken’s spear as she slashed left to right.

The difference between the two was that Fisher’s wave was one large, singular wave, while Ken’s was a series of slightly smaller, but continuous waves.

Jump!

Witnessing this scene, the people from the Marquisate stood up with wide eyes.

“Could that be?”

“Is that really ‘that technique’!”

And the victor of the colliding waves of mana was Ken.

Fisher’s wave managed to withstand the second wave but collapsed under the third wave.

“Ugh! Grrr!”

Despite Fisher’s efforts to hold out, the mana wave engulfed him, grabbed him, and threw him out of the training ground.

“The winner is Ken of the First Knights!”

When the judge’s verdict was announced, Ken quietly withdrew her spear and stepped down from the training ground. Whether from shock or the impact of being pushed out of bounds, Fisher couldn’t bring himself to get up for a while.

And the audience still seemed too stunned to cheer, their murmuring showing no signs of stopping.

“Did I really see what I just saw?”

Naturally, Marquis Fidel couldn’t hide his disturbed expression. The technique Ken showcased at the end. It was one of the lost spear techniques of the Greer family from decades ago.

“How is this possible? Why does that child know that technique?”

“First, please calm down. And you should address the audience first, I think.”

Raul spoke calmly, snapping the Marquis back to his senses.

“How does an outsider know the main family’s secret techniques?”

“Shouldn’t we capture her immediately and make her confess?”

“But is it really that lost technique?”

The atmosphere in the audience was tense. The restoration of the lost spear technique was a long-held wish of the Marquisate, and there were already murmurs of unrest.

“Everyone, be quiet!”

The Marquis stepped forward to pacify the audience.

“… The main family will handle this matter, so no one is to act individually! Commander, continue with the tournament!”

“Yes, sir!”

Only after the Marquis spoke did the audience begin to calm down. However, their curiosity was not easily dispelled.

“So, what on earth happened?”

The Marquis asked Raul, but Raul just smiled.

“I’ll explain after the tournament.”

“Haha, I see. Ah? Could this be the ‘real gift’ you mentioned a few days ago?”

“Haha, why don’t you enjoy the tournament for now? The participants are fighting for your entertainment; it would be a shame not to watch them properly.”

“Hmm. You better explain everything later.”

It seemed the shocking event had briefly made him forget that his disciple had been defeated by his daughter.

‘Well, all’s well that ends well.’

Raul simply enjoyed the tournament.

*

The quarterfinal matches concluded. As expected, the four spots in the semifinals were taken by Josh and Ken from the First Knights, haphael from the Count Randal’s Household, and Favian from the McNeil Marquisate.

The first match of the semifinals was Josh vs. Haphael.

In broader terms, it was a matter of pride between the Count Ashton’s family and the Count Randal’s Household. Given that it was a match between prestigious martial families, the audience’s interest was intense.

“Was it Sir Josh? He looks quite young. How old is he?”

“Yes, he’s twenty-two this year. He’s a very talented friend.”

“Hoo, it seems you have many young and skilled subordinates around you. So, which family is he from?”

“Well, rather than from a family, he’s from a mercenary background.”

“Are you saying he’s a commoner?”

The Marquis looked quite surprised. Reaching the level of an Expert at such a young age required not only talent but also systematic training.

It was rare for a commoner to meet these conditions, so the Marquis’s surprise was understandable.

‘Without the support of the Connect System, this rapid growth would have been difficult.’

But that wasn’t something he could say out loud.

“I seem to have a knack for attracting talent. And while recruiting, I’ve found that there are many talented individuals even among commoners.”

“Ha ha, is that so?”

As they conversed, Josh and Haphael were clashing fiercely on the battlefield.

“Hmph. The swordsmanship of the Ashton household is no match for me!”

“Is that so? I beg to differ.”

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Haphael was showcasing the secret technique of the Randal household, ‘Shooting Star’, in a dazzling display.

The combination of his rapier and main gauche led to an unending stream of linked attacks, and the barrage of red sword qi pouring down like a meteor seemed as if it would pierce through Josh at any moment.

However, Josh’s movements were equally formidable. Overcoming the clumsy motions of a two-handed greatsword with the resourcefulness typical of a mercenary, he managed to hold his ground.

As if prepared in advance, the sword stoppers (a type of vambrace shield attached to the forearms) were enough to deflect the rapier’s blows that attempted to sneak in through openings.

Additionally, the erratic elbow strikes, kicks, and headbutts were disrupting Haphael’s balance.

“You despicable bastard. Fight with honor using proper swordsmanship if you call yourself a knight!”

“Despicable techniques? These are legitimate close combat techniques recorded in the combat manuals.”

Besides, what was the point in talking about honor and disgrace when victory was at stake?

‘I haven’t even used any truly despicable techniques yet….’

For Master Raul’s sake, he was refraining from using typical mercenary tricks like spitting in the opponent’s eyes or kicking dust onto their feet.

“I guess if you lack skill, you have to resort to such petty tricks. Now I see the level of someone like Raul for taking you under his wing.”

“What did you say? Which mouth dares to insult my Master?”

In an instant, Josh’s demeanor completely changed. Up until now, he had been wholly defensive, but now he intended to go on the offensive.

“Heh heh heh, what will you do if you get angry? Do you think I’ll let myself be hit by that slow two-handed greatsword like a bear?”

But the next moment, haphael had no choice but to swing his sword without uttering another word. Because the apparently clumsy two-handed greatsword of Josh had separated into two swords, becoming dual blades.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Josh, being a former mercenary, had no reason to be confined to the swordsmanship of the Ashton household.

Due to his role as the representative of the Ashton household, he had been using their swordsmanship, but his true specialty was not greatsword techniques.

“Hah! Take that!”

The swordsmanship Josh developed combined the dual blade techniques from the Duke Templeton, taught by Dalton, and elements of the Infinity Sword taught by Raul.

It was a style uniquely his own, fluid and ever-changing, and it was too difficult for Haphael, who lacked extensive battle experience, to handle.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

As a result, before fifty exchanges had passed, Josh’s two blades were poised at Haphael’s neck.

“Kuh.”

“The winner is Sir Josh of the First Knights!”

“Wow!”

Exclamations of admiration erupted from the audience. Josh then sheathed his swords and leaned in to whisper to Haphael.

“Never insult my Master in front of me again.”

And so, the first semifinal match concluded with Josh’s victory.

(To be continued)
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At last, the long-awaited semifinal match between Ken and Favian was upon her. Though her face showed a calm expression, the veins on the back of her hands gripping the spear shaft were bulging red.

‘I will make him pay.’

With determination, she stepped onto the training ground. However…

“We are announcing that Sir Favian de McNeil has forfeited the match, granting Sir Ken a bye to the finals!”

At the judge’s announcement, Ken could only stand there with a vacant expression. At that time, in the VIP seats with the Marquis:

Tap, tap, tap.

A young man accompanied by several escort knights approached the Marquis.

“Sir Favian, what is the meaning of this? Forfeiting?”

The Marquis asked with a puzzled expression, to which Favian, who was somewhat handsome, replied with a regretful look.

“Unfortunately, something urgent has come up at the main house, and I must return. I apologize for not being able to stay until the end.”

“Is that so? It can’t be helped. Thank you for coming all this way. Pass my regards to your family head.”

“Understood. I’ll make sure to visit again when I get the chance.”

As he bowed and turned to leave, Favian’s eyes met Raul’s. Favian gave a sly smile and then left without any hesitation. Raul watched Favian’s shameless face and clicked his tongue inwardly.

‘What issue? He’s just cutting his losses because he looks likely to lose. Ken must be feeling quite vexed.’

However, he couldn’t help but think it seemed unnecessary to leave right now. There were many other excuses to give up without having to leave altogether.

「Kane, assign someone to follow them and find out what they’re up to.」

「Understood. I also noticed some suspicious individuals entering the arena slightly late.」

「Suspicious individuals?」

「Yes, they had cloaks on, which isn’t too unusual, but their faces were expressionless, almost like dolls.」

「Track their location and inform the knights. If they show any suspicious behavior, subdue them. I’ll take responsibility.」


「Yes, Master.」

Finishing the guild communication, Raul frowned as he recalled something.

‘Could it be those guys showing up already?’

It had been nearly a year since the players appeared. While it wasn’t strange for something new to emerge around this time, he hadn’t expected it so soon.

At that moment, Rabel, who had just returned from the Skill Codex, appeared with a serious expression.

“Raul, there’s something strange about this arena.”

“What do you mean?”

“On the surface, it looks like it only has standard reinforcement and recovery magic circles, but I think there’s something else beneath them. I need to investigate.”

“Be careful. There might be someone who can notice your presence.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll let you know as soon as I find something.”

With that, Rabel disappeared somewhere in the arena.

‘I should have called her out earlier instead of letting her indulge in her passion for power armor-related magic circles.’

Though the tournament was nearing its conclusion and the banquet was on its final day, there was an unsettling feeling gathering.

*

The final match ended with Ken’s overwhelming victory. Josh attempted to find an opening using his unconventional dual-blade technique, but it was futile.

On top of her solid foundation of traditional training, Ken had the robust advanced spear techniques of a prestigious family supporting her, making it difficult for the still-developing Josh to compete effectively.

In addition, at the upper level of Expert, she could project mana spears.

The already considerable reach of her spear made it hard for Josh to close the distance, and with mana spears flying from a distance, he struggled even to dodge.

In the end, a completely drained Josh was swept out of the ring by a mana wave, concluding the match. Moreover, before the final match began, rumors about Ken’s true identity had started as mere speculation but eventually became a certainty.

By the time the match ended, everyone in the arena knew her true identity.


“Wow!”

“Lady Kaylee, that was an amazing victory!”

“A genius has emerged from our Greer Marquisate!”

“Long live Lady Kaylee!”

Ken stood on the training ground, too overwhelmed by her emotions to move.

“See? Everyone is so happy. What were you so worried about? Instead of standing there in a daze, how about waving to them?”

Josh, who had dusted himself off and gotten up, said with a broad smile. Just as he said, there was no trace of animosity toward a female knight from any part of the audience.

Instead, they were cheering with joy at having an outstanding knight from their family. It seemed like the audience had completely forgotten about her being a woman, her age, and her past of running away from home.

“How about it? Does it feel like you’ve finally returned home?”

Raul asked as he walked onto the training ground. Ken nodded slightly. While trying to appear calm on the surface, her heart must have been swelling with emotions.

“Now that your true identity is revealed, how about making peace with the Marquis?”

Raul suggested subtly, prompting Ken to look towards the VIP seats. There, her father, the Marquis, was seen descending the steps, seemingly to prepare for the award ceremony.

“But… but will he forgive me?”

Whether it was intentional or not, she had fled from a marriage arrangement her father had set up. In doing so, she had tarnished the family’s honor, and she felt she didn’t have the face to see her father.

“Forgiveness? For something like this? Moreover, you’ve returned as an accomplished knight.”

Achieving upper-level Expert status at the age of 18 is remarkable. Other than Raul, perhaps no one else on the continent had attained such a rapid accomplishment.

As if to prove Raul’s point, the Marquis’s face was filled with pride and satisfaction even from a distance. While it seemed like everything would wrap up warmly, Raul’s intuition was not wrong.

Boom!

“Ahh!”

“Screaah!”


Screams erupted as an explosion went off in one part of the audience stands.

“What’s happening!”

Bang! Boom!

“Save us!”

“A person… a person exploded!”

Explosions and splattered blood were occurring all over the vast audience stands that could accommodate thousands.

‘These madmen!’

In Raul’s sight, the torso of a knight began to swell.

“Get down!”

As he shouted, he stretched his hand out, using psychokinesis to throw the swelling knight into the air above the audience.

Boom!

The knight, whose body had swollen like a balloon, exploded mid-air, scattering flesh, bones, and armor fragments in all directions.

Thud, thud, thud.

The red fragments were stopped by the psychokinetic barrier that Raul had erected, creating a crimson canopy above the crowd.

“Tattoo! Block the mana roads created by the tattoos! If not, their bodies will explode!”

Raul shouted with all his might as he opened a guild communication line.

「All First Knights, equip your power armor! Knights, keep an eye on anyone whose body appears to be deforming in the audience. Ken and Josh, protect the Marquis!」

「Understood, Master!」

Immediately, the twenty knights who had been guarding Raul donned their power armor and leapt into various parts of the stands.

They used their armored shields to cover the exploding individuals, preventing the shrapnel from reaching the audience.

‘I never thought they’d carry out such an indiscriminate terror attack like this! I was too complacent.’

The Emperor’s Mark.

A mysterious tattoo that amplified abilities and elevated one’s level without much effort. But the price for that was exactly this.

When the spellcaster pulls the trigger, it turns into a ‘human mana bomb,’ a devilish trap.

Previously, when dealing with the Imperial Hounds, there were almost no ordinary people with the Emperor’s Mark (black tattoo from the Emperor’s Insignia).

Naturally, they wouldn’t immediately sacrifice their own forces, so it was manageable.

But here…

‘Focusing on seclusion and training has backfired.’

The news that the Empire’s intelligence agency had resumed its activities hadn’t properly reached them, and those desperate for growth easily fell for the temptation.

Many of the knights and soldiers stationed in the arena were falling victim to the Emperor’s Mark. So far, only those with low levels and tattoos close to their hearts had exploded, but the real problem was yet to come.

‘The more mana one possesses, the more powerful the mana bomb.’

「Rabel, where are you?」

「Ah, Raul. I was just about to contact you. There’s something hidden beneath the training ground! And there’s a cleverly placed barrier behind the magic circle; it seems intended to block entry to the arena.」

It seemed like they had prepared many things for today. But the immediate fires needed to be extinguished first.

「Sorry, but I need you to help here first. Can you come here and set up a barrier?」

「If it’s a temporary barrier, I can make one right away. I’m on my way!」

Judging by the explosions happening all around, it seemed they were sending the detonation signal from a distance, not directly activating the self-destruct switches.

In that case, the solution was simple. Either deal with the spellcaster or block the signal from reaching the targets.

Drrrr.

Raul drew his sword, planted it into the training ground, and ran while drawing a large circle.

「Send anyone showing self-destruct signs but still having some time left to where I am!」

Raul opened the magic circle blueprint Rabel urgently sent him on one side of his vision, then leapt into the air and released his mana sword.

Swish! Swish!

The golden mana sword cut across the training ground floor, creating a massive magic circle.

“Well done! Leave the rest to me.”

Arriving in the meantime, Rabel pulled out her staff and began breathing life into the incomplete magic circle. Raul then sheathed his weapon and focused all his senses.

“Hah!”

As Raul spread his arms and shouted.

“Ugh, what’s this?”

“What now?”

Dozens of people, clutching parts of their bodies in agony, floated up and were drawn towards Raul.

Thud, bang, bump.

Raul shouted at the tattoo victims who were tossed a bit roughly.

“Hold out inside the barrier as long as you can until we deal with the spellcaster! If you step outside the barrier, I can’t help you anymore.”

More victims arrived, escorted by the knights. Soon, the temporary barrier was packed with over a hundred people.

“Hah, the pressure has finally eased.”

“Damn it. I thought I was going to die.”

As the spellcaster’s command was blocked, the pace of mana overload rapidly slowed down. Thanks to that, the explosions that had covered the arena began to subside. But…

‘Too many have been sacrificed.’

In those few minutes, over hundreds of innocent citizens had been sacrificed. Nearly one-third of the Marquis’ knights and almost half of the soldiers assigned to secure the arena had been incapacitated.

Fortunately, the Marquis and the VIPs seemed to have escaped significant harm, but the real attack was just beginning.

「Master! Those suspicious figures we spotted earlier, they are demonic soldiers! And now the Empire’s intelligence operatives are approaching the outskirts of the arena. Be careful!」

As soon as Kane’s warning came through, various demonic soldiers began pouring out from the stands’ passageways.

“Grr!”

“Awooo!”

Clang! Clang!

“A mon-monster!”

“Where did these come from?”

The Marquisate soldiers and knights, who were encountering Imperial demonic soldiers for the first time, were in disarray.

Moreover, the spectators who hadn’t managed to evacuate yet were running around the stands, screaming, making the place a complete madhouse.

“Everyone, calm down! Knights, focus on dealing with those monsters, and soldiers, prioritize protecting the spectators! Blue Spear Knights, follow me!”

With the Marquis taking charge, the chaos began to subside.

Despite the surprise attack, the prestige of the noble house was evident.

Just as the Count Ashton’s family had the Golden Bear Knights, the Greer Marquisate had the Blue Spear Knights.

Once the Marquis’s elite guard, composed of warriors at Intermediate Expert level and above, joined the fray, the simple demonic soldiers were pushed to the periphery.

“Evacuate the citizens immediately! We must not increase the number of casualties!”

Soldiers were sent to check the passages leading out of the arena, but…

“All exits are blocked! It seems something invisible is preventing anyone from passing.”

At the same time, black-armored knights were beginning to enter the arena.

‘Those uniforms…! How did the Empire’s men get here?’

This arena was located right outside the inner castle, in the heart of the Marquisate’s capital. Seeing the Imperial knights appear in such a central location, the Marquis bit his lip.

A troubling realization filled his mind.

‘Who could have betrayed us…!’

However, there was no time to ponder such questions.

Inside the arena, the black-armored Imperial knights and the blue-armored Marquisate knights were facing off, while the spectators, many still unable to evacuate, filled the stands.

At that moment, someone among the Imperial knights began walking out slowly and spoke:

“Oh dear. To think so many have survived, this is troublesome indeed.”

The owner of the brass mask, 5th of the Imperial Hound executives, revealed himself.

(To be continued)
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“Is it you? The one who committed these heinous acts?”

The voice of Marquis Greer, filled with anger, echoed as No. 5 twisted his lips beneath his mask and laughed loudly.

“Pfffft, hahahaha! This is quite a sight, quite a sight indeed! Hahahahaha!”

“What a madman!”

“I just can’t suppress my laughter, Marquis. The revival of your family? Restoring the pride of your noble house? After all that training and seclusion, what do you have to show for it?”

No. 5 gestured broadly toward the arena, then clasped his hands before making a ‘pop’ sound with his lips.

“You insolent dog! Do you dare mock the Marquis family with your cowardly tricks?”

“The head of the house who doesn’t even know what’s happening under his own feet. Knights foolish enough to accept unverified procedures under the guise of reaching new heights. Who is to blame here, really?”

While Marquis Greer and No. 5 exchanged heated words, the battle entered a brief lull. Soldiers and some knights of the family were protecting the spectators in the upper stands, while armored soldiers targeted them.

In the arena below, imperial knights in black armor and agents faced off against the Marquis’s knights in blue armor.

And around the barrier set up by Raul, Raul and the First Knights were standing guard.

‘So, they finally brought in the Type-3 soldiers.’

Raul’s expression hardened.

<Imperial Soldier>

『Level』: 61

*Type: Cranen Empire Type-3 Soldier

『Affiliation』: Imperial Hound Greer Branch

*Status: Berserk, hardened

*Traits: Camouflage, Mana Transformation, Armor Integration

Type-2 soldiers couldn’t act autonomously without a commanding master near them. And their appearance clearly marked them as something other than human.


‘But Type-3s are different.’

They looked almost identical to ordinary people, though a bit suspicious. They could operate autonomously without a master’s commands.

They had the special ability to integrate with their weapons and armor. And considering they used mana, they were formidable opponents. Fortunately, there weren’t many Type-3 soldiers yet.

Only about thirty had appeared here. But their numbers and frequency of appearance would likely increase.

‘When the war with the empire begins, they will be a core part of the Imperial forces.’

The Cranen Empire did not have the population or land mass to boldly declare war on the continent without such soldiers.

「Kane, what’s the status of external reinforcements?」

「No more are heading towards the arena.」

「I see. What about the movements of the Marquis’s knights and soldiers?」

「After receiving our message, they are rushing to gather at the arena. However, it will take some time to breach the barrier.」

Raul furrowed his brows, hearing the report.

‘Something’s odd.’

Given the current situation, it was true that the Imperial Hound’s forces had a slight advantage. The Marquis’s knight forces numbered around 150, excluding those incapacitated by inscriptions.

In contrast, the Imperial Hound had about 100 knights, 30 Type-3 soldiers, and over 200 Type-2 soldiers who could use mana blades.

Considering that regular soldiers were almost irrelevant in this battle, they were outnumbered.

‘Qualitatively, the empire can’t be certain of victory either. And the barrier can’t hold indefinitely, so reinforcements from the Marquis will join eventually.’

But the demeanor of that brass-masked man was baffling. It felt like they were the ones dragging their feet, not the Imperial Hound.

‘There must be some other hidden intentions…’

Recalling the various strategies employed by the empire in his past life, Raul began issuing commands through the guild communication network.

***


‘Foolish things!’

Marquis Fidel de Greer, despite his enraged appearance as he looked at the Imperial soldiers in the arena, was coolly assessing the situation in his mind.

To be honest, when his subordinates started exploding, he was too shocked to think clearly. If the explosions had continued and the Imperial forces had appeared then,

‘It really could have been dangerous.’

But thanks to Viscount Raul and the First Knights, their ploy was thwarted midway. Though their forces were significantly weakened by the underhanded tactics, the family’s strength remained sufficient.

He believed the Greer family wasn’t so weak as to be undone by a few Imperial dogs lurking in the shadows.

‘You should have never revealed yourselves.’

If they had continued to secretly erode the Greer family with tattoos and waited for an opportunity, things might have been different.

But now that it had come to a direct confrontation, Marquis believed none of them would escape alive.

“I’ve heard enough nonsense. Brave knights of the Greer Marquisate! Annihilate the enemies!”

“At your command!”

The knights in blue armor brandished their spears and charged at the enemies.

As their spears emitted a blue mana spear and gathered together, a faint charge mantle, similar to a knightly charge despite being on foot, formed.

The intense flow of mana seemed capable of sweeping away the Imperial knights.

Rumble.

Boom!

“Gurgh!”

“What in the world is that?”

The ground in the knights’ path shook, and a massive figure suddenly emerged, taking the charge mantle head-on.

Whoosh!


Thud! Bang!

The figure swung a battle axe, sending the lead knights flinging back, spilling blood.

“Huff. Gurgh!”

The monstrous creature swung its battle axe in the air, displaying its presence.

Standing five meters tall, it was a grotesque creature with the head of a toad, the upper body of a human, and the lower body of a lion.

‘Toadlion! Have they already tamed a dungeon guardian?’

Raul bit his lip as he looked at the massive creature. An Imperial beast soldier. A term for weapons created by capturing and utilizing monsters from dungeons and gates.

Beast soldiers, enhanced by various Imperial techniques, had powers surpassing their original ranks and, depending on the controller’s skill, could move like knights.

In essence, they were “anti-superhuman weapons” developed to counter superhuman beings like the kingdom’s masters. The Toadlion before them, a guardian from C or B-rank dungeons, exhibited a presence matching at least an A-rank monster.

“Don’t be intimidated by its appearance! Stay calm and confront it! It’s just a monster!”

At the Marquis’s command, the knights reformed their ranks and attacked the Toadlion.

Boom! Bang!

Mana spears from the knights clashed with mana blades from the beast soldier’s weapons, creating a fierce aftershock. And it wasn’t a good omen.

“Urgh!”

“What strength?”

“Its hide can block our mana spears?”

Despite simultaneously facing over a dozen knights, the beast soldier wasn’t being pushed back. No, it was overwhelming them.

Thud.

“Gah!”

A Blue Spear knight, struck by the weapon, was flung like a pebble and rolled on the ground, spitting blood. Even as an intermediate expert, he couldn’t withstand the simple impact.

“Knights, step back and engage other enemies! Commander, deputy commander, follow me.”

Finally, the Marquis himself moved, leading the top experts of the Greer family. Though they no longer had masters, the martial prowess of the noble house hadn’t disappeared.

The Marquis, along with five knights at the top expert level, charged at the beast soldier.

“Fall, you monster!”

An old knight with a white beard leaped into the air, thrusting a massive, spinning mana spear into the Toadlion’s neck.

The knights were confident that the formidable mana spear conjured by the old knight would fell the beast soldier. However,

Rumble! Clang!

“What’s that? A defensive barrier!”

A precisely formed defensive barrier blocked the spear right in front of the monster.

The same barrier absorbed the Marquis’s and the other knights’ attacks as well.

A thick mana defense shield formed at the point of impact, thwarting their strikes.

“Kekekeke. Bwahahahaha! Do you think you can defeat a weapon designed to fight masters?”

No. 5 laughed heartily with his arms crossed.

“This is a gift! Become the first sacrifices to the beast soldiers!”

With a slight gesture from his hand,

Rumble, boom! Bang!

Two more Toadlions burst through the ground and entered the battlefield.

“…!”

The Marquis’s face darkened slightly. But he quickly issued another command.

“Divide into pairs and confront them. I’ll handle this one.”

While it might be difficult to bring them down quickly, the beast soldiers also wouldn’t easily defeat the knights of the Greer Marquisate.

No matter how enhanced or special the monsters were, they wouldn’t easily overcome the top-tier knights who had trained in martial arts for decades.

‘There’s still much room for improvement.’

Contrary to his boastful words, no. 5 calmly observed the battle and mentally noted the beast soldiers’ shortcomings.

-Although designed as anti-superhuman weapons, he didn’t expect them to actually capture a master just yet.

For now, they were doing their job by holding off the top-tier experts.

‘And will time really be on your side?’

No. 5’s expression was one of confidence.

—

「Do not lift the barrier?」

「Yes. It’s better to keep the arena isolated as it is.」

Rabel was about to deactivate the barrier blocking people’s entry, but Raul stopped her. At first glance, it seemed wise to open the barrier, evacuate the spectators, and allow external reinforcements to enter.

‘But that would be a trap card.’

There was no way to know which of the support troops outside had the Emperor’s brand on their bodies. Having just isolated the dangerous individuals, allowing mana bombs disguised as humans back into the arena could lead to unforeseen consequences.

While the Marquis and the knights fought fiercely, Raul and the First Knights guarded the barrier, effectively preventing enemy approaches.

The Empire, seemingly uninterested in marked sacrificial pawns now exposed, did not press aggressively.

「What about the task I assigned?」

「The counter-magic array? It’s prepared, but will it be useful? The Marquis’s forces barricaded the carriages.」

「That problem will solve itself.」

「… What?」

Rabel tilted her head in confusion, but Raul was already certain.

‘I’ve already assessed your numbers.’

A change would soon sweep the battlefield. And that moment would mark the end of this vile assault. Raul’s eyes burned with a golden flame.

At the same time, somewhere within the castle of the Greer Marquisate,

“Damn it. Why do I have to run these errands…!”

Travis, who had foolishly challenged Raul and lost consciousness, woke up in the castle’s infirmary. Following instructions from an individual he met there, he was now walking somewhere.

‘No matter how much my father ordered it, can’t these kinds of tasks be given to the lower ranks?’

Normally, he wouldn’t have moved unless the Marquis himself commanded it, but having committed an offense, he had no choice.

Grumbling all the way, Travis arrived at the ‘Magic Circle Management Room’ responsible for various magic arrays and devices within the inner castle.

Passing through the heavily guarded checkpoint, he entered the room and spoke to the supervising mage.

“Orders from my father. Immediately disable the coordinate disruption magic circles and barriers set up in the Marquisate to allow portal travel.”

“What? I haven’t received such instructions.”

The mage looked hesitant, and Travis’s irritation grew.

“I told you, I received the command! Marquis McNeil’s guests need to use the portal urgently, so disable it now!”

However, not only the mage but also the knight responsible for security were unyielding.

“Without an order stamped with the seal, or unless the Marquis himself comes, we cannot tamper with the barrier. Even if you’re the eldest son, there are no exceptions!”

“What the hell! Are you saying you don’t trust me?”

Feeling disrespected, Travis reached out to grab the mage by the collar.

Crackle.

“Ugh…? Ouch, it hurts! It hurts!!”

A tattoo on the back of Travis’s hand suddenly swelled up, quickly spreading to his wrist, arm, and shoulder.

“Ouch! It hurts!”

“Sir, please calm down…”

“Call a healer!”

The sudden turn of events left those in the management room at a loss for how to respond. If something happened to Travis, they too might be held accountable.

However, what they feared did not happen. No, it couldn’t happen.

Boom!

Travis’s body exploded, blowing the magic circle management room apart.

(To be continued…)
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Boom! Clang!

“Kill them!”

“How dare these Imperial scum!”

The inside of the arena was pure chaos, with a brawl turning it into a battlefield. Both Imperial soldiers and the Marquis’s knights were clashing while activating their power armors.

“Persistent bastards!”

“This way, we’ll never end this.”

The fight between the beast soldiers and the elite, including the Marquis, continued intensely. There were only three places untouched by the battle:

The spectator sector where the audience was being protected, the stands where No. 5 and the other heads of the assailants were stationed, And the barrier area overseen by Raul.

The spectators were likely left alone because they didn’t influence the battle’s outcome, and Raul’s area remained quiet because it was challenging to attack.

Screech. Whing!

An Imperial soldier who had approached the barrier lost his head to a flying Aura Spear.

Thud! Slice.

Another soldier was decapitated by a crescent-shaped sword Qi.

“Let no one approach! Especially guard against non-beast Imperial soldiers!”

Josh, leading the protective squad, shouted with fierce determination. Around the barrier, Raul, Ken, Josh, and 25 members of the First Knights were maintaining a strict defense.

Among them were also others who seemed out of place….

“This is an opportunity to crush the Imperial scum and elevate our family’s honor! Don’t be overshadowed by the Ashtons!”

Haphael, the fourth son of the Count Randal household, had joined the defensive lines with a dozen of his escort knights. Additionally, the expert-level knights from various delegations visiting to celebrate the Marquis’s birthday had drawn their swords.

As a result, nearly 50 expert-level knights were assembled at the temporary barrier.

“Damn it, shouldn’t we join the Marquis in the fight, Viscount Raul?”


Haphael spoke with a slightly frustrated expression. Though he was from the Randal household, he was courteous enough to address the young Raul with respect and perceptive enough to join forces with Raul without hesitation after the appearance of the Imperial Hound.

‘If the Randal household were only filled with enthusiastic fools, they wouldn’t have become one of the top five noble houses.’

Though Raul didn’t appreciate their rivalry with the Ashton household, he couldn’t deny their genuine strength.

“We need to hold our position. This might be the most crucial spot in the battle.”

Raul responded moderately. As he said, the barrier area might indeed be the most important point in the battlefield. Inside the barrier were potential human mana bombs and guests from various noble houses who couldn’t fight or had lesser skills.

If an Imperial mage managed to trigger a mana bomb, it would cause a massive disaster.

“And we haven’t received approval from the Marquis yet.”

It might seem foolish, but the prestige of a noble house was at stake. Marquis Fidel wanted to resolve the attack within his own house’s power.

If casualties occurred among the guests involved in the fight, it would not only tarnish the Marquisate’s honor but also lead to diplomatic issues.

Of course, the primary reason was the confidence that the Marquisate’s strength was sufficient to fend off the attackers.

“But if we get pushed back on the battlefield, what good is holding this position? Reducing the number of Imperial scum before the equilibrium breaks seems more prudent….”

Haphael expressed dissatisfaction with the current situation. The level of the beast soldiers aside, the other Imperial knights and soldiers were not particularly skilled.

They were mostly at the beginner to early intermediate-level expert.

Naturally, as an intermediate expert, Haphael saw room for significant action.

“If you wish, you can join the battlefield. I am not your superior, baron Haphael. However, it seems the Marquis’s side still has some leeway, so I think it best to conserve our strength for now.”

When Raul told him to do as he pleased, Haphael only grumbled and did not actually rush out. In ambiguous situations like this, those who moved first often ended up taking all the blame.

Raul looked at the battlefield with a bitter smile. He also felt the frustration.

‘Well, this balance won’t last long anyway.’

Just as there was ample force in front of the barrier on their side, the Imperial side had not committed all their forces to the battle.

Around No. 5, several high-ranking Imperial knights, twenty-plus knights, and about thirty robed mages were standing by.


‘They must be determined to bring down the Greer Marquisate.’

The forces they had identified so far far exceeded what a single branch could possess. The reason was unclear. In his previous life, the Greer Marquisate had never faced such an assault.

The best guess was that their operation against the Ashton household had failed, so they targeted the Marquisate as a second option.

‘Or it might be because of Ken’s restoration of the Marquisate’s spear technique….’

What mattered most was that they were confident enough to choose open warfare. At that moment, Raul received a guild communication.

「Master, we have a problem! There’s been an explosion in the inner castle, apparently at the Magic Circle Management Room! Some of the defense magic covering the marquisate has been deactivated, and portal magic is being activated all over the place!」

Kane reported in a somewhat urgent voice. But Raul, as if anticipating the situation, calmly issued orders.

「Understood. Determine the exact number of portals and the situation with the infiltrating enemies. Coordinate with the marquisate’s external forces to minimize damage. Join us here as soon as possible.」

「Yes, Master!」

No sooner had Kane’s report ended than the battlefield began to change.

“What’s that?”

“How come they’re using teleportation? Didn’t we block it?”

The knights and guests from the Marquis’s side began to worry.

Woooooong.

Three swirling black mana teleportation gates appeared behind the stands where No. 5 was positioned.

“Puhuhu, Khahahaha! I didn’t expect things to go so smoothly. Sorry, Marquis. It looks like the Greer Marquisate will shut down today.”

No. 5’s light voice echoed throughout the arena. But the implications were far from light.

Woong.

A swirl of black mana began spewing forth something.

Step, step, step.


Soldiers, mages, and Imperial knights steadily emerged from the three gates. And then, two additional brass-masked figures appeared.

“Is Zero not coming?”

“No reason for him to personally show up, apparently.”

No. 3, responsible for the McNeil Marquisate, responded to No. 5’s question.

“Without any master around, what’s the point? Time for some blood, hehe.”

No. 9 spun his scythe-tipped spear with a sinister grin. The reinforcements from the gates numbered nearly 1,500. 1,000 Type-1 Soldiers, 300 Type-2 Soldiers, 150 Imperial knights, and fifty mages and agents.

The crucial detail was that the gates were still active. This meant they might deploy additional forces as needed.

“Now, it’s round two! Sweep away all these foolish kingdom nobles!”

With No. 5’s shout, the newly arrived forces charged into the battlefield with roars. The situation was undeniably dire.

***

‘Just as expected.’

Raul wasn’t particularly surprised. He had become all too familiar with their methods in his previous life. However, executing the countermeasures required one essential step.

‘Time to make my move.’

Swish.

Raul sheathed the spear he had been holding and drew his specialized sword from his waist. While a spear was convenient for holding formations, Raul’s full power was best unleashed with a sword.

“Ken, take charge of the rear. Don’t let anyone approach the barrier!”

“Yes, Master!”

Thud.

With a graceful movement, Raul kicked off the ground and flew several meters, intercepting the battle axe of a Toadlion who was about to strike the Marquis.

Clang!

“Gurrr?”

The Toadlion’s arms, holding the battle axe aloft like it was celebrating, were abruptly thrown back. Despite raising the weapon, Raul slightly frowned at the recoil he felt through the sword handle.

‘As expected, it packs quite a punch. Even unfinished, it exerts this level of power?’

The heft he felt, despite the activation of his power armor, indicated that this was indeed an anti-master weapon. But Raul’s true goal wasn’t to face the Toadlion.

“Your grace, you understand the situation, don’t you?”

The Marquis, slightly surprised by Raul’s ability to repel the Toadlion so easily, answered a beat later.

“…Of course. Though it’s embarrassing, we’ll need your strength.”

Reputation and pride only mattered as long as survival did. With the enemy reinforcements arriving through the gates, the Marquis couldn’t afford to be stubborn about handling the invaders themselves.

Raul nodded and made one more request.

“If it’s not too much trouble, could I ask for one more favor? With your permission, I’d like to call for reinforcements.”

“Reinforcements? In this situation…?”

The Marquis found Raul’s words puzzling, considering they were currently isolated by the barrier. But there was no room for hesitation.

“You have my permission. In fact, I implore you to do so.”

Just as No. 5 had ominously declared, there was a real risk that the Marquisate would fall. The Marquis couldn’t refuse any help.

“Understood. Please hold out for a moment.”

Raul handed the Toadlion back to the Marquis and walked towards a corner of the arena, gathering his mana.

‘Activate the 『Field of Weapons』!’

Clang, clang!

Hundreds of weapons instantly materialized, forming a wall of steel behind Raul. As Raul channeled his mana, the wall turned golden.

‘Sweep them away.’

With a small gesture from Raul, the golden wave of weapons launched at the enemy.

Boom!

Splat, crash!

“What the…!”

“What’s happening…!”

Within a set range, dozens of Imperial soldiers and knights engaged with the Marquis’s forces were instantly obliterated. As the baffled knights of the Marquis were unknowingly pushed aside,

「Space secured. Rabel, activate it!」

「Got it. Opening now!」

An emerald magic circle on the ground glowed, filling the air with light.

Woosh.

Two massive teleport gates appeared.

‘An eye for an eye. A gate for a gate.’

Reinforcements began to pour out of the gates.

“Master, are you safe?”

Philip emerged first, his face stern and his great sword at the ready.

“Wow, it’s a real mess here!”

“…Plenty of prey.”

Jake and Pierce appeared next.

Following them, Dalton, homer, Davison, Macmillan, Elias, and other high-level experts and 300 knights of the First Knights, along with elite cavalry comparable to training knights, began to step onto the battlefield.

And from another gate emerged.

“Raul! Are you hurt?”

Raul’s eldest brother, Dylan, rushed over to check on him.

“Hoho, this time we can have a proper fight.”

“Arrogant Imperial scum. Not one of them will leave here alive!”

Trevor de Hesse, the commander of the Golden Bear Knights, and Baron Carlo de Ashton, the commander of the Silver Bear Knights, also appeared.

Following them, not only the Ashton household’s elite Golden Bear Knights but also the Silver Bear and Iron Bear knights were coming through the gate.

The situation seemed so unexpected, the Imperial forces, who had been pressing the Marquisate with confidence, visibly hesitated.

“Proud warriors of the Ashton household and Viscount Raul’s forces! Assist our allies, the Greer Marquisate, and obliterate these wretched Imperial dogs!”

“Hurrah!”

The reinforcements Raul summoned charged at the enemies with a roar. With hundreds of power armor users and over a thousand elite soldiers joining the fight, it was obvious which side the victory would favor.

(To be continued…)
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“Damn it! How could this happen?”

“Could it be that information was leaked beforehand?”

No. 5 and No. 3, who were guarding the base, murmured as they watched the enemy reinforcements. Especially from No. 5’s perspective, this was incomprehensible.

‘How on earth did they know teleportation would become possible? And even if they did, how could they deploy a counter-magic circle so quickly?’

While they had prepared magic circles and other measures for a long time, the same couldn’t be said for their enemies.

Setting up a large-scale teleportation magic circle capable of transporting hundreds required at least one 6th-circle mage at both the entry and exit points. Especially to deploy such counter-magic circles ad hoc.

‘At least a 7th-circle mage…! Did the Ashton household hide such a mage?’

He had heard that they recently took over a mage tower, but it was known that the tower lord was only a 6th-circle mage. Regardless, the facts were facts. If things continued this way, they were bound to lose.

“What do we do now? The plan has gone awry.”

No. 3 asked, and No. 5 bit his lip.

“Any contact with Zero?”

“Communication was cut off after he said he was entrusting the operation. He must have gone back into hiding.”

Zero operated deep within the heart of the Lusenberg Kingdom. It was only natural he couldn’t leave his post for long unless it was a special circumstance.

“No chance for additional reinforcements?”

“Do you think sending more troops there now will solve anything? Or are you thinking of gathering all the Numbers?”

Currently, the battlefield had more than ten top-tier experts from the Greer Marquisate, the Count Ashton household, and Viscount Raul’s forces in full swing.

To counter them, they might need all the Numbers, and even Zero himself. But No. 5 had no authority to gather them.

“…Damn it. We put so much effort into this plan!”

“And now that effort has led to this disaster. Do you have any idea how much I’ve lost because of you, idiot?”

No. 5 couldn’t respond to No. 3’s curses.


No matter the process, the outcome had turned into a fiasco.

“…Retreat.”

With clenched fists, no. 5 barely managed to force out the words.

“Tch. I don’t like it, but we’ll take you in at our shelter. We’ll need the manpower however we can get it.”

Retreating was no simple task either. Sacrificing enough troops to hold back the enemy was necessary. But their decision was completely overturned by a messenger’s report.

“Sir! The teleport gate is…!”

“What?”

Alarmed, they turned to see the gates transform into black wisps and vanish into thin air.

*

「Mission accomplished~!」

Rabel’s cheerful voice came through the communication.

「As expected of Rabel. Turning all those Imperial mages into blind fools. Thank you very much!」

「Hehe, this was a piece of cake. They might have numbers, but a bunch of 5th-circle mages are nothing against me.」

「Haha, you’re reliable as ever. I’ll leave the next task to you.」

「Leave it to me!」

The magic circles set up by the Empire had been cleverly hidden. But they weren’t hidden well enough to fool Rabel. Though currently a 7th-circle mage, she had used 8th-circle magic in the past, possessing knowledge and skill akin to a great sage.

Her knowledge, accumulated over thousands of years bound to books in a library, was unparalleled. Despite understanding the magic circles beforehand, Rabel had refrained from interfering due to Raul’s request.

Raul had been observing the situation to exploit their plans, and once the time came, Rabel began dismantling the magic circles.

“Lalala. Now, if I just adjust the barrier blocking entry!”

In her semi-transparent spectral form, Rabel touched the hidden underground magic circle, drawing thin threads of mana to alter it.


And shortly after…

Crackle.

Black smoke began to faintly rise, and the lines of the magic circle were replaced by the fresh emerald hue of mana.

“Done! Now, who is the rat trapped in the jar, I wonder?”

Rabel smiled, adjusted his glasses, and gently floated towards where Raul was.

*

“So, how should I deal with you?”

Raul was standing once again before the beast soldier Toadlion, on behalf of Marquis Greer. The marquis had momentarily withdrawn to command the troops.

Whoosh.

Along with a fierce wind pressure, the creature’s disgusting stench hit Raul’s nose.

‘Ugh, this smell of decay never gets any easier.’

The original form of the beast soldier was a dungeon guardian. Although it was a unique entity sustained by mana, it was undeniably a living being.

Capturing it and tattooing it to turn it into a biological weapon created the beast soldier. The issue was that it could no longer be called a living being.

“Hup. Ha!”

Raul dodged the beast’s battle axe and thrust his sword towards its chest.

Zzzzzap, whoosh!

The sword penetrated the resistant black energy shield, and the golden mana blade scored a cut on its hide.

Drip. Sizzle!

The black blood that oozed from the wound dropped to the floor, dissolving the marble of the training room as it vaporized.

‘Acid poison?’


It was a trick of the Empire, not one of its original traits. At that moment, something sharp flew towards Raul.

Thud!

He blocked it with a sword stopper and grabbed it with his hand, but the snake-like red object slipped out with a slithering sound. Swoosh, snap!

Moving freely and targeting Raul again, it was Toadlion’s tongue. The gruesome tongue targeted Raul like a snake, and when the large battle axe dropped down again, Raul gave up counterattacking and flung his body back.

Shiiing!

Where Raul had been, the sharp claws intertwined with mana shredded through the air.

‘That’s the third means of attack. The forepaw strike, right?’

Toadlion’s main attack methods consisted of three things. A massive weapon with a mana blade almost equal to that of an expert of the highest grade.

A whip-like tongue that could effortlessly pierce through any average steel plate while repelling the mana blade. And the explosive speed and sharp claws used in the forepaw strike from its lion-like hindquarters.

‘To be honest, it’s powerful but not particularly threatening.’

Once upon a time, perhaps, but Raul was now unimpressed. Activating his power armor had brought Raul’s physical strength to match that of Toadlion, and he was far more agile.

His dynamic vision had enhanced to the point that the beast’s attacks appeared slow. It meant that he could dodge its attacks whenever he willed.

However, the troublesome part was its insane defense and zombie-like vitality.

‘Is it correct to even call it vitality? It’s more like it’s already in a state of decay.’

Beast soldiers subjected to the Empire’s procedures began to rot immediately. As far as he recalled, the maximum period they could maintain combat ability was about three months.

It meant they were disposables, but that wouldn’t mean much to the Empire, which considered even knights expendable.

It bore the grand title of a master weapon, but in reality, it was far from it. To the real ‘masters’ Raul had met, it was nothing more than a toy, a half-baked weapon.

‘Now that I’ve roughly assessed it, let’s get serious.’

Raul activated his true power armor, ‘Regnator’.

Swish.

Underneath his B-rank power armor, Raul felt the warm sensation of Regnator layering itself over him. Without stopping, he immediately activated the area buff skill, <Radiant Aura>.

Flash!

“Ohhh! What’s this energy?”

“It’s the master’s blessing! Sweep them all away!”

Having reached intermediate level 9, the Radiant Aura now showcased effects on a completely different level from when Raul first acquired it. It was an area buff lasting three minutes within a 150-meter radius, providing a three-part holy power combo of purification, blessing, and healing.

For allies within a 5-meter radius of Raul, continuous health recovery, mana recovery, and anti-magic effects were granted. For Raul himself, all buff effects, including spiritual power recovery, were doubly potent.

Whoooosh.

“Graaargh!”

As an intense holy wind spread from Raul’s body, the demon soldiers and beast soldiers screamed in agony. Given their tenacious recovery abilities, they might soon regain their combat strength.

‘There’s no need to give them that time.’

Swoosh.

With golden, illusionary wings spreading from his back, Raul gripped his longsword with both hands and focused his mind.

Hummmm!

An overwhelming amount of mana gathered into his longsword, accompanied by a sound as if the very air was roaring. And finally. A radiant golden aura, about 1 meter long, materialized.

Grumble, rumble.

The aura appeared somewhat unstable, but with the support of two power armors, holy power, and psychokinesis, it differed in essence from a typical ‘temporary aura’ of an expert of the highest grade.

“Come on, let’s see if you’re really the master weapon.”

Flash!

In an instant, Raul vanished from his spot. In the air, only the faint afterimage of golden wings remained, and Raul reappeared dozens of meters away behind the third Toadlion.

Boom, crash, bang, thump!

The delayed sound of the atmosphere tearing, like the sonic boom of a jet, echoed. Three Toadlions stood, each with a two-meter hole in their necks and torsos, spilling black blood.

Crunch.

Raul, who had folded his golden wings and landed on the ground, glanced down at his sword. The result of hammering the unstable aura into the shield and Toadlion’s body was the destruction of his weapon.

Clatter.

Metal fragments, which had once been a rare A-Grade luxury sword, fell to the floor.

‘I regret wasting such a valuable sword.’

Although it could have been done slowly, Raul felt he had unnecessarily exerted full power and lost a precious sword. Nonetheless, having learned that such an occurrence was possible was valuable in itself. In a match against a superhuman, such an unfortunate incident could have cost him his life.

“Well, Master, aren’t you being a bit much? It was a fun opponent to slice up after a while, and you took it away again…”

Jake, who had approached unnoticed, grumbled in a joking tone.

Thunk.

“Ouch.”

“If you have time to whine, go deal with the imperial scum before they go on a rampage.”

Philip, poking Jake’s side with an empty scabbard, made him smack his lips and head to another battlefield. Apparently, the third Toadlion had been fought by Philip and Jake together.

“Honestly, even with higher skills, your personality hasn’t changed… Master, that was impressive!”

“Haha, I seem to have gotten carried away. I showed an embarrassing side.”

Raul, shaking the hilt left from the destroyed sword, joked, making Philip smile faintly.

“Those words don’t work anymore. You’re close to breaking through.”

“I don’t think you’re one to talk, Philip. Are you going to keep delaying the news?”

Upon checking, Philip’s experience and proficiency were nearing completion. If things went well, the Ashton household might soon see the birth of its second master.

“Haha. If Master could spar with me a little more often, it might happen sooner. Of course, I’m more interested in your beautiful swordsmanship than my own progress.”

Philip was typically a gentleman and an exemplary knight and commander, but there was one thing he could not resist—his obsession and fascination with various sword techniques.

From the moment he started following Raul, he had been intrigued by Raul’s unusual sword techniques. Philip enjoyed learning the various sword arts Raul had collected and sparring with him.

Thanks to this, Philip was the next most versatile swordsman after Raul in the Count Ashton’s household and the First Knight Order, and that might have been the driving force behind his rapid progress in mastery.

“At any rate, we must deal with them quickly. By now, they must’ve realized they’ve fallen into a trap.”

“It would be troublesome if they collectively performed the ‘Black Sacrifice.’

Not that it would change the course of the battle.”

With all their secret weapon, Toadlion, defeated, the enemy must’ve been feeling the pressure.

As Raul gazed coldly toward the location of the brass mask, he pondered on the choices the enemy, with their escape routes cut off, might make.

(To be continued)
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“Damn it. The outer barrier is blocked? What on earth are those mages doing?”

Even the previously composed No. 3 burst out in a loud voice.

“…There’s definitely a sage-level (7-circle) mage on the enemy side.”

The 5-circle mage in charge of the magic division spoke with a twisted expression under his hood, and No. 5 pressed on.

“So? How long will it take to break through the barrier again?”

“You’ll need to buy us at least 30 minutes. Even then, we won’t be able to keep the passage open for long.”

“Thirty minutes? I’m not asking you to break the entire barrier, just enough for a couple of people to pass through. Solve it as quickly as possible!”

“…We’ll hurry.”

Given the situation, they had no choice but to put aside concerns for their subordinates for now. They had to survive first if they were to plan for the future.

“What are those fierce bastards? The flow has been interrupted!”

No. 9, who had been the first to rush into the battlefield and whose side was drenched in blood, returned with a rotting expression. Judging by the scars on his armor, he had struggled quite a bit.

As No. 9, who had heard that their escape route was blocked, swept his gaze across the battlefield for a moment.

Thud. Splurt.

The large body of Toadlion, collapsing and disintegrating, drew their attention.

“Damn it. The information was completely wrong! Wasn’t that brat Raul supposed to be just of the higher rank?”

There were always mixed reports about Raul’s power level. After all, being an expert at sixteen already labeled him as a genius; how could information about him being high or top-level expert be easily believed?

Had there been accurate video footage or a direct agent on the field, it might have been different, but for some reason, agents sent near First Viscount territory vanished.

Information gathered from a distant observation or through other indirect means was often wildly inaccurate.

“But what about all those armor users and expert-rank knights? What the hell is happening in the First Viscountcy?”

The knights of the First Order, donned in white armor and blue cloaks, along with elite cavalry, stood out even on the battlefield.


There were over 200 armor users, more than 500 mana blade-wielding knights—including elite cavalry—and around 600 others wielding mana swords. How could one not be taken aback?

“…The tide has completely turned. Hold out for 30 minutes in this situation?”

Frankly, number 5 couldn’t believe the situation. They had 250 knights, three beast soldiers—the master weapons—comparable to grandmasters, and 600 advanced and intermediate mechanized soldiers.

Including the basic mechanized soldiers and other forces, their total numbered 1500. It was a force superior to what was used during last year’s palace raid.

Yet, the reality was starkly different. The basic mechanized soldiers were being cut down like children caught in an adult’s fight, unable to do anything.

Even nearly 900 imperial knights and advanced mechanized soldiers were outnumbered by the enemy’s knights. Most crucially, the disparity in the number of armor users was telling. Despite mobilizing 150 armor users….

“Damn it. How are there so many armor users?”

In this small battlefield, there were at least 500 armor users on the enemy side—200 from the First Order, 250 from the Count Ashton’s household, and 50 from the Marquis Greer.

The imperial agents and mechanized soldiers had already activated their first-stage marks (black tattoos), and some of the knights were using the second-stage marks (red tattoos).

Otherwise, the empire’s forces would have been swept away long ago.

“Is there no way? If it continues like this, we’ll all just become ashes together.”

At No. 3’s urgency, number 5 quickly turned his mind over.

“Tch. You two handle yourselves. I’ll take care of myself.”

No. 9, licking the blood from his side, charged back into the battlefield with bloodshot eyes. Neither No. 3 nor No. 5 tried to stop him.

‘At least he’ll buy some time.’

‘That idiot blood junkie….’

“Since it’s come to this, let’s go all the way.”

Clicking his tongue, number 5 cast a meaningful glance towards a particular spot on the battlefield—where their human mana bombs were gathered.

***

Clang! Thud!


“Do not fall back! Make sure the enemies can’t get through!”

What had been a relatively quiet area near the temporary barrier had suddenly become the fiercest battleground. The Empire’s reinforcements and elite troops were openly targeting this spot, and the First Order was rigorously defending the barrier.

Ken had donned her power armor and was fiercely dealing with the enemies. The recovered spear technique of the Marquis Greer’s household, 『Fury Wave』, was prominently shining amidst the chaotic melee.

The long-range attacks using the spear prevented enemies from approaching within a certain distance. And given that the spear technique included many powerful area attacks, enemies trying to avoid her often got caught in the crossfire.

‘Persistent bastards!’

The downside, however, was that even with a mana blade, it wasn’t easy to take down the enemies in one blow, except for the regular mechanized soldiers.

The mechanized soldiers with active marks would keep charging even if their limbs were cut off, as long as their heads weren’t smashed.

Moreover, imperial knights with active crests could withstand her attacks by utilizing their amplified physical abilities and mana, despite not being armor users.

If this were a one-on-one duel, it might be a different story, but since Ken had to hold her position to protect the barrier, she couldn’t chase down and finish off her opponents.

“Haa!”

Boom! Thud!

Of course, someone foolish enough to charge at her head-on had their head burst open by her fierce spinning thrust. But then, there was a commotion behind the Imperial forces.

Bang! Thud, thud!

A group of knights was cutting through the Imperial forces surrounding the barrier and closing in.

‘What?’

Spotting the blue armor among the enemies, Ken dashed towards the enemy front. The knights precariously cutting through the enemy were none other than those from her family, the Marquis Greer’s household.

“Phew, thanks. We made it safely thanks to you.”

The one expressing gratitude was Ken’s cousin, Fisher de Greer. He was accompanied by about ten knights, all of whom seemed to be intermediate-level or higher, judging by their lack of significant injuries.

“But why did you come here, cutting through the enemy lines?”

“The Marquis sent us because he deemed protecting the barrier crucial. Also, he wanted us to gather some intel from the tattooed knights inside the barrier.”


In the meantime, the knights who had followed Fisher dispersed and joined the ranks of the First Order, forming a defense line.

Ken felt slightly puzzled but nodded. Considering the battlefield had turned in their favor, it made sense to allocate surplus forces to protect the barrier. However, entering the barrier was a different matter.

After securing the knights and guests inside, the barrier had been completely sealed. Additional personnel required authorization, and Ken was the one holding that key.

“How urgent is this task? It seems like the battle won’t last much longer.”

“It appears the Marquis is worried about the knights outside the arena. While things are under control here, many tattooed knights are still outside.”

“Ah, right.”

Indeed, battles were ongoing not just here, but outside the arena as well. The issue of potential threats among them needed to be addressed too.

“Just a moment.”

Ken handed over the defensive line and slowly walked towards the barrier.

***

‘This bitch is so suspicious. I thought the plan had failed for sure.’

Though she was the cute cousin he once doted on, the current dire situation brought forth swears. Fisher smiled warmly, following Ken. The short walk was enough to briefly recollect the complex circumstances.

Five years ago, shortly after the heir of the marquis household, Sean, went missing in a dungeon. Amidst the chaos, they made contact.

Initially, he didn’t know their true identities. The offer had come not from an outsider but from someone within the family. After accepting the offer, invisible support and procedures allowed him to grow rapidly.

Eventually catching the marquis’s eye, Fisher became his disciple and is now a strong successor candidate. The problems began just a few months ago, probably after the Ashton Household’s internal conflict ended.

The actions of his benefactors changed. Originally, the plan was to gradually infiltrate the marquis household and take control once he became the successor.

But suddenly, the schedule was moved up. Although he opposed this change, after meeting Kaylee, he himself grew anxious, fearing she might take the successor’s position.

The plan seemed to be going well. Reinforcements would arrive, deal with the marquis and the main force, and the survivors—planning to secretly slip through the barrier—led by Fisher would take control of the marquis household.

‘…But, what the hell is this crap? What’s Raul doing here, and why has the Count Ashton’s household shown up?’

As a result, he became a sacrifice.

‘Damn bastards!’

Fisher was a master mage with the authority to detonate the tattooed knights of the Marquis Greer household. Using that authority, he had recruited or disposed of several and built a significant force.

However, he too was a ‘marked one’, having undergone the tattoo procedure. Naturally, there was a superior mage with authority over him, who had issued a threat-laden command moments ago.

Enter the enemy’s temporary barrier, detonate the marked ones, and take key figures hostage.

‘Damn it, that’s a death sentence.’

Even if he entered the barrier, how could he survive if the human mana bombs exploded all at once? And if he did survive, once his identity was exposed, both the marquis household and the entire Ruben Kingdom would pursue him.

But he had no choice. If he didn’t comply, they would explode him immediately.

‘Do you think I’ll just go down like that?’

Though he had arrived near the barrier as ordered, he had no intention of following through. If he could enter the barrier, he could escape the self-destruct command of the superior mage.

Since it would be difficult for them to survive the battle, hiding inside the barrier until it ended seemed like a viable plan. If he survived and they perished….

‘It might even work out better. I could sever ties with them and boldly take over the marquis household.’

Feeling strangely relaxed with this thought and hoping Kaylee would die in the battle, he followed Ken.

“The barrier entrance is open. Get inside quickly before the Imperials tamper with it.”

A semi-transparent, emerald light hole appeared in the air.

“Thank you. I’ll finish my task quickly and return to the battle.”

Fisher pushed his hand into the hole with a meaningful smile.

Sssss!

“Arghhhhhh!”

White flames started at his fingertips, crawling up his arm to his shoulder. Seeing this, Ken bit her lip and pointed her spear at him.

“I was suspicious, but to think you were the traitor!”

“Hot, hot, misunderstanding! I don’t know what this is, but do something about it!”

“It’s a special magic circle that reacts only to the Empire’s black magic. If you’re not a traitor, drop your weapon and remove your armor immediately.”

Of course, this magic circle was a collaborative work of Raul and Rabel. Raul, who had thoroughly experienced the Imperial Hound’s dirty methods, wouldn’t have left this crucial barrier unprotected.

“K-Kaylee, I’m not a traitor! And there’s no time for this! Get me inside the barrier before they notice!”

Fisher’s voice was extremely urgent. If the mission failed, they would surely use him as a bomb.

The reason they had sent him with ten knights was to shake the barrier from outside by detonating them if needed.

“Sorry, but you’re not getting inside that barrier.”

Ken had no intention of letting him in, and that was the end of it.

Click.

‘No, no!’

An invisible switch was triggered, and his heart began to race rapidly.

(To be continued)
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The anomaly was detected immediately.

“They’re human bombs!”

“Destroy their heads or hearts!”

As the torsos of Fisher and the ten knights began to swell, the nearby First Order knights responded instantly.

Swoosh! Swish!

Weapons infused with mana blades flew towards the swelling heads and hearts of the human bombs. But…

Clang! Thud!

“We’re on the same side! Don’t attack!”

Even while their bodies were inflating, the human bombs, desperate to survive, wielded their weapons to block the attacks. Despite their current state, they were still skilled experts of at least intermediate rank. They didn’t easily expose their vital points.

Moreover, the body parts swelled with mana to the point where they became as hard as power armor, even resisting mana blades.

“Do you want us all to die? You traitors!”

“Screw it, just open the barrier! Otherwise, we all die together!”

Human psychology is strange indeed. Even after witnessing the tattooed individuals explode, they didn’t flee into the barrier.

They probably thought themselves different, sharing the same fate but somehow exempt from becoming a bomb unknowingly. But now that they faced becoming sacrificial lambs, they were claiming their innocence.

Naturally, they couldn’t be let into the barrier. But if left unchecked, the explosion would surely engulf not only the surrounding individuals but the barrier as well.

The First Order commanders made a resolute decision and shouted.

“Ordinary knights, retreat from the barrier! Armor users, form a double human shield in front of the barrier! I will lead!”

As the commanders braced themselves for death and restructured the defensive formation to protect the barrier, the human bombs approached their detonation thresholds.

“No! I won’t die like this! Move! Get out of the way!”

Their bodies swollen like balloons, the human bombs screamed and swung their weapons wildly, appearing almost pitiful. However, the armor users stationed in front of the barrier stood their ground. Ken was among them.


“Kaylee! I’ll curse you even in hell!”

Even as he was pushed back by her spear, Fisher, his eyes bloodshot, screamed in rage. Ken was channeling all her mana into her spear to brace for the impending explosion.

‘I can’t guarantee I’ll block it….’

Still, she couldn’t break the promise to protect the barrier she made to the master. And finally, the explosion was imminent. Only 20 seconds remained until the detonation, thanks to a special trigger mechanism.

Flash!

White and red lights began to emanate from the bodies of the human bombs.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

A massive explosion, accompanied by a huge shockwave and a storm of mana, swept through the arena.

***

Whooooosh.

A fierce heat surged into her lungs. Reflexively closing her eyes against the brilliant light, Ken halted the spear barrier she had been putting all her energy into.

Swirl.

As the frantically spinning spear shaft stopped, dust and debris flew up in the backdraft.

‘Did I manage to stop it?’

Momentarily stunned by the heatwave of mana, Ken struggled to grasp the situation. She then widened her eyes in disbelief.

Despite the massive explosion, there were no signs of destruction before her eyes. Where Fisher had stood, now only a scrawny mage was sitting on the ground.

“W-what just happened…. Hey!”

Catching Ken’s eye, the Imperial mage reflexively raised his staff and chanted a spell, but Ken was faster.

Thrust.

Her spear pierced the mage’s heart without hesitation.


Thud.

The mage fell to the ground, eyes wide open.

‘What’s going on?’

Just as Ken was feeling bewildered.

“Now! Everyone, attack! Sweep away the Imperial dogs!”

Raul’s powerful shout swept across the battlefield.

“Golden Bear Knights, charge!”

“The First Knight Order’s strike team, follow behind!”

“Leave no one alive!”

The captains and chief knights began to drive their knights towards the enemy.

Finally, the scene of the battlefield started to clear through the settling dust clouds.

‘Oh my god.’

The human bombs had exploded not near the barrier where Ken was but behind the stands crowded with the Imperial forces.

*

‘Perfectly executed.’

Raul smiled slightly as he glanced at the destructive spectacle he had engineered. There weren’t many moves left for the cornered Imperials to play.

Anticipating they would target the barrier—a vulnerability of their own—he had prepared accordingly. Raul glanced down at the necklace he wore.

『Song of Three Souls』.

This Unique S-Grade artifact stored three superpowers that could be used at will. One of the three beads on the necklace had lost its light.

‘『Switcheroo(B)』 turned out to be quite useful.’


Just before Fisher and the human bombs exploded, Raul had used the 『Switcheroo(B)』 technique stored in the necklace. Originally, it was a spell for swapping a person or object with another at a distance. However, when combined with psychokinesis, it could swap two distant objects, making it incredibly useful.

As a result, the human bombs were switched with the Imperial mages near the enemy’s main camp, causing the explosion to occur there instead of near the barrier.

‘I hope they enjoyed the surprise gift.’

Raul shot a glance at the ruined stands before drawing his sword and diving back into the fray.

*

Stab.

“…Cough.”

Dark crimson blood trickled from No. 3’s mouth. Lowering his head slightly, he saw someone’s arm embedded in his chest.

‘How is this possible?’

No. 3’s body had already merged with the power armor. With the escape route completely cut off and the explosions wiping out most of the few remaining mages and elite knights, their only option was to take as many enemies down with them as possible.

In the end, he activated the ‘Emperor’s Crest’, a special mark given to only a select few, and employed 『Black Sacrifice』. In this state, he had thought no one could stop him unless a master appeared.

The combination of a top-grade expert knight receiving at least two buffs, fused with power armor, and using the burning life force—it seemed an inevitable outcome.

‘But what is this guy…?’

Even while No. 3 rampaged alongside Numbers 5 and 9, enduring and even pushing back against a dozen top-grade expert knights of the enemy, this lone figure overwhelmed them.

His body, an impenetrable fortress against anything less than an aurora-grade attack, and his weapon, burning with an aura blade exchanged for life, were formidable. Yet, in merely ten minutes, he found himself in this state.

A final burst of brilliance, extinguished rather than a grand finale.

“You’re too dangerous to keep alive. We can get all the information we need from those two.”

The golden-haired youth, his helmet now gone, revealed his face as he spoke. The overwhelming presence from earlier seemed like an illusion; he now felt like just a typical top-tier expert.

“…Grrk grrk? (How is this possible?)”

The creature that he had become could no longer produce human speech, but Raul seemed to understand.

“Curious, are you? How I managed to take down the three of you in 30 seconds?”

Even without knowing, No. 3 nodded instinctively. Thickened blood trickled down his chin.

“Well… You can find out in hell.”

Thud!

That was the last of No. 3’s memories. No beheaded human could continue to think.

Swish.

Raul swung his arm, shaking off the blood.

‘Phew, that was close.’

No. 3, in his rampaging state, was a cut above the usual bronze masks. While Numbers 5 and 9 were formidable, they hadn’t surpassed the expert tier. But No. 3 exhibited skills on par with a ‘master’.

Even though it was a suicidal last resort, its heaviness was undeniable.

‘How many more of these monsters are out there?’

Frankly, No. 3’s rampage had exceeded Raul’s expectations. In his past life, he had rarely cornered the high-ranking members of the Imperial Hounds. Even during base assaults or battles, they had disappeared from the battlefield like ghosts.

Fortunately, in this life, he had managed to eliminate quite a few high-ranking members, but this was his first encounter with a rampaging top officer.

‘If not for Regnator, there would’ve been casualties.’

Raul’s power armor, regnator, had a special ability called 『Judgment』. This ability enhanced its power against those using dark magic by 200% and also had an ‘awaken’ effect that lasted for just 30 seconds, which was how Raul managed to subdue them.

However, Raul realized he needed to be more cautious in the future. Today’s foe wasn’t the head of the Imperial Hounds.

With this, the battle within the arena was concluded. There were still enemies outside, but they were mere stragglers and wouldn’t be hard to deal with.

Having almost annihilated the enemy’s main force, the Imperial Hounds’ activities would undoubtedly be suppressed for some time.

*

It took about a week to roughly manage the aftermath.

Thanks to Raul’s barrier, civilian casualties were minimal except for the initial explosion’s victims. Most of the dignitaries were safe, so the marquis household wouldn’t suffer a diplomatic hit.

However, the marquis household did incur significant losses. About 100 knights had died due to the explosions and battle. Additionally, those who had undergone the emperor’s mark were isolated for investigation—about 150 knights alone.

The problem was that there was still no guaranteed way to remove the marks. So, even after the investigation, they had to remain in isolation.

News of the incident spread immediately throughout the kingdom. As a result, the clandestine practice of the tattoo procedure momentarily disappeared.

But finding those already marked was difficult. Since the tattoos didn’t manifest unless activated and there was no immediate way to remove them, people hid their affiliation out of fear.

‘Power gained easily always returns as poison.’

Those complacent enough to believe it wouldn’t happen to them would eventually find the marks shackling them. Though it might temporarily wane, the desire for the tattoos would inevitably rise again over time.

The allure of easily and quickly obtained power was akin to an addictive drug.

‘And players are no exception to this temptation,’ Raul thought.

Though they hadn’t yet come under his surveillance, the Empire’s claws would inevitably reach out to the players one day.

If that happened…

Knock knock knock.

“Your grace, Viscount Raul has come to see you.”

“Let him in.”

As Raul entered the study, passing through the door opened by the royal knight, he saw the marquis, visibly gaunt, seated behind a desk piled high with documents.

Click.

Setting down his pen, the marquis sighed deeply, stood up, and approached Raul.

“You’ve come? I apologize for not providing the proper hospitality to the benefactor of our house amidst all this chaos.”

“No need for apologies. The Empire’s attack was one thing, but I can only imagine how great your sense of loss must be. Once again, I offer my deepest condolences.”

The attack had claimed not only those in the arena but others as well. The marquis’s eldest son, Travis, had perished in an explosion in the magic circle control room, and both his wife and second son were found dead in a secluded area within the inner castle.

Raul personally suspected Fisher’s involvement, but the investigation and cleanup were the marquis’s responsibility.

“Indeed, a parent’s heart aches for their children, no matter how flawed. Thank you for your sympathy.”

Raul and the marquis then discussed several matters. They spoke of forming an alliance between the Marquis Greer household, the Count Ashton house, and Raul’s household.

They also considered seeking the advice of ‘Sage Gray’ to resolve the issue of the Empire’s marks. Finally, they addressed the matter of the marquis’s lost spear technique.

“…It’s long overdue, but here it is.”

Raul handed over the manual detailing the marquis household’s spear technique, which he had obtained from Zeinak’s dungeon. The marquis stared at the manual with an unreadable expression.

“Sir Ken will remain with the marquis household for a while to personally teach the spear technique. I hope this aids in the restoration of the marquis household.”

Rustle.

Slowly rising from his seat, the marquis placed his fist over his heart and bowed his head.

“The Marquis Greer household will never forget this grace. Whatever may come for the Ashton household or yourself, remember that we, the Marquis Greer household, will stand with you.”

Raul quickly stood and bowed in return.

Thus, Raul secured yet another formidable ally.

(To be continued)
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“Clatter, clatter.”

Black metal fragments piled up on the floor like a small hill. Raul, who had taken out every last piece from his inventory, frowned slightly.

‘Even though these are all broken, it still feels unpleasant.’

Raul was standing in the secret training hall located beneath the Calix Castle, his main base. Returning from the Marquis’ estate, Raul had to take care of pending tasks for several days due to the unexpectedly prolonged visit.

And finally, today, he came to the training hall to conduct an overdue “settlement”.

“Is this enough?”

“Even though they’re broken, this amount should be enough.”

Raul asked, and Rabel replied with his arms crossed. In front of them was a pile of black fragments, remnants of the power armor obtained from the battle with the Imperial Hounds.

When a power armor infused with dark essence integrates with its owner’s body, its properties change, making it unusable again. Simply put, these were practically trash. However, Raul brought these back for one reason: “Regnator”.

“Whoosh.”

When Raul infused mana into the bracelet on his right hand, it transformed into a golden power armor that covered half of his upper body.

“This feels unpleasant. It’s almost similar to their aura.”

Caldenas, who had revealed himself, muttered as he sensed the dark energy emanating from the broken power armors.

“Whose aura are you talking about?”

“The demons of the demonic realm. Their aura, ‘demonic energy’, is quite similar, yet slightly different from this.”

“There’s been talk that those imperial scum might be related to demons for a long time.”

“Damn it… this…”

Caldenas attempted to say more but seemed to be restricted by some taboo. Despite the lack of further explanation from Caldenas, Raul already had the general information about the empire.

The information collected in his previous life was still well-organized in the link cafe.

“Shall we start then?”


“To witness the awakening of a divine artifact, how thrilling.”

A spark of curiosity flickered on Caldenas’s expressionless face. Despite living for countless years, opportunities to see something worthy of being called a divine artifact were nearly nonexistent. Seeing the unsealing of such an artifact was something he didn’t expect.

“Don’t get your hopes too high. There might be no significant change, or it might not awaken this time.”

While Rabel spoke, Raul extended his hand towards the power armors tainted with dark energy.

“Flash!”

A golden light emanated from his hand as the black armors were pulled towards his palm.

Crunch, chew.

The giant metal fragments the size of an adult’s torso were crushed and absorbed into his palm as if being chewed by teeth.

“As expected, they don’t provide much experience. It seems like it won’t take much time to digest them.”

Even without Rabel’s words, Regnator was tirelessly devouring the power armors stacked up. Soon after. When Raul’s arm started to feel numb and he inexplicably felt a sense of fullness, only two power armors remained.

“If this isn’t enough, we’ll have to wait until next time.”

The two remnants came from No. 5 and No. 9. Considering how much experience he had gained from absorbing No. 3’s core during the battle, Raul couldn’t help but hold some expectation.

And finally, when the two remaining power armors were absorbed.

Whoosh.

Regnator detached itself from Raul’s body without his conscious effort.

“Huh?”

As Raul stood bewildered, the bracelet on his wrist began to emit a shine, vibrating alone for a moment.

‘Quite something.’

Originally, the Regnator bracelet had a tarnished, rusty appearance due to its degraded state after crossing dimensions. But now, it gleamed with a complete black luster, looking as if it were newly forged.

The vibration stopped, and Regnator expanded again, this time covering Raul’s entire body.


“Ho.”

“Wow!”

Caldenas and Rabel gasped in amazement. The altered Regnator now completely covered Raul’s entire body. Raul, clad in golden armor, appeared both stunningly beautiful and immensely dignified.

‘…Ah, it’s different!’

The moment he donned it, he felt it. The exhilaration he had felt the first time Regnator awakened and enveloped his entire body came rushing back to him. Within that sensation, Raul instinctively discovered new functionalities.

Raul extended his left wrist, which had another power armor attached.

“Whoosh!”

From the empty air, a power armor unfolded, forming the shape of a knight.

“Master.”

At Raul’s call, Caldenas unconsciously approached the knight’s form.

“Flash.”

In an instant, Caldenas’s form vanished, and a faint light emanated from the knight’s shape.

“Click.”

The knight-shaped power armor began to move on its own.

“Haha, to think something like this was possible.”

As Caldenas’s voice emanated from the knight’s mouth, Raul clenched his fist in triumph.

『Ghost Armor』.

This was the new ability of the awakened Regnator. A special function that allowed him to control lower-grade power armors through his ego. Presently residing in Regnator was Raul’s master, Caldenas. This meant that Caldenas could now control the power armor.

“…How do you feel?”

Raul asked cautiously. Although Caldenas had not intended to reside in Regnator, Raul was unsure if Caldenas wanted to move a new power armor. But it turned out Raul’s worries were unfounded.


Caldenas felt a new sense of exhilaration as he experienced the sensation of a body for the first time in nearly a year and a half.

‘Once, I wished for annihilation, and now I’m delighted to regain a body….’

Having spent his life with a sword, it must have been incredibly frustrating for Caldenas not to wield one unwillingly.

“Give me a sword.”

At Caldenas’s words, Raul quickly handed over a sword.

“Swish.”

Running a hand down the blade, Caldenas then lifted the sword.

“Whoosh!”

It began lightly. He inspected the movement of his newly acquired body with basic motions, wielding the sword without using mana.

“Wow.”

Rabel exclaimed in admiration. Caldenas’s movements resembled a dance of the sword more than mere swordsmanship.

‘Really on another level.’

Although Raul had learned basic movements and swordsmanship from him, Caldenas’s 『Infinity Sword』 was nothing short of perfection. Without using mana at all, Raul couldn’t see any openings to exploit in Caldenas’s form.

And when Caldenas began to truly exert his strength,

‘…My word. This is completely overpowered, isn’t it?’

Despite not appearing to exert much force, a 3-meter-long aura blade surged from Caldenas’s sword, tearing the space apart. If his previous movements were a beautiful, agile dance of swordsmanship, his current sword was like a voracious black hole that threatened to swallow everything.

‘A companion more powerful than his main body…’

With 7-circle mage Rabel and now swordmaster Caldenas, Raul’s team was growing formidable. Ironically, he was on the verge of becoming more of a summoner than a swordsman or a superhuman. Although that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, it did leave him feeling a bit odd.

Caldenas, having retracted his sword, approached Raul and spoke, “It seems the power armor can’t withstand much more. The maximum duration is probably around 30 minutes.”

“What level of prowess should I consider that you just demonstrated?”

“It would be at the Intermediate to entry level of Advanced Master. Hm, it seems like it would make for a good match against Count Melvin.”

‘Whew….’

Raul let out a small sigh inwardly. He thought he had been diligently working, but another mountain to climb had appeared, causing him to become anxious once more.

“What are you doing?”

“…Yes?”

“Draw your sword quickly. I was so frustrated guiding you merely with words. From now on, I’ll teach you properly.”

Raul was deeply moved by Caldenas’s consideration. Knowing his master was willing to look after his swordsmanship right after regaining a body touched his heart.

But that sentiment was fleeting.

“Um, Master?”

Raul’s face turned slightly pale.

“Hm? What’s the matter?”

“Why are you… wielding an aura blade?”

The razor-sharp aura blade extending from Caldenas’s sword looked as if it could slice through anything with a mere touch.

“Training should be like real combat! I’ll train you properly, just as I’ve taught other masters.”

“N-no, wait…!”

Clang! Thud.

The temporary aura blade Raul hastily conjured couldn’t withstand even a single strike and crumbled down.

“Tsk! You must focus properly!”

But without giving him any rest, Caldenas’s next strike was already on its way.

‘I’m not even a master yet!’

Raul internally screamed, but Caldenas showed no mercy. Finally, only after Raul’s mana was entirely depleted and he fainted, did Caldenas’s training session come to an end.

*

『Regnator: Power Armor』

Rarity: Unique -> Epic

Grade: A

Status: Bound (Raul), Partially Unsealed, sealed

Output: 1.8 -> 2.0 CP (Core Power)

Operation Time: 120 -> 240 min/max

Operation Mode: Self-Charging

Defensive Spell: 6th Circle, high-level Mana Blade Defense Field, 75% Attribute Effect Reduction

Special Functions:

Judgement (200% effect amplification against the subject of a pact)

Stealthy Predator (Absorb lower-grade power armors and mimic their functions)

Phantasmal Wings (Generate wings with the infused energy attribute)

Ego (Armor can operate autonomously even if the owner loses consciousness)

Ghost Armor (Control lower-grade power armors through the ego)

Awakening Time: 30 seconds -> 1 minute

Raul examined the updated information window of Regnator and sighed again.

‘It’s good, very good, but why can’t I smile….’

The Caldenas wielding a sword was not the warm mentor Raul had imagined. He was a stringent and cold-hearted teacher who pushed Raul to the brink, perfectly utilizing the 30-minute limit he was given.

Thanks to this, for the fifteen days since Regnator’s awakening, Raul ended up fainting every day and being carried to his bedroom to see the morning sun.

Of course, perhaps because of this relentless training, the experience and proficiency bars that had seemed almost static began to move again, but….

‘I don’t feel like I’m improving at all.’

Raul wondered if his confidence wasn’t waning, considering he was getting beaten up every day. However, aside from the terrifying sparring sessions with his master, recent developments in the territory were quite favorable.

The players who had migrated to the First Viscounty had settled down and were actively working hard. Through the commissions from the First Knight Order and the Player Association, they were traveling across the Ruben Kingdom, tackling dungeons and gates, and gaining meritorious achievements.

Thanks to this, the second round of immigrant recruitment, which had started recently, was also progressing successfully.

Furthermore, the First Player Association, which had been initiated in the First Viscounty, was gradually expanding its influence and scope. Once the existence of the association was spread among players through community and broadcasts, inquiries about joining the association poured in, even from those not affiliated with the viscounty.

Now, with external players joining the association centered around the First Knight Order branches, it was becoming the first and largest player association in name and reality.

Internally, the Mage Tower had officially begun its activities. Combining the alchemy line overseen by Nakia, which included potion production, the artisans and craftsmen Raul had steadily recruited, and the newly acquired Perido Mage Tower, the 『First Mage Tower』 was announced.

With its foundation in potion production and now the enchanted equipment production, the ultimate goal was to produce power armors in-house, involving enormous funds and manpower.

According to reports from Nakia and Rabel, basic power armor production was expected to be feasible by the first half of next year.

‘The First Knights are also nearing the guild’s capacity of 1,000 members, and the elite training of all the territorial soldiers is progressing well.’

Raul’s ultimate goal was to have all forces reach the level of mana users and to implement cavalry. Increasing numbers half-heartedly would only result in victims in the coming great wars. From the bonds formed through the recent territorial war, a sufficient number of warhorses had been secured from Baron Selfjord, ensuring no significant issues appeared for the cavalry.

While Raul was organizing the state of the territory, Bernard came to the office.

“Master, someone from the order has come.”

“The order? Do you mean the Xenon Church?”

“It’s rather peculiar. I think you should meet them in person.”

‘What is it? Is there any reason for the order to act now…?’

While he briefly searched his memory, a sudden realization struck him.

‘Could it be, them…?’

Raul’s expression hardened as he swallowed his dry throat.

(To be continued.)
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“You say you’re from the Order?”

“May the blessings of earth and stone be with you. I am Kiera from the Order of Zyros.”

A priestess with her face partially covered by a white veil made the sign of the cross as she introduced herself.

“May the protection of sword and shield accompany you. I am Sir Corellius, Paladin of the Order of Batar.”

“Guiding ranger, Shimar.”

“5th Circle Mage, Regan. I specialize in breaking barriers.”

“A hero called by the gods, Asher.”

Five visitors introduced themselves in Raul’s office: a priestess, a Paladin, a ranger, a mage, and a hero.

Seeing their names, Raul’s brow furrowed slightly.

‘Kiera, Asher. No doubt about it. These are….’

They were exactly the individuals Raul had feared would show up.

“An assembly from the Orders of Zyros and Batar, as well as a mage. It’s quite a rare combination. Regardless, welcome to the First Viscounty.”

Raul greeted them professionally. After they settled on the prepared sofa and tea was served, he inquired again.

“What brings members of the orders all the way to a remote territory like this?”

The First Viscounty was located in the southwestern outskirts of the kingdom. Moreover, the Holy Empire was situated far to the northeastern part of the continent, quite a distance from the Ruben Kingdom. Even with portals, it would take three transfers to reach here. The reason for their visit had to be significant.

“We’re here to investigate continental threats on behalf of the Order, following divine guidance. However, the reason we’ve come to see you today…”

“Viscount Raul! Cease your despicable act of deploying outsiders for your selfish gains immediately!”

“Sir Corellius!”

In the midst of Kiera calmly explaining their purpose, Corellius suddenly interrupted, glaring at Raul and shouting. Startled, Kiera called his name in an attempt to stop him, but Corellius looked ready to draw his sword any minute.

Of course, it didn’t escalate further. At the moment his voice rose, a dozen escort knights appeared from nowhere, hands on their sword hilts, standing behind Raul with a fierce aura.


Raul raised his hand slightly to stop the knights, gazing calmly at Corellius without any sign of agitation.

“Hmph. Denying it won’t help. Our investigation has already confirmed that you’ve been recklessly involving outsiders in territorial wars and disrupting the balance of Connect!”

Corellius crossed his arms, treating Raul like a criminal, and sent him a challenging look, daring him to speak. Raul opened his mouth to respond.

“I don’t know what you heard, from whom, or what you investigated. So what exactly are you trying to say?”

Raul had no intention of being polite to someone openly provoking him.

“Hmph. So you show your true colors now? Outsiders are warriors summoned by god to serve the entire Connect Continent. They are not mere chess pieces for you to use at your whim to fulfill your greed! You’d better release the outsiders from your control and disband that inappropriate organization, the First Knight Order, immediately.”

“…….”

Once Corellius finished his long-winded speech, silence fell upon Raul’s office. Raul turned his gaze away from Corellius and looked calmly at the other party members.

Priestess Kiera averted her eyes slightly, feeling uneasy. Mage Regan seemed intrigued. Ranger Shimar appeared disinterested, staring blankly, while Warrior Asher looked at Raul with burning eyes, seemingly in agreement with Corellius.

Sipping his tea as if nothing had happened, Raul put down the cup and spoke calmly.

“First, let me ask. Is Sir Corellius indeed the representative of your party?”

“Well, no, that’s not…”

“Yes, I am effectively their leader.”

Corellius interrupted Kiera again.

“Is that so? Then the statements you made just now—are they your personal opinions or those of the entire Order?”

“……. Hmph! As the one leading the investigation, my opinion is the Order’s opinion. Since the report has already been filed, it’s too late for you to make excuses. You should repent and follow the divine will now.”

Raul couldn’t help but chuckle. It was amusing how personal thoughts had morphed into representing the squad and even the Order, and now supposedly reflected the divine will.

‘Well, there’s no need to endure this nonsense any further.’

With a slight gesture, Raul spoke.

“So that’s how it is. Are his words really the complete representation of the Order’s will, bishops?”


Clunk.

The door opened, and about a dozen individuals hurriedly entered the office.

“Th-that can’t be true! That’s just the thought of one ignorant knight!”

“This has nothing to do with our Xenon Church.”

“There’s been a misunderstanding. The Order does not judge the First Knight Order in such a manner!”

These were the bishops in charge of the various orders that had established themselves in the First Viscounty.

Having guessed the approximate identities of the visitors and anticipating their arrival, Raul had summoned the bishops beforehand. He had them wait in the adjacent room where they could overhear the conversation, hence their current anxious expressions were understandable. Especially the bishops from the Order of Zyros and the Order of Batar, whose faces were turning ashen.

“Well, it seems Sir Corellius here has a different perspective. Honestly… I find it rather shocking. I thought I had worked closely with the Order and had demonstrated my sincerity.”

Raul’s words made the bishops flinch visibly. Among the nobles of the Connect continent, Raul’s viscounty contributed the most donations to the orders. Additionally, at Calix Castle, larger temples were under construction, even surpassing those in the capital of the Ruben Kingdom. Once completed, it was set to be the largest religious district on the continent, apart from the Holy Empire’s grand temple.

Moreover, it was the First Knight Order that introduced players enlightened about the divine to the orders and sent devout children to temple schools regularly. Reducing donations or severing cooperation would be catastrophic for them, thus the bishops were incessantly issuing apologies, while Corellius and his party wore bewildered expressions.

Of course, there were individuals who had not grasped the situation.

“Wh-what is this disgraceful behavior! How can bishops turn a blind eye to the truth and grovel before a mere noble! Since when did the orders become so corrupted by the secular!”

Corellius stood up abruptly, pointing and shouting at the bishops. However, no one was paying attention to him and instead glared at the Bishop of the Order of Batar with discomfort.

“Enough, brother Corellius. You’re making a grave mistake. Viscount Raul is not someone to be falsely accused like this.”

“What! Have all of you lost your minds? It’s obvious Raul is using the outsiders as private soldiers! How can you call it falsehood? Our duty is to guide and protect the outsiders, yet you intend to ignore them being exploited and oppressed by a noble? I will report this to the higher-ups immediately!”

“The higher-ups? I don’t know which higher-ups you’re referring to, but you’d better take this communication right now.”

The bishop handed him a portable magic device. Scoffing, Corellius took it.

“Hmph, whoever you are, you won’t change my mind… What the….”

Brother Corellius, what on earth are you doing there?

On the other side of the device was a stern-looking elderly man with white hair, smiling at him. Yet, if one looked closely, they could see his smiling eyes and lips trembling slightly.


“Gr-grandmaster! How is it that you…?”

– I will be brief. Apologize to Viscount Raul and fulfill your original mission.

The communication cut off abruptly without waiting for a response.

“W-why…?”

Corellius stood there in a daze, still holding the device.

There are people who, once they set their minds, cannot accept others’ opinions. They firmly believe their view is absolutely correct, while any differing opinions are inherently wrong. Such individuals distort all circumstances to fit their beliefs. Corellius was a quintessential example of this.

Regardless of what stories he had heard and where, he had already painted Raul as a heretic in his mind, refusing to change it even at the bishops’ words. But could he truly ignore the words of the grandmaster, the supreme leader of the order?

As the situation escalated, the investigation team seemed to realize something had gone terribly wrong. Priestess Kiera looked like she wanted to say something, but Raul was quicker.

“I allowed this meeting out of respect for the Order and a hope to provide any small assistance. I never expected to be insulted and subjected to unreasonable demands. It seems further discussion is meaningless. I suggest you all leave. Today has been… truly disappointing.”

“W-wait… that’s not our intention at all, Viscount Raul….”

Kiera finally spoke, but Raul ignored her and left the room.

From behind, Bernard, who had been standing by Raul’s side from the start, spoke with an icy voice that felt like it was dripping with frost.

“While the master is a devout man and may let this pass, I do not feel the same. I will review all the support and policies we have been providing to your orders and reassess them from the beginning.”

“N-no, overseer Bernard, you can’t just say something like that!”

“If what we’ve been doing is out of selfish desires, disrupting the continent’s order, it’s only natural to stop.”

“It’s a misunderstanding. We didn’t visit with that intention at all…”

“I understand that you’re a special investigation team from the Order. It’s safe to assume you represent the Order’s will, right? As you’ve desired, we will retract all support and policies regarding the outsiders in our territory and guild. We will clearly announce this to prevent any further misunderstanding. Rest assured.”

“…!”

Bernard’s firm words made the bishops’ faces turn pale.

‘This is a disaster!’

‘Absolutely not! If that happens…’

They knew all too well the immense scale of support and benefits provided by the First Viscounty and Guild to the outsiders. Various associations and orders had their own support measures, but combined, they didn’t even approach a tenth of what the First Knight Order offered.

If such support were to vanish immediately due to the orders’ protest, where would the outsiders direct their resentment?

‘To think foolish brothers ignorant of the ways of the world would bring such calamity upon us!’

‘There might even be a revolt!’

Orders meant to support and lead the outsiders could end up being attacked and shunned by them. If such a scenario unfolded, what face could they present to god in prayer?

“…This can’t be! Please, calm down!”

“Overseer Bernard! Please reconsider. This incident is due to our negligence. I implore you to consider the greater good!”

Eventually, the bishops were able to reverse Bernard’s decision only after endless begging and apologizing. And the primary culprits who had caused this mess had no choice but to leave the manor, hounded by the hostile glares of the Viscount’s knights and staff, as though being chased away.

Raul, observing their pitiable departure from a distance, felt a sense of relief.

‘For those disasters to leave on their own, truly the heavens have aided.’

The identities of those who had caused Raul so much distress were none other than the “Hero Party”, the central figures of Connect’s main scenario, and its greatest troublemakers.

(To be continued.)
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When playing a game, there are certain characters you are bound to encounter.

The most basic ones include the tutorial NPCs who guide players at the beginning, the village chiefs who provide quests in the first village, masters or trainers who teach skills and techniques, and merchants like weapon sellers and general goods vendors who trade necessary equipment and items.

However, unlike these transient interactions, there are characters players frequently meet over extended periods. These are the Main Scenario NPCs, also known as guides.

They are the ones who provide the overarching storyline of the game to players and change the course of the game’s history through routes different from those of the players. They could be considered hidden protagonists.

Among them, the most prominent are the “Hero Party”, frequently referred to as the Quest Generators.

The role of the Hero Party varies in each game. In some, they move alongside the players as partners, leading the scenario. In others, they provide various requests and information instead of acting directly. Sometimes they uncover hidden secrets or events independently, separate from the players.

In the case of Connect, it was often the latter. Their role was to roam the continent, uncovering enemy conspiracies and triggering various events, independent of the players.

‘If I were merely a player, meeting them wouldn’t have been so bad.’

What is the ultimate goal of a player? It’s to see the game’s ending. And the fastest way to reach the game’s ending is by following the quests provided by the main scenario NPCs.

In his previous life, Bae Dohyun had progressed that way. He would follow the quests obtained from the guides, and when he hit a wall, he would raise his level through hunting and training. When he felt he had enough skill, he would continue with the main scenario.

Eventually, he could not access the main scenario due to interference from a massive guild, but that was the typical gameplay approach.

The Hero Party Bae Dohyun met in his past life was different from those who had now sought Raul. Connect was a game set in the entire continent.

Naturally, one Hero Party couldn’t possibly manage the immense number of players. He had gathered information on more than ten distinct Hero Parties.

‘But there is a commonality.’

Each Hero Party almost invariably included members from the Orders. And naturally, one “Hero”, blessed with divine power, was always part of the party. This hero always had to be an individual from a lower class, belonging to no particular organization.

‘The problem is….’

Their noble goal was 『the salvation of the Connect world』.

The unprecedented crisis brought by the gates, the release of a seal that had lasted over a millennium, the civil wars and the empire’s invasions ravaging various countries—all these were threats to the Connect continent.

Their will to stop these threats and restore peace to the continent was commendable. But achieving such pure goals required something critical.

‘Unwavering conviction and a strong sense of justice. It’s only natural to need pure individuals unsullied by worldly desires for this.’


The Holy Empire selected party members for the Hero Party based on such criteria and dispatched them across the continent. And that was the start of all disasters and issues.

Life is filled with “continuous absurdities”, a world full of unfairness and inequality. Even modern Earth, with its most advanced political systems, is like this. What then of Connect, a world based on the medieval era?

The Hero Parties spread out into the world, causing various problems. The party, centered around the “Hero” and a “Priestess” or “Paladin” trained in the Orders, saw the world as full of absurdities and injustices.

They sought to realize “justice” wherever they went, in the name of the gods and the Orders. They eradicated shadow organizations collecting protection money in shopping districts, liberated villages controlled by mercenary bands that had taken advantage of the chaos, exposed merchant guilds involved in bribery, and even conducted heresy trials against lords who plundered commoners.

Naturally, those who suffered praised them, and players welcomed them for the quests they provided.

‘But it didn’t all result in positive outcomes.’

Once the Hero Party left, another organization would take over the shopping district and exploit merchants even more ruthlessly. Villages protected by the now-destroyed mercenary bands would be annihilated by monster attacks within a fortnight.

The collapse of large merchant guilds supplying city goods would cause supply disruptions, leading to skyrocketing prices and widespread suffering. Noble lords deposed in heresy trials would leave territories embroiled in civil wars and territorial battles over the succession, decimating more than half the population conscripted into the ensuing conflicts.

Such incidents occurred frequently, further destabilizing the already chaotic Connect continent.

‘Why does this happen?’

To Raul, the answer was obvious. The Hero Party might have realized “justice”, but they never took “responsibility”.

They would make grand gestures and be praised, but they never handled the aftermath.

‘No, maybe they had no intention or ability to do so.’

Even if villagers begged the Hero Party to stay a bit longer due to perceived danger…

“We’re sorry. We have a ‘greater mission’ we must attend to.”

Greater good. Justice. These colossal shields justified their actions and absolved them of responsibility. While their actions against corruption and evil were not wrong, there has to be an obligation to at least handle the aftermath if they couldn’t see it through to the end. If not, who exactly was their justice for?

‘And the problem doesn’t change whether it’s with players or not.’

Even when they fought alongside players, they would not be present during “critical moments” or “crises”.

Sometimes, they even knowingly led players into peril.

Why? Because players could die and resurrect. Those dedicated to the continent’s salvation could die, but players, who had multiple lives, could be used up for their purpose—a kind of expendable workforce, so to speak.


‘How can I ever welcome them?’

Initially, when Raul reincarnated into Connect, he pondered utilizing the Hero Party. But the conclusion was always the same. You don’t keep a bomb that could explode anytime close to you.

The moment the Hero Party remained nearby, whether NPCs or players, they became “secondary characters”.

‘They’re like Kindaichi or Conan; only causing trouble to those around them.’

So Raul avoided forming relationships with them, but now they had come looking for him. Though he believed he had avoided the first disaster, he couldn’t afford to be complacent.

“Kane. Attach informants to keep a close watch on their every move. Also, conduct thorough investigations on each of them.”

“Understood, Master. Shall I quietly handle them if you wish?”

Kane, who had also learned of the Hero Party’s actions against Raul, was furious. But Raul quickly stopped him.

“No. Never touch them! Informants must observe them from a safe distance and never approach within a 10-meter radius. This isn’t a request but an order! Under no circumstances should there be direct or indirect contact with them.”

Seeing Raul unusually agitated, Kane looked puzzled but acknowledged. His own feelings were important, but the master’s orders were paramount. As if that wasn’t enough, Raul immediately opened the guild communication channel.

「To all guild members and those affiliated with the Viscounty: Until further orders, avoid any contact or involvement with the Order’s ‘special investigation squad.’

This takes precedence over all else; ensure this message reaches those not currently connected.」

Frankly, their skills were considerable. Knight Corellius appeared to be at the upper to top Expert level. Asher, confirmed to be the Hero, seemed to be at least upper-level Expert—Raul couldn’t determine specifics since Heroes had divine abilities he couldn’t ascertain.

Priestess Kiera was not just any priestess but a ‘Saintess’, and Shimar and Regan were no pushovers.

‘But they’re not beyond dealing with if push comes to shove.’

Entrusting the task to Kane might very well wipe them out. Nevertheless, Raul had no intention of giving such an order, nor could he.

The “divine blessings” bestowed upon the Hero Party were absolute. If they were to die for reasons unrelated to the main scenario, ‘That’s impossible.’

It’s like an unbreakable rule within the game. Even if Raul swung his aura blade to decapitate Corellius, it would undoubtedly miss due to some unforeseen reason.

Despite their tremendous rudeness toward Raul today, the Order would apologize to him but hold the Hero Party unaccountable, for similar reasons. They had what could be described as a “conditional invincibility”.

There was no way his subordinates could harm them, regardless of their efforts. Getting entangled in the process would only result in losses on Raul’s side. This was why Raul referred to them as “disasters”.


Confronting a disaster is unwise; avoiding it is the key. But should they interfere to the extent of becoming adversaries, ‘I’ll have to teach them why it’s called conditional.’

Raul’s eyes gleamed as he clicked on “How to Deal with Heroes” in the Link Cafe.

***

“Sigh…”

Saintess Kiera let out a breath of frustration. Despite all the warnings, an incident had still occurred. The problem lay with Corellius, a member of their investigation team.

‘Meeting Viscount Raul wasn’t supposed to go like this…’

While it wasn’t entirely false that Raul mobilized and utilized outsiders like private soldiers, Corellius’s remarks had crossed a line.

Some nobles and outsiders had indeed sent complaints and criticisms about Raul to the Order. However, it was equally true that his accomplishments and contributions were substantial.

The main issue was that their visit today wasn’t intended to reprimand or lecture Viscount Raul. Their original purpose was to seek assistance from the most skilled among the outsiders.

Investigations in free cities with an outsider presence had shown that the most capable ones were gathered in the First Viscounty. Coincidentally, these individuals were affiliated with an organization called the “First Knight Order”.

When they visited the First Knight Order, the outsiders were absent, leaving the guild’s affairs handled by civil servants of the First Viscounty. According to them, to commission those “rankers.” they needed to go through the First Knight Order or the First Players’ Association.

“Aren’t the First Knight Order and Association both Raul’s organizations? Instead of dealing with underlings, we should meet the lord directly.”

Convinced by Corellius, the team opted to meet Viscount Raul directly, leading to the current situation.

‘We got ourselves kicked out without even broaching our primary topic. What a mess.’

Kiera hadn’t anticipated such a turn of events. Up till now, in most territories they visited, the lords had been quick to acquiesce to their requests. None had ever struck them as capable governors.

Fearing exposure of their inadequacies, they would quickly concede to the investigation team’s demands to avoid reports being sent to the Order.

‘I thought it would be the same this time…’

This time, she had let Corellius’s harsh words slide, thinking they would have a similar effect. It turned out to be a grave miscalculation. The larger problem was, the ordeal wasn’t over yet.

“This is absurd! Everyone must have been blinded. Oh, God! Grant me the courage and strength to reveal the truths of that vile man.”

“I agree. There’s something deeply wrong here. We need to investigate further!”

Both Corellius and Asher refused to give up. They paid no mind to the instructions from the Order or the words of the bishops.

‘Oh, my God.’

All Kiera could do was pray that they wouldn’t make another colossal mistake.

(To be continued.)
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Calix Castle’s First Outer Wall.

With the second outer wall not yet completed, the primary living area for players and citizens was still around the first outer wall.

Near the strategically placed gates in each direction were large plazas and central commercial districts. These areas housed inns and lodging clusters for both external visitors and long-term residents.

“Ugh, why do we have to go through this hassle?”

“We should just accept it as fate. Besides, this place is better than high-end lodgings in other territories, isn’t it?”

Early in the morning, 5th Circle Mage Regan and Ranger Shimar, members of the special investigation squad, were having a simple breakfast in the dining room of their inn.

Regan looked disgruntled, and Shimar, though not much different, was trying to comfort him.

“My apologies for bringing you to such a place instead of a more comfortable one…”

Saintess Kiera, who had just descended to the dining area, expressed regret. Her two comrades waved their hands in dismissal.

“It’s not your fault, Kiera.”

“This place is more than sufficient. It’s practically a hotel.”

Indeed, as Shimar noted, the dining room was far superior to any typical inn’s dining room. There were over 30 tables, more than ten servers, and plenty of space between tables to ensure a quiet, leisurely meal.

Moreover, the expansive garden view through the glass doors added to the luxurious atmosphere. Anywhere but the First Viscounty, it wouldn’t be out of place to call this a hotel.

‘There probably aren’t many upscale dining rooms like this even in the kingdom’s capital.’

This wasn’t even the aristocratic district but the shopping district frequented by outsiders and regular residents. Nevertheless, the dining room was almost full of patrons despite the prices not being cheap, indicating that the local populace was quite affluent.

Shimar savored a piece of juicy steak with his fork. Despite momentarily drifting into other thoughts, he wasn’t displeased with the place. However, ‘We were practically thrown out from an even more magnificent place.’

For the first three days after arriving at the First Viscounty and before meeting Viscount Raul, they stayed at a guest house provided by the viscounty. That place, ‘… I wouldn’t get such treatment even in a royal palace.’

They were almost akin to large, luxurious private suites, featuring personal baths with hot water and scents, a bar with an array of free wines, beers, and soft drinks, and fine dining course meals typically enjoyed by the nobility.

For the first time in his life, Shimar felt he might have made the right choice joining the Hero Party, at least in terms of material comfort.

But due to someone’s reckless mouth, they were effectively driven out. Although they weren’t explicitly told to leave, the scornful looks and gossip they received from passersby made it too uncomfortable to stay even in such a fine place.


Clatter.

“Damn it. This place is really a den of evil.”

“What are you suddenly talking about?”

Corellius, appearing unexpectedly, dragged a chair noisily to the table and immediately began complaining.

“Everywhere in the world, people are burning due to monsters, and the powerless commoners are shedding blood because of the nobleland grabs. But look at this place! While people are dying for lack of a bowl of porridge, these folks are indulging in lavish meals from early morning. And look at their clothes! Are those the kind of clothes commoners should wear?”

While Corellius occasionally presented incomprehensible logic, today seemed more extreme. Shimar couldn’t understand why he was venting complaints about the local residents and outsiders, who were the primary patrons.

“What’s wrong is this city! People accustomed to such luxury will inevitably fall to decadence. Outsiders, who should be saving the continent, will be too comfortable and luxurious to lift their swords, and the residents will grow lazy and fat without working hard. This is all the fault of that lord Raul.”

“Yes, the lord is definitely hiding something. This city couldn’t be so prosperous without exploiting someone. We must uncover and correct this.”

Asher, the last party member, sided with Corellius. Shimar could only hold his head and try to forget the headache building up.

‘A stubborn Paladin who knows nothing about the ways of the world and a rookie commoner who suddenly received the blessing of a god. It’s a wonder that no problems have occurred so far.’

Even though they were in the same investigation team, their influence varied greatly. Normally, the saintess Kiera should have been the central figure of the investigation team, but she was too young and kind-hearted.

Thus, the older and higher-ranked Paladin Corellius took the lead of the party, and with even the most powerful Asher supporting him, there was no one to stop him.

Regan, the 5th circle mage, was completely indifferent to the party’s politics, and the ranger guide, Shimar, was ignored by Corellius.

‘It’s wrong for someone serving the gods to distinguish between statuses and professions…’

What was the church thinking by including such a person in the investigation team?

Although Shimar was dissatisfied, he had no choice but to keep it to himself.

“Alright, now that we’re all gathered, let’s discuss this properly. We need to find a way to liberate those strangers and uncover the corruption of that Viscount Raul.”

“First, shouldn’t we gather information? No matter how hard he tries to hide it, he can’t completely suppress the dissatisfaction of the residents.”

“That’s a good idea. Let’s collect the opinions of the residents who are being exploited by the baron and build public opinion.”

They were enthusiastically discussing between themselves. Shimar wasn’t the only one who was displeased with this.


“Sorry, but I’m sitting this one out. Even under normal circumstances, I wasn’t convinced, but this time, I just can’t agree. I’ll be researching until the next destination is decided, so don’t look for me until then.”

Slam.

The mage Regan stormed out.

“How insolent! Abandoning the sacred mission of the investigation team like that. This is why we shouldn’t have included an unbeliever!”

The relationship between the priests and mages was never good. The divine power used by priests and the magical power used by mages often conflicted with each other.

Corellius was vehemently badmouthing the departed Regan.

“I’m sorry, but I also disagree. Isn’t our true goal to seek help from the strangers? I think it’s more important to stay true to our original purpose and head to the barrier.”

Bang.

“Are you serious? Are you saying we should ignore the injustice unfolding right in front of us? No matter how important our other mission is, this isn’t right! Think about the greater good, Priest Kiera.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know what injustice you’re talking about anymore. I don’t even understand what this ‘greater good’ you mention is anymore. I will proceed with our original plan to meet the strangers. Do as you please, sir Corellius.”

As Kiera drew a line and stood up, Shimar, who was observing, followed her lead.

“I must escort Priest Kiera, so I’ll be leaving as well.”

As the party members left, Corellius’s face turned red with anger.

“Fine, do you think I can’t do it without you? Asher, let’s go!”

“Yes, sir Corellius.”

The two left the restaurant and went out into the street.

“Where to?”

Asher asked.

“This isn’t the first time I’ve done this kind of thing. First, we need to visit the marketplace and gather the reputation.”

“Ah! As expected of Sir Corellius.”


They headed to a clothing shop in the marketplace. As official members of the investigation team, they wore the uniforms provided by the church. The shop owner greeted them with a deep bow.

“Oh, welcome, priests. How can I assist you today?”

They pretended to look at the clothes while chatting about trivial matters. Once they felt a bit familiar, they brought up the main topic.

“Hm? What kind of person is the lord? Oh, isn’t he a truly god-sent blessing? The greatest fortune of my life was meeting the lord!”

The shop owner went on to praise Raul enthusiastically. He originally ran a small fabric shop in a tiny village, which was destroyed in the gate incident, forcing him to flee with nothing but his life.

He barely managed to reach Nam Fortress, but it too was on the verge of falling to monsters when Raul and the First Knights appeared.

After saving the fortress, Raul not only provided him with relief supplies to survive but also helped him relocate to Calix Fortress to open a shop again.

“Can you believe it? I fled with nothing but my family, and now I’m running a shop in such a thriving market.”

“Debt? Slavery? What are you talking about? I can repay the shop loan within 20 years as I like. I only need to repay the construction cost without any interest.”

As it became clear they wouldn’t get the answer they wanted, Corellius asked another question.

“Are there any concerns? For example, about taxes…”

“How did you know? I’m really worried about taxes! How can this be?”

Suddenly, Corellius and Asher’s eyes lit up.

‘Got him. He’s definitely exploiting the residents!’

“What do you mean by ‘only’ 10% tax? There are no other taxes like head tax, residence tax, or citizen tax, just 10% of the earnings? How is our lord running his business? Everyone is worried he might go bankrupt. That’s why merchants are gathering funds…”

On the Connect Continent, standard taxes were around 40-50%, and some places even extorted up to 80%.

But 10%? It seemed unbelievable.

“No, no way! Even in a pioneer village without a lord, they collect 30% as a resident tax…”

Asher, who had been listening, shouted with his mouth wide open, and the shop owner responded in agreement.

“Right? It’s absolutely unbelievable, isn’t it? We’re all so frustrated because of this. No matter how divine the lord is, if he only thinks about the residents, it could cause big problems. Please, if you ever meet the lord, could you perhaps give him some advice?”

Of course, Raul had his reasons for collecting such low taxes. Firstly, it was to restore the economy of the residents who had settled there with nothing. It was also a policy aim to attract and settle immigrants.

And the real taxes weren’t direct but indirect, through value-added tax (VAT). The primary trade target in the fiefdom was the strangers, the players.

It was less noticeable and more effective to collect a portion of the taxes from the goods they purchased rather than the residents’ incomes. Unaware of this, the residents of the Connect world saw Raul as a remarkable saint.

Naturally, Corellius and Asher didn’t believe the words of the store owner. They thought that maybe the shopkeepers had been pre-educated by the lord, so they started inspecting every corner of the marketplace.

Weapons shop, grocery store, potion shop, inn, restaurant, bar, even the night streets.

‘Could it be true…?’

‘This is unbelievable…’

Not a single person spoke ill of the lord. It wasn’t just because of the low taxes, but most residents living there had been saved and favored by Raul. And the evidence was in their now dirty clothes.

Initially, they were welcomed since they were priests from the church, but the merchants were no fools.

The moment they realized these priests were trying to find faults in Raul.

“Get out!”

“Don’t ever come back!”

“Goodness, how could someone do such a disgraceful thing in God’s name!”

Not only were they kicked out of stores, but in some severe cases, they were also pelted with filth. At this point, even Asher started to realize they might have misunderstood something.

“Um, could it be that we’ve been mistaken?”

“No! They are all lying to protect the lord. Didn’t they say it themselves? They were favored by the lord! Let’s go! At this point, we need to try something else.”

As Asher watched the fuming Corellius storm off, his eyes began to waver slightly.

(To be continued)
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Corellius and Asher stood in front of the building.

“You’re really going in there?”

“Yes. Even if the residents lie, this place couldn’t dare lie to a priest.”

The large sign read.

『First Information Office – We provide all information you need.』

Corellius didn’t hesitate and opened the door, with Asher quickly following behind.

‘But is an information guild this upfront about their business?’

Furthermore, the building next to it prominently displayed a sign that read 『First Information Office』.

“Welcome! Except for what we don’t know, we’ll tell you everything at ‘First’ Information Office. How can I assist you?”

As soon as they entered, a young man with a friendly look approached them with a sly smile.

“You’ll really provide truthful and accurate information, right?”

“Of course! No place in this information street values honesty and credibility as much as we do. Certainly.”

The young man thumped his chest confidently.

“Alright. Then bring all the information about this fief and Lord Raul.”

“Information about the lord and the fief? All of it?”

The young man asked with wide eyes, and Corellius nodded.

“Bring everything without leaving anything out. If there is anything hidden, you will face appropriate punishment.”

“Oh my, how could I deceive a priest? But, it will be quite costly. Is that alright?”

Thud.

Corellius pulled out a pouch from his bosom and placed it on the table. As a glint of gold showed through the slightly open pouch, the young man’s posture folded in half.


“I’ll get it for you as quickly as possible. Please follow me here!”

“Ahem.”

While Corellius stood up, the pouch disappeared.

“…It’s public funds. Is it okay to spend it like this?”

“It’s an investigation expense, so it’s fine. And if it’s not enough, we can receive more donations….”

Ignoring Asher’s worried words, Corellius hardened his expression.

‘This time, I will reveal what you’re hiding!’

*

“They’ve entered the First Information Office.”

“What? Do you mean the one on the main street?”

“Yes, that one.”

“…Oh dear.”

Raul took a sip of his tea with a troubled expression. He had been keeping an eye on them, just in case, but he felt a sudden relaxation of tension.

‘Well, they were always like that.’

People who didn’t really understand the ways of the world, like frogs just leaping out of a well. They might know a lot from books or hearsay, but they knew nothing about the real world.

Thinking they could obtain ‘hidden information’ from a place with an upfront information office sign on the main street. Those information offices were under Raul’s support and management.

They were set up as a kind of communication channel to provide players with easy access to information about Connect.

‘If they really wanted to find a true information guild, they should have brought Shimar, the guide of their party.’

That was why the church assigned him in the first place. Raul could only chuckle at this absurd report.

And it seemed Kane felt the same. Gone was the murderous intent, now barely holding back a sneer.


“Ahem. The shop owner contacted me. They want to know how much to reveal….”

“There’s nothing to hide. Tell them to handle it appropriately. But make sure they charge the full price.”

“They’ll handle that even without being told. That’s their specialty.”

“Oh, and make sure to give them ‘this’ at the end. Tell them it’s a service.”

“This?”

Kane checked the document Raul handed him and let out a quiet exclamation.

“Indeed! This could work.”

Thinking about being indeed a master, he secured the document and pulled out another one from his inventory, handing it to Raul.

“This is the investigative report you requested. It’s a summary of their origins and activities.”

“That was fast. How did you manage it in just one day?”

“It’s my job. We’ve been investigating since they set foot in the fief.”

“Excellent. Even if they seem foolish, don’t underestimate them. Keep a close watch and report any special occurrences.”

“Yes, Master.”

Kane stepped back, and Raul reviewed the report.”

“Hmm. Indeed.

The members of the hero party weren’t much different from what Raul had anticipated. It was evident at first glance that Kiera was a saintess, and it wasn’t difficult to guess that Mage Regan was a mercenary mage.

‘A mage from the Tower wouldn’t easily participate in the temple’s matters. And being a 5th circle mage while working as a mercenary certainly classifies him as a genius.’

Being in his twenties, he indeed was a talent fitting for the hero party. And then there was Shimar.

‘An A-level mercenary who survived the wall for 10 years.’

Something about that concerned him. Why the wall, of all places?


Next was Asher.

‘A commoner who lost his family and village in the Gate Incident and suddenly awakened. Classic case.’

Losing his family to monsters, awakening his hidden power through rage was the most typical hero story arc. Moreover, he was 18 years old, an age where pure rage could burn unstained.

‘Which means he’ll be easily manipulated. He himself wouldn’t realize it.’

Lastly, the problematic individual.

Paladin Corellius.

Just by looking at his background, Raul got an insight.

‘Yes, there had to be a reason.’

No matter how pure and troublesome the hero party was, there was no reason for them to be so hostile towards Raul. How could those who were just beginning their activities get information and dig up Raul’s flaws?

‘The Delamain family of the Brennan Republic.’

It was where Raul’s uncle, baron Jayden, took refuge and a family that had intervened in the internal conflict of the Ashton countship. The Delamain family must have suffered significant losses when Baron Jayden was defeated.

And they were currently in a legal dispute with the Ashton household over Jayden’s inheritance.

‘So, they planned to stab me in the back this way?’

Corellius was a Paladin belonging to the Bataar Order branch in the capital of the Delamain family. He must have joined the hero party through the influence of the Delamain family.

‘The Delamain family and Corellius.’

Raul’s thoughts deepened.

*

Bang!

“Damn it. You call this information? Bring out some real information, not this nonsense!”

“Sir, this is all the information we have. Isn’t this enough?”

As the young man who had been serving them said, the room Corellius and Asher had been led to was literally piled high with various documents.

Comprehensive list of cities, castles, and villages in Viscount Raul’s domain

First Knight Order branches

First Knight order directory

First Knight Order activities

Activities and related materials of Viscount Raul de Ashton

There was almost all publicly available ‘surface information’.

But there was not a single piece of the type of information Corellius wanted.

“Not this superficial information. I meant real information! For example….”

“Yes. For example, what kind of information?”

As the young clerk asked with a smile, Corellius’s face turned red.

“…You know what I mean? Secret information! Like the secrets the viscount is hiding!”

The clerk’s smiling face suddenly hardened.

“Sorry, but we don’t deal with ‘illegal information’. Surely, you’re not asking for ‘illegal’ and ‘dirty’ information, are you?”

The clerk’s expression implied that a priest wouldn’t ask for such information, so Corellius couldn’t bring himself to say it outright.

“…Ugh. Never mind! Let’s go, Asher.”

“…Yes.”

While Corellius was fuming with anger, Asher had a thoughtful expression. As they were about to leave the room, the clerk suddenly called out to them.

“Wait a moment. This is some ‘service’ information from our shop owner. It should be quite useful for your party. Please review it later.”

“No thanks. At this point, what….”

Corellius scoffed and ignored the clerk, but Asher bowed his head in thanks and took the document. Later at their lodging. They had rented a large annex room, so all the party members were gathered in the living room.

“How did it go, any results?”

Shimar asked with a slightly mocking tone, to which Corellius snorted and remained silent. At that moment, Asher stood up and bowed.

“I apologize. It seems I misjudged the situation. Viscount Raul is not the corrupt noble I thought he was. I am deeply sorry for causing trouble to everyone!”

“H-Hey Asher! What are you…”

Corellius, startled by Asher’s sudden action, tried to stop him, but the others were quicker.

“It’s okay. Everyone makes mistakes. Admitting and reflecting on them is also important.”

“I knew it. How could a city be so vibrant and the residents’ living standards so high if the lord was corrupt? You’d have to be blind to think otherwise.”

Saint Kiera patted Asher’s shoulder as if she found him commendable, and Mage Regan snorted as if to say ‘I told you so.’

“The reactions from the strangers were the same. Everyone we met today praised the lord. When we asked if they were forcibly relocated or mistreated, we were ignored as if we were mad.”

Shimar didn’t bother mentioning that some aggressive strangers grabbed him by the collar or reported him as a spy. Unless all those people were brainwashed, continuing to distrust Viscount Raul would only be unreasonable stubbornness.

“Ha, everyone has lost their minds. Do you really think a city like this was built by normal means? A mere 17-year-old kid? Does that make sense to you?”

Corellius persistently refused to give up, but this time Saint Kiera didn’t hold back.

“Enough. I will no longer tolerate slandering an innocent and excellent lord.”

“Innocent? On what grounds….”

“Even if he were guilty, investigating that is not our duty. If you continue to deviate from our original purpose, I will expel you from this investigation team, sir Corellius!”

The party members were shocked by the saintess’s surprising declaration.

“Ha, what authority do you have? Do you think the church will allow that?”

“Yes, absolutely. If I refuse to work with you, who do you think they’ll side with?”

Saints, who were scarce in their orders, versus Paladins who numbered in the hundreds. Even though skilled Paladins were fewer, the outcome was obvious. Kiera had remained silent out of respect for elders and other orders.

However, leaving Corellius unchecked any longer could jeopardize their mission.

“So, what will you do? Will you leave, or will you follow the original plan?”

Despite her loud voice, her clenched hands beneath the table trembled. She didn’t want the party to break apart in this manner.

“…Alright. I’ll follow the saintess.”

Corellius surrendered. Even with different thoughts, being expelled from the investigation team was pointless. He wasn’t interested in returning to the temple’s smelly old training grounds for ascetic practices.

“Good. So, we need to proceed with recruiting the strangers…but honestly, it seems difficult now.”

“We visited all the notable stranger guilds in the city today, but they all refused. They said they couldn’t work with those who insulted the lord, First Knight Order, and themselves. Thanks to someone, it’s all messed up.”

Shimar glared at Corellius while talking, making Corellius snort and look away.

“At this rate, it will be impossible to reach our destination on time. Is there any good plan?”

At that moment, Asher pulled out a document from his bosom and spoke.

“There’s a way right here!”

It was the document they received from the information office. Saintess Kiera breathed a sigh of relief after checking the contents.

And the very next day. Kiera and the hero party boarded a portal and left Viscount Raul’s domain. Watching from a distance, Bernard curiously asked Raul.

“What kind of magic did you use? I thought they wouldn’t leave until they achieved their goal.”

“Well, it wasn’t that difficult. To put it simply, ‘passing the bomb’ maybe?”

Bernard wondered where exactly this ‘bomb’ had gone.

(To be continued)

TL’s Corner:

Passing the hot potato to other nobles is the best way.
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Chapter 206

Knock, knock, knock.

“Come in.”

It had been about a week since the hero party had departed. During this time, Raul had been diligently organizing various business endeavors, territory developments, and dealings with the player guilds and associations.

This was crucial to ensure that the deputies could smoothly manage the territory while he was away.

Tap.

Raul signed off on the last document and looked up at the visitor.

“It’s not time for the regular report. Is there any special news?”

Kane, with a curious smile on his face, stood at the desk.

“It’s about the special investigation team from the church that left recently.”

“Oh, them? What happened?”

“It seems they’ve caused quite a major incident.”

“Is that so? Come, let’s sit and talk.”

Raul moved to the sofa, and Kane began to relay the details. Raul showed a keen interest, curious about the impact of the ‘bombs’ he had planted.

A few days ago, a piece of ‘service’ information was delivered to the hero’s party through an informant. It contained information meticulously compiled by Raul.

This information detailed other ‘influential guilds’ and ‘rankers’ aside from the guilds allied with the First Knight Order.

‘Time sure flies.’

Almost half a year had passed since the Tower of Graduation was completed. Many had already surpassed level 50 and dispersed across Connect. Understandably, not all rankers and influential guilds had migrated to the First Territory.

Raul and his executives had filtered them, and many preferred to grow their influence in areas beyond the reach of the First Knight Order.

Among the places where such individuals gathered, Raul had highlighted several ‘specific’ locations in the information he passed.


For instance, within the Leslie Kingdom, one such territory was under the jurisdiction of the ‘Count of Skyler’.

In the Brennan Republic, it was a territory associated with the ‘Delamain Family’. The commonality was their unfavorable stance towards the Ashton household or the First Knight Order.

Moreover, these territories had grasped the value of players (outsiders) earlier than others due to their connections with Raul.

‘Which is why influential guilds settled there.’

It was an ironic twist. By actively utilizing players, Raul had indirectly led hostile territories to recruit players for their own benefit. This, of course, was partially intentional on Raul’s part.

If enemies were to be dealt with, it was more efficient and cleaner to handle them in one go. Among the ‘potentially hostile forces’ Raul pinpointed, the place chosen by the hero’s party was…

“Marquis McNeil will certainly have a tough time.”

The chosen territory was one under Marquis McNeil, who wielded significant power within the Ruben Kingdom. Specifically, it was the territory of Viscount Dennis de McNeil, the external affairs director for the Marquis.

Having suffered heavy losses in various territorial wars mobilized by players from the First Knight Order, the Marquis had since refrained from participating in territorial battles.

Viscount Dennis de McNeil’s strategy was to follow Raul’s example by recruiting ‘outsiders’. However, the ingrained noble perspective that viewed outsiders as mere mercenaries meant that their treatment was not particularly generous.

Still, being one of the major forces within the kingdom, the basic compensation differed significantly from smaller families.

“The guild that has currently settled there…”

“The Japanese Rakuen Guild and the American Drake Guild are the largest in scale.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Both guilds had been the main pillars of the great guild alliance in the previous life. They had snooped around here and there, except for the First Fief, and eventually chose to side with Count Melvin.

‘I’m sorry about this.’

Though Raul thought so inwardly, he was smiling outwardly.

“Anyway, for something to happen within just a week. This is quite something.”

“Aren’t there several impatient people?”

“Regardless, I didn’t expect such a mess.”


The outline of the incident was a bit complex. Mendez Castle, which the Order’s special investigation team had arrived at, was a typical Connect domain castle.

Taxes were nearly 60%, and with the gate incident, the young were conscripted, leaving the elderly, women, and children to farm.

Fortunately, there were many soldiers, so public security was stable, but the hygiene and living standards of the residents barely escaped being the worst.

It was an ordinary castle that could be found anywhere, but the problem was that the place where Kiera’s party had stayed just before was Raul’s Viscounty.

As soon as they entered the castle, they were met with beggars draped in rags hoping for alms, mothers carrying sick children upon hearing that a priest had arrived, and emaciated old people.

It might be a common scene, but how would it appear to the party who had already experienced the comparison with the First Viscounty?

While dealing with them, the day was entirely spent for the Saintess’s party, and the next day, something even bigger happened.

“Saintess, there’s a big problem. I’m worried there might be an epidemic in the slum.”

At Shimar’s report, after circling around the castle, they found corpses of people who had starved or died from illness rotting everywhere without any measures.

“What on earth is this lord doing? Can a castle be left like this?”

Eventually, another day was spent removing the corpses in the slum and doing the bare minimum cleanup. During this time, Viscount Dennis did nothing but neglect them.

Angrily, even Corellius, the investigation team started investigating Mendez Castle. However, nothing suspicious was easily found.

As expected, those who have experience in bad deeds know how to avoid getting caught. Such exploitation was so routine in this territory that there was no violation of national or continental law.

But then a problem arose during the investigation….

‘Well, should we say Viscount Dennis is unlucky or that it’s indeed the hero party’s doing?’

Saintess Kiera, while inspecting the castle, sensed ‘Black Magic’. It wasn’t for nothing that Raul called them walking disasters; things grew uncontrollable.

An ‘Imperial Hound’ branch nest in the castle’s basement was discovered by Shimar, leading to inevitable conflict.

“What should we do? Handling them by ourselves might be difficult.”

“How about asking the lord for help?”

At Shimar’s concern, Corellius mentioned the lord, but Kiera shook her head.


“Information will definitely leak. To completely catch them, we need to act before the lord catches wind.”

Viscount Dennis had already lost their trust. And the alternative was not far.

“How about asking the outsiders for help? Wasn’t that the reason we came here in the first place?”

Asher’s proposal was immediately accepted. And the two large guilds, Rakuen and Drake, that had settled in Mendez Castle, naturally agreed to the proposal.

It was a special quest from the hero’s party, and the reputation points for an empire-related quest were already famous for being enormous.

And so the “brawl” began.

*

“They say that the player guilds and regular players who participated in the attack on the Imperial Hound’s hideout were ‘annihilated’. Eventually, the investigation team had to finish it off.”

“Well, that’s to be expected.”

No matter how much the players had grown, they were still far from being able to face the empire’s cavalry and knights.

Especially if they encountered an empire armor user who had triggered the ‘Black Sacrifice’, it was clear that even the entire Purple Guild would be wiped out.

‘There’s still a long way to go. A long way indeed.’

Anyway, if matters had concluded there, it would have been neat, but things escalated when a certain document was found. It contained information about those suspected to be collaborators in Mendez Castle.

The investigation team demanded that Viscount Dennis hand them over, but the viscount had no intention of handing over his close associates and blood relatives.

“Ultimately, another battle broke out. The players, already having accepted the investigation team’s request, reluctantly fought against the lord’s troops, and it became total chaos with the intervention of the Paladins from nearby temples who had received a support request!”

Kane explained the situation in an excited and cheerful voice. In the end, the battle resulted in a victory for the hero’s party. While there might have been a difference in the number of troops, it was the qualitative aspect that determined the outcome.

Not the entire Marquis McNeil’s force, but just Viscount Dennis’s knights were no match for Expert-class Corellius the Paladin and the hero Asher.

“Currently, Mendez Castle is temporarily occupied by the Batar Order. Viscount Dennis and some knights have fled, but fortunately, the collaborators listed in the documents have been secured by the order.”

“A foolish choice.”

“Whom are you talking about?”

“Viscount Dennis. He must have underestimated the investigation team and the players. He thought he could manage the situation if he dealt with them first. But with things as they are, escaping won’t be easy for him.”

There was an unwritten rule among the nations of the Connect continent. They must unite to handle any matters related to the ‘Empire’ and must cooperate unconditionally with the Holy Order if ‘Black Magic’ appears.

No matter how much some nobles typically regarded the order with disdain, in these matters, they couldn’t utter a word against it. They could be branded as the ‘enemy of the entire continent’ if they made a mistake.

And since he actively obstructed the order’s operations in such a manner….

‘Not even Marquis McNeil would be able to protect him.’

Thus, Marquis McNeil would have to bear significant losses due to this incident. Whether they liked it or not, not only did their kin break the continent’s unwritten rule, but they also shed the blood of the order.

“I must say, it’s quite refreshing. And it reminds me once again why you’re the master.”

“Well, it was luck. Even I didn’t expect them to be this effective.”

Raul took a sip of tea with an unconcerned expression.

“Anyway, it’s really astonishing. Even though you mentioned it, they truly are incredible troublemakers. In just a week, they’ve demolished an entire barony.”

“Make sure that if we have any dealings with them in the future, our members are well informed to avoid them at all costs.”

“Of course.”

This incident provided Raul with triple benefits without lifting a finger. Not only did he deliver a blow to the McNeil Marquisate, which had been a thorn in his side, but he also erased an Imperial Hound branch.

Additionally, he dragged down two large guilds that could be considered potential enemies. It is said that those who participated in the battle from the Rakuen Guild and the Drake Guild received substantial rewards.

They were given considerable reputation with the order, special quest rewards, and a few spoils divided among them. However, the price they paid was too high for those rewards to be satisfying.

Firstly, most of their officers and regular guild members lost their lives more than twice.

Secondly, the Mendez Castle, which they had painstakingly secured over several months, was wrecked, causing them to lose reputation and their base.

Also, they made formidable enemies in both the McNeil Marquisate and the bothersome Imperial Hound. This effectively made it difficult for them to operate in the Ruben Kingdom for the foreseeable future.

‘By now, they must realize they stepped into a mess, but they can’t pull out.’

The two guilds likely won’t be able to refuse the investigation team’s future quests disguised as requests. To recover their losses, they will have to pursue quests with significant rewards, whether they like it or not.

‘In the end, they’ll suffer even more losses. These quests are beyond what they can handle right now.’

Raul was delighted, feeling satisfied without having to get directly involved. If things like this kept happening, even the grueling training with Caldenas would seem enjoyable.

However, Raul’s joy didn’t last long. Kane’s cheerful expression suddenly contorted as he sipped his tea.

“Master, it’s urgent. We’ve just received a report through the guild communication. …”

“……?”

“It seems something has happened at the barrier. Your second brother, Lawrence, has gone missing.”

“What!”

Raul’s face turned pale.

(To be continued)
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Clop, clop.

About twenty knights on horseback were galloping across the wasteland, heading somewhere. They were Raul and the members of the First Knights who protected him.

“Wow~! I’d only heard about it, but it’s truly gigantic, beyond enormous.”

Josh, while riding his horse, looked ahead and marveled. In the far-off horizon, an exceedingly long artificial structure came into view.

It was the “Barrier”, known as humanity’s greatest construction.

However, even more staggering than that was the massive mountain range that pierced through the clouds and soared high into the sky. The mountain range, seemingly cutting the planet in half, was a natural fortress barring human entry.

Whether Josh’s admiration was directed at the “Barrier” or the “Great Canyon of Despair” was uncertain, but it was clear he was completely overwhelmed. Had he not been, his mouth would have been running faster than his eyes could take in the sight.

“Though it looks close from here, it’ll actually be tomorrow afternoon by the time we reach there.”

“Oh my God. We’ve already been riding for a day and we still have that much more to go?”

Hearing Jake’s words, Josh exaggeratedly grabbed his head. Maybe he was trying to lighten Raul’s tense mood, but it didn’t seem to have much effect. Raul held the reins firmly, staring at the Barrier as though he couldn’t hear a thing.

“If it’s that urgent, why not use a portal? Why spend over two days riding horses to reach the Barrier?”

Josh asked curiously, and this time, Kane answered.

“Near the Barrier, there are incredibly complex magic circles, various mechanisms, and barrier formations. Furthermore, for military and political reasons, teleportation is prohibited within a certain range. Even in case of a genuine war, unless it’s an extremely urgent situation, portals won’t be opened.”

Indeed, as Kane said, the only way to reach the Barrier was by land. For decades, the empire had attempted to target the Barrier using various means such as teleportation, flight magic, and tunneling magic.

The measures were in place not just to thwart such tricks, but also to ensure that the kingdoms didn’t entertain any foolish ideas.

“Let’s hurry.”

Magic wind, warm and soothing, emanated from Raul and enveloped the group. Raul had activated his shining aura. Thanks to this, the tiring horses found their breaths stabilizing, and the knights felt a burst of energy returning to their exhausted bodies.

“Let’s go!”

The group spurred their horses forward, racing towards the Barrier.


*

Tap, tap.

Picking up speed, the group reached the Barrier, or rather the city connected to it, “Porta”, much earlier than anticipated.

“Wow… this is unexpected.”

Josh probably imagined a gigantic military camp or fortress city. But entering Porta felt more like stepping into a bustling trade or tourist city rather than a military one.

“Surprising, right? Everyone visiting for the first time makes that same face.”

The city’s layout was simple. A massive city encircled by a continuous wall. The unique aspect was that one side of the city touched the Barrier, and a relatively small fortress stood before it.

Except for the fortress, it would resemble nothing more than an enormously prosperous trade city.

“More than 90% of the residents here are civilians with no military ties. The transient population mainly consists of merchants and mercenaries. Getting the picture?”

“Now that you mention it, it feels quite similar to the castle of the Count’s family.”

The reason was simple. It was all because of the rare by-products that could only be obtained from beyond the Barrier and the spoils of war from battles with the empire.

Additionally, there was another political reason, but Jake did not bother to mention it.

“We head straight to the command post.”

“Yes, Master.”

Raul, whose expression remained stern, spoke, and Jake led the way.

‘Now that I think about it….’

As they rode, another peculiar aspect of the city became apparent. It was the enormous main road. The city was large, but the road was wider than any Josh had ever seen—even wider than the capital of the kingdom.

While the sides of the road were occupied by carriages, presumably belonging to trade caravans, the center was used as a march route for cavalry and soldiers.

“Are there always this many cavalry here?”

“Well, not usually. At least, not during my time here…”


Jake responded with a puzzled expression. On the march route to the command post, there were already hundreds of cavalry visible. Even if only a fifth of them were knights, it was still a significant number.

Something about the atmosphere in the city seemed unusual. Raul was accompanied by a total of twenty knights on this journey to the Barrier. Among them, the prominent figures included Kane, Jake, and Josh.

Kane was brought along to gather information and track down the missing second brother, Lawrence. Jake joined because of his experience working at the Barrier.

Josh, as the chief knight, was the squad leader of the other 17 intermediate-level expert armor users but mainly participated to assist Raul.

“Halt. You cannot ride past this point.”

Armed knights and soldiers greeted the visitors with discipline at the fortress’s main gate. While the city was large, the fortress before them was by no means small.

As the group dismounted, the gatekeeper approached and inquired,

“Where do you hail from?”

Although the rider was holding a flag bearing the insignia of the First Viscounty, the gatekeeper seemed not to recognize it. It was understandable, as the First Viscounty was a relatively recent establishment and had yet to dispatch knights to the Barrier.

“We come from the First Viscounty of the Ruben Kingdom, with Viscount Raul de Ashton and his entourage.”

“The First Viscounty…? Do you mean the Ashton household?”

“Yes, Viscount Raul is also the third young master of the Count Ashton household.”

“Ah…!”

The gatekeeper turned slightly towards Raul, placed his clenched fist over his chest, and greeted him respectfully.

“You’re Sir Lawrence’s younger brother. I’m deeply sorry to hear the tragic news. He was a truly remarkable knight.”

“Thank you for your kind words.”

Raul returned the gesture, and the gatekeeper nodded before instructing the soldiers behind him.

“Open the gate.”

Clang.

The iron barrier blocking the fortress entrance slid aside.


“Inside, head to the first floor of the fourth annex. You should find members of the Ashton household there. I wish you success….”

It seemed that Raul’s second brother, Lawrence, had a stellar reputation, judging by the gatekeeper’s attitude.

***

“Welcome, baron.”

“It’s been a while, baron Carlo.”

Greeting Raul’s group at the annex was none other than Carlo de Ashton, the captain of the Silver Bear Knight Order. Having refined his skills since the internal war within the Count’s family, it seemed he had reached the pinnacle of mastery.

‘Fortunately, the strength of the main family is also steadily increasing.’

Following the internal war, Raul managed to persuade his father, Count Melvin, and his eldest brother, Dylan, to allocate 50 positions from the First Knight Order to the Count’s family.

While it was crucial for the First Knight Order to grow, it was equally important for the Count’s family, their support, to strengthen as well.

In the short term, it was more efficient to elevate the high-ranking knights of the Count’s family who had stagnated in their skills.

Baron Carlo, aware of this, appeared more respectful towards Raul. Experiencing the rumored ‘Blessing of the Gods’ firsthand naturally made him more favorable towards Raul.

“Did Father say anything else?”

“No. He directed us to fully cooperate with you. And Young lord Dylan had a message to convey.”

“From my eldest brother?”

“Yes, ahem, ‘Bring back that foolish brother of ours!’… It seems the family head and the captains had a hard time dissuading him from coming to the Barrier himself.”

Well, considering it was Dylan, it made sense. Unlike Raul, who was pampered, the relationship between the eldest and second brothers was more contentious.

While the much younger Raul might have seemed like a child or nephew, Lawrence would have been a true sibling to Dylan.

Knowing that his usually indifferent eldest brother had left a ‘Trust you’ message in the guild’s communication chat, which he barely used, said a lot about his feelings.

‘Ha, if even I, who hardly saw him, feel this heartache, how must my brother or father feel?’

Though the siblings were only memories instilled in him, it made Raul’s heart ache even more. Despite knowing trouble might be brewing, he had failed to properly look out for his second brother, using his other busy tasks as an excuse.

If Raul’s suspicions were correct, Lawrence’s disappearance wouldn’t end as a simple incident. Originally, about six months should have remained, but it was clear history had been twisted due to his interference.

‘I hope it’s not too late….’

“But why is the city atmosphere like this? Does it have something to do with the current situation?”

Although the news of Lawrence’s disappearance had been conveyed, no detailed information was provided. This was because matters within the Barrier were handled with utmost secrecy.

Knowing that spies of the empire were already active within the kingdoms, it was natural not to disclose the most critical information to ordinary noble families.

“Yes, this incident is not just about Sir Lawrence but a ‘mass disappearance’ involving many people.”

“……!”

Jake asked, and Baron Carlo responded with a solemn expression.

“As you must have noticed on your way here, many families from various countries have dispatched investigation teams and troops. Thanks to this, the annexes inside the fortress are packed to the brim.”

No wonder they saw so many knights on the main road; it seemed there was a reason behind it. With over 20 annexes prepared for visitors already filled, if not for Baron Carlo arriving earlier, they might have had to find other accommodations.

“Did you hear any specifics about the matter? Sir Kane brought some news, but we need accurate information.”

“Someone else will explain that. Viscount Raul, if you’re agreeable, could you accompany me to the commander’s office now? Upon hearing of your arrival, the Vice Commander sent someone to request your presence.”

“By the Vice Commander, do you mean Lord Hansley?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

There were three Sword Masters at the Barrier. The Supreme Commander, Duke Julius, and the two Vice Commanders, Duke Hansley and Duke Tavion.

They were dedicated to guarding the Barrier and were not affiliated with any kingdom. Hence, even without holding any fiefs, they were respectfully referred to with the title “Duke”.

Typically, one of the three remained at the Barrier to handle administrative and rear-line tasks, and this role often fell to Duke Hansley.

‘To think I’d meet such a significant figure as soon as I arrived.’

This life was undeniably different from the previous one. In his past life as Bae Dohyun, no matter how significant the battle, meeting anyone beyond field officers was the norm.

While the name of the Count Ashton household carried weight, being the third son alone wouldn’t justify a meeting with Duke Hansley. Many high-ranking nobles’ offspring visited the Barrier, but only a few met the Vice Commander.

Duke Hansley likely understood the intricacies of the kingdom’s affairs due to his frequent rear-line duties.

And probably.

‘Lawrence’s influence plays a role too.’

Though Raul wasn’t fully aware of Lawrence’s accomplishments here, the attitudes of the knights and soldiers gave him an idea. Meeting the highest authority directly might greatly aid his search for Lawrence.

A short while later, at the commander’s office.

“Welcome. I greet you to the Barrier.”

A dignified gentleman in his late forties to mid-fifties welcomed Raul. Clad in formal attire, he looked more like a regular administrative officer who hadn’t trained in the sword.

Yet, hidden within him was an immense, unfathomable aura that made Raul involuntarily tense up.

“Hoo! Indeed. The rumors were not exaggerated.”

Sensing Raul’s briefly revealed presence, Duke Hansley smiled warmly, pleased. But as the conversation was about to continue,

Ding ding ding ding ding!

“Well…. It seems we must postpone this chat for now.”

There appeared to be a disturbance outside.

“Would you prefer to wait here for a while? Or….”

“May I come along?”

Raul promptly responded, having waited for this opportunity, causing Duke Hansley to chuckle and gesture with his hand.

“Follow me.”

(To be continued)
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Thud, thud, thud.

“Hurry up!”

“Standby squads, move to your positions!”

Stepping out of the commander’s office, Raul observed officers and knights moving busily. Walking through the corridor and exiting the building, the entire fortress seemed abuzz with soldiers rushing about.

However, Duke Hansley appeared unhurried. It seemed he was quite accustomed to this situation.

‘Could it be that the enemy has penetrated all the way to the Barrier?’

Raul couldn’t help but be puzzled. While the Barrier was constructed to fend off enemies and monsters invading through Corpse Road, it was more symbolic than functional as a gateway.

Simply put, it functioned as the final line of defense. The real defensive line lay beyond the Barrier. Corpse Road, spanning 1 km in width and hundreds of km in length, was an inhospitable wasteland teeming with monsters and undead.

The critical point was that Corpse Road had only two exits: one towards the Empire and the other towards the Kingdom Alliance’s Barrier. Hence, whenever a considerable number of monsters clustered together, they invariably headed for the Barrier.

Whether due to a lack of prey or seeking vitality, the reason remained unknown.

‘The problem is, once they cluster, their numbers and quality both change drastically.’

For undead armies, the more they congregated, the stronger their aura became, naturally bringing forth higher-tier undead. This created a vicious cycle where a legion-level undead group was nearly impossible to manage.

The same was true for monsters. Although they usually competed over territories, their numbers swelled and they formed a hierarchy, eventually becoming an army.

Having faced massive undead and monster waves numerous times in the early days of the Barrier’s construction, humanity changed their defense strategy.

Instead of defending the Barrier, they opted to advance proactively to prevent the formation of such legions. They learned from experience that this approach resulted in fewer casualties.

Thus, several large forward bases and numerous small temporary bases were established beyond the Barrier. The actual location for intercepting and defending against monsters was these forward bases.

So, the appearance of monsters this close to the Barrier meant….

“If it’s not too much trouble, may I ask a few questions?”

Seeing Raul’s curious expression, Duke Hansley gave a sly smile. By now, the Barrier’s command officers and knights had gathered around him.


“I can pretty much guess what you’re curious about. It won’t be too late to ask after experiencing it firsthand.”

They soon arrived at a location with the Barrier looming directly ahead.

‘Seeing it up close, it’s no joke.’

Although Raul was accustomed to modern high-rise apartments and buildings, the scale of the Barrier was on another level. Towering at 200m in height (the entrance to Corpse Road was higher than other parts of the Barrier) and made of some mysterious material, whether stone or metal was uncertain.

Interspersed within the Barrier were watchtowers and entrances like houses built into cliffs, various equipment with unknown purposes, and glowing magical circles adorning it, indicating it was far from a simple fortification.

“Let’s go up.”

When the party arrived, they saw several square-shaped rides lined up beneath the wall, where people could climb on. The rides, each measuring 5 meters in both width and length, resembled half-boxes with thin railings attached to their metal bases.

Clunk, clunk, clunk.

Following Duke Hansley, they mounted the rides, and once about twenty people had boarded, a slight glow appeared beneath their feet.

Vroom.

The ride then shot upward at incredible speed.

‘Wow.’

It seemed much faster than a high-speed elevator on Earth, as they reached the top of the wall in just about 20 seconds. Despite the speed, they felt no air resistance or pressure, likely due to the workings of ‘magic’.

Though one might wonder why they didn’t just use the short-distance teleportation circles like those utilized in mage towers.

‘Using spatial magic here would probably turn us into dimensional strays.’

The complex and varied mana flow from the wall itself seemed likely to distort any teleportation coordinates. Upon reaching the top of the wall using the ride, a sight very different from what Raul had seen so far greeted him.

Beyond the wall lay Corpse Road. A thick and dark fog that sent chills down the spine covered the entire path.

Although visibility was poor because of the fog, the ground looked as if it were stained with blood, and there were absolutely no signs of life for a considerable distance ahead—a true wasteland.

Looking slightly to the left or right, one could see that the ground ended in sheer darkness. There was an unfathomably deep cliff, a grand canyon, and beyond that, a steep mountain range soaring into the sky.

“How does it feel to see Corpse Road in person?” asked Duke Hansley.


“It’s like the scent of blood is thick in the air. It feels like a place where there’s no escape,” Raul replied.

“Exactly. It’s a cursed land that has devoured countless lives for decades, a place where avoiding frontal combat is impossible.”

Duke Hansley clicked his tongue, his eyes filled with an inscrutable anger.

“But why did the bell ring? There aren’t any visible enemies yet.”

“You’ll soon find out.”

From a defensive standpoint, it was a pity, but Corpse Road was not a perfectly straight path. The gently curving road to the left was blocked by a massive mountain range far ahead, hiding what lay beyond. If it weren’t for that, the nearest forward base, Alpha, would have been visible even from here.

Still, Raul could see nothing on Corpse Road extending to the mountain range. But soon, he sensed something unpleasant through his intuition.

‘Death energy?’

Flash!

About 500 meters ahead, a translucent blue barrier appeared with a burst of flame.

And then.

Roooooaaaarrr!

A strange sound, akin to souls wailing in a valley of screams, echoed through the canyon.

Rumble, rumble.

The ground shook as if an earthquake had struck, and something surged up from the underground. Simultaneously, things began to crawl up the cliff sides flanking Corpse Road.

Cre-eak, crack.

“Whoa.”

In the middle of Corpse Road, which had been empty until now, an undead army numbering over ten thousand had appeared.

Blare!

Ding, ding, ding, ding!


From atop the wall, a trumpeter blew a large horn to signal the appearance of the enemies, and an urgent bell rang from somewhere, heightening the tension.

“Our timing is perfect, Viscount Raul. This might be the largest scale we’ve seen in recent times,” said Duke Hansley, his voice betraying no tension as he observed the undead army.

‘Is this okay? The scale seems too large to laugh off…’

Though Raul had experienced several large-scale battles recently through civil and territorial wars, he couldn’t help but feel uneasy at the sight before him. Skeleton soldiers with not a scrap of flesh left on them.

Rotting corpse monsters called zombies. Ghouls that, though resembling living humans, were brimming with death energy. Cursed knights known as Dullahans, carrying their own heads in their arms.

And even death knights, the commanders of the undead army. Above the already tens of thousands of undead monsters, flying undead like ghosts and banshees were also appearing.

However, on the wall stood around 200 knights and 2000 archers and engineers. While not a small number, considering the wall’s width of over 50 meters, it felt sparse.

Squeak, clank!

Of course, the expansive wall was equipped with a generous number of siege weapons, so it didn’t seem poorly defended. Engineers had already loaded catapults and ballistae, waiting for the signal.

“Aren’t you curious?”

Duke Hansley asked Raul, who was silent.

“About what?”

“Why the forces here are so few, and where all the knights and soldiers have gone. Everyone who first faces the enemies from the wall asks that.”

Duke Hansley seemed curious about Raul’s response, but Raul, without much thought, stated the fact.

“It’s my first time here, but I’ve done some research on the wall. The soldiers not here are probably ‘inside’, right?”

“Not a very exciting answer, but I’ll give you points for being prepared.”

As mentioned before, the wall was 200 meters high. While long-range attacks were possible, it was too high to be a practical battlefield. Moreover, the undead were particularly resistant to projectiles, especially small, sharp objects like arrows.

This meant that sweeping away the undead with only long-range attacks was no easy task. Hence, there was a special device on the wall to address this.

“They’re coming!”

Boom, boom, boom, boom.

You might wonder why dead bodies would make such a stomping sound when they moved, but if those bodies included more than just human parts, it was understandable.

‘Quite a noisy bunch.’

The undead formation included zombies and ogres nearly 5 meters tall, skeletal minotaurs, and abominations made of stitched-together corpses. There were also blood golems made of blood and flesh golems made of repulsive flesh, indicating that enemy undead mages were likely numerous.

“Prepare to fire.”

“Prepare to fire!”

When Duke Hansley gave the indifferent order and the officers shouted it out loud, the archers drew their bows, and the engineers aimed their weapons.

“Fire.”

“Fire!”

Thud, boom! Swoosh!

At the command, thousands of archers simultaneously released their bowstrings, while the ballistae launched massive wooden bolts and the catapults hurled stones into the sky.

Crash!

Arrows fired from the 200-meter-high wall extended far beyond their original range, falling upon the heads of the advancing undead army. Showcasing the expertise of the elite troops stationed at the front-line wall, the archers formed precise shot groups.

Even though the undead were resistant to arrows, their heads were pierced by the powerful arrow rain bolstered by gravity, causing them to collapse one by one.

Boom!

Undead caught under the falling rocks and sweeping wooden beams suffered even more gruesome fates. Despite their already dead bodies, they were crushed beyond recognition or had their limbs torn apart and scattered.

Groooan.

Despite the downpour of ranged attacks, the undead army continued to move swiftly towards the wall. Losing their sense of fear, the undead troops didn’t even blink as their comrades fell beside them. Even if pierced by multiple arrows, they only kept marching unless struck in the head.

When the undead army finally closed within 200 meters of the wall:

“Stage one wall open.”

“Stage one open!”

Thud, thud, thud!

The wall vibrated minutely, as if it were roaring. When the vibration ceased:

“Fire!”

“Don’t let a single one approach!”

Swoosh! Thud!

Arrows began to rain down, this time not from the top of the wall but from its middle.

“Begin shooting to mana level 50%! Use anti-personnel magic!”

“Fireball!”

“Holy Spear!”

“Magic Missile!”

Following the arrow rain, various spells like blazing fireballs and translucent mana arrows were launched at the undead army.

‘Wow! This is no joke.’

Openings appeared along the middle of the wall, like windows opening, and troops stationed behind them started attacking in succession. Thanks to this, the level of ranged attacks from the wall was on a completely different dimension from ordinary castle walls, and the undead melted away before they could get any closer.

The true nature of the wall revealed itself—it was not just a barrier, but a mobile final defense line functioning as a fortress of its own. At a glance, the number of troops shooting arrows and casting spells from inside the wall seemed to exceed ten thousand.

‘At this rate, it’ll end too easily,’ thought Raul.

As if reading Raul’s mind, the undead army’s movements changed. Among the low-tier undead being torn apart by long-range attacks, medium and large undead began to rush out with shields.

“Roaaarrr!”

“Groooaa!”

With their massive bone shields blocking arrows and spells, the large figures charged, causing the entire undead force to shout and rush towards the wall.

(To be continued)
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The sight of the undead army surging like a wave was grim even from the 200-meter-high wall. Despite continuously cutting them down, skeletons and zombies seemed to endlessly crawl out from the enemy lines, as if on infinite refill.

“Stage two opening. Prepare the fortress cannons.”

“Stage two opening!”

Rumble.

The wall vibrated slightly once more, and this time, changes occurred lower down.

At the very bottom of the wall, at a height of less than 10 meters, countless fist-sized holes appeared. A long ledge formed at the 10-meter mark, upon which stood knights and soldiers armed with close-combat weapons like swords, spears, and axes.

Above them, stood troops with large bows.

“Archer knights, commence firing!”

At the command of their leader, the archer knights began their attack.

Whoosh, crack!

“Groooan!”

Over thirty arrows, glowing with mana, flew swiftly and pierced through the seemingly impenetrable bone shields with ease.

The thirty expert archer knights, specialized in archery, targeted the medium and large monsters carrying shields, sniping them one by one. This created gaps in the rushing bone shield formations, forcing the undead army to suffer more losses.

‘Still not enough. They’ll reach the wall at this rate.’

The undead army was rightly called the immortal legion for a reason. They seemed to never truly die as they relentlessly swarmed forward, with reinforcements replacing the fallen, steadily closing the distance.

And finally.

Whoosh! Crash!

“Brace for impact!”

Medium and large undead that had reached within 50 meters of the wall began their ‘throwing’ attack. The ‘projectiles’ were none other than the undead monsters like skeletons and zombies themselves.


Thud! Crash!

“Argh!”

Skeletons crashing onto the first ledge and zombies smashing upon impact bared their teeth at the soldiers, launching attacks.

“Hold formation! Don’t try to finish them, just push them off the wall!”

The shield-bearing soldiers methodically pushed the undead off the ledge with tower shields and boots.

Splat!

In the process, exploding zombie bodies splattered the wall with sticky, repulsive blood. Ordinary undead, not chosen as projectiles by the larger undead, continued to run desperately towards the wall, almost reaching its base.

“Activate the mechanism.”

“Activate the mechanism!”

At Duke Hansley’s command, the sound of gears turning echoed through the wall.

Thunk! Crash!

‘……! What is that?’

Raul looked down with a stunned expression.

From the fist-sized holes at the bottom of the wall, hundreds of 10-meter-long iron spikes shot out, impaling the undead. As the spikes rotated with a grinding noise, the undead were shredded like meat in a butcher’s grinder, their remains scattered everywhere.

The spikes then retracted into the holes to repeat the process, literally ‘shredding’ the undead into pieces.

‘What an incredibly brutal weapon. No wonder this wall is called a natural fortress.’

While Raul wasn’t entirely certain, the sheer force of the spikes seemed enough to deter even the medium and large undead from easily approaching the wall.

But as if mocking Raul’s thoughts, the undead army’s response also changed.

“Raaaawr!”

With a tearing screech like steel being ground, about twenty Abominations began charging towards the wall. As they drew nearer, they grew larger, absorbing the fallen corpses (zombies, ghouls, etc.) to bulk up.


5 meters, 6 meters, 7 meters….

“Target their cores! Don’t let them reach the wall!” the archer commanders shouted, urging their archers. However, it was impossible for regular arrows to penetrate the bodies of the Abominations, now swollen with corpses.

Whoosh, thud!

While the sniper team of archer knights managed to bring down a few with concentrated fire, it wasn’t enough to stop them all. Finally, the Abominations reached the wall and, instead of avoiding the attacking steel spikes, thrust themselves at them.

Thwack! Crunch.

The sharp spikes easily pierced the Abominations, but then stopped working. The pierced bodies of the Abominations stiffened like cement, gripping the spikes tightly.

And the result was, “All hands, prepare for close combat! Don’t let a single one through!”

The undead began climbing up the enormous petrified bodies of the Abominations like statues.

“Uwaaah!”

“Die, you half-dead things!”

Although some of the mechanisms were still functioning and the archers continued their support fire, the undead, piling up like a mountain of corpses, finally began to step onto the first tier of the wall.

Splat! Thud!

Nonetheless, the defense was solid.

The elite soldiers, well-versed in battling the undead, maintained their formations and systematically dealt with the undead like clockwork. Moreover, knights stationed at intervals provided support, intervening wherever the defensive line showed signs of faltering and dispatching the undead.

While it seemed like a monotonous war of attrition between the undead horde and elite human soldiers, the battle was progressing to the next stage.

“Everyone, fall back to the second line! Withdraw slowly, maintaining formation with the signal!”

The soldiers positioned on the first tier of the wall gradually retreated while maintaining their shield wall. Approximately 20 meters back, the first tier was now teeming with over a thousand undead.

“Activate the mechanism!”

Rumble. Boom!!

And the wall descended upon the heads of the undead. The ceiling, about 3 meters above, came crashing down, crushing the undead beneath it.


“Well done, everyone. Move to the second-tier waiting area and support the second line! Move out!”

Squish, squish.

Stepping over the blood and flesh that flowed out between the collapsed ceiling and floor, the troops began moving up the stairs.

*

The first tier at 10 meters, and the second tier at 15 meters. Each new tier was formed at 5-meter intervals, gradually wearing down the undead. Finally, upon reaching the fifth tier, Duke Hansley commanded,

“Fire the fortress cannons!”

“Fire!”

Rumble, crash!

From each tier of the wall, 2-meter-wide holes opened, emitting dazzling beams of mana that lit up the front of the wall. When the light vanished, the numerous undead climbing the wall like spiders and most undead within 100 meters in front of the wall were obliterated.

The only ones left were a few lucky undead that had escaped the cannon’s range and the medium to large undead boasting tenacious vitality and defense.

‘Impressive.’

As Raul marveled at the tremendous power of the bombardment, Duke Hansley, fastening something to his waist, asked:

“Will you join us?”

“Of course!”

Raul, who was eager to partake in the large-scale battle rather than just watch, promptly answered. A soldier approached and strapped a device around Raul’s waist.

“This is a Dive device. You might need to use it again when coming back up, so please be careful not to damage it.”

Just as the soldier was about to explain how to use it, Duke Hansley, sporting a mischievous smile, said, “Well then, follow along at your own pace.”

He then gracefully walked over to the edge and leaped off the wall. Simultaneously, around a hundred knights and officers on the wall followed suit.

‘Good grief,’

Raul clicked his tongue and sprinted towards the edge, determined not to be left behind.

“Ah, the controls…!” The soldier shouted urgently, but Raul had already disappeared.

*

‘Wow!’

Raul marveled as he ‘ran’ down from the 200-meter-high wall. Not just Duke Hansley and the senior knights, but all the knights stationed on each tier of the wall were wearing devices with cords attached to their waists, running down the wall.

The number totaled at least 500. This implied that there were at least 500 knights of expert level or higher.

‘If you combine the knights remaining on the wall and those in the forward bases, just how many forces are gathered here?’

It was no wonder this place was called humanity’s last bastion. Before long, the blood pool, stained dark red with undead corpses, approached.

Raul lightly fiddled with the device around his waist, and it felt as if someone grabbed him out of the air, suddenly halting his motion. With a snap, the ring automatically released, and the cord detached from his waist.

Whir, thud.

Raul landed lightly on the ground, and Duke Hansley, who had been watching him with curiosity, gave a sly smile and clapped.

“Impressive. Did you learn how to use the device somewhere else?”

“Haha, I just imitated the other knights.”

“Hoho, it usually takes even skilled knights a month to get used to this device. It seems your heart is made of steel.”

Duke Hansley’s praise made Raul feel a bit embarrassed.

‘It’s only natural, considering I used it so much in my previous life.’

While it was only used on the wall now, in ten years it would become more widespread.

“Shall we start the cleanup then?”

Duke Hansley drew a heavy-looking mace and charged forward, followed by his escort knights and the fortress knights who also drew their weapons and advanced towards the enemy lines.

Raul drew a two-handed sword and ran after them.

“Grooooan….”

The skeleton ogre, which had survived the bombardment, howled and swung its fist, but before it could even touch Hansley, its massive skull split in half and collapsed.

‘Wow….’

Whether they were escorts or senior officers, the knights by Duke Hansley’s side displayed exceptional skill.

It’s no wonder, considering there were thousands of knights on the wall, and those holding senior positions must be of extraordinary prowess.

Raul also moved to the front and slashed a 3.5-meter-tall troll ghoul standing in his way in one strike.

“Oooh.”

Low exclamations from the surrounding knights could be heard. After cutting down a couple of medium-sized undead, the enemy lines finally came into view.

“Selta, to the right. Girion, to the left.”

“Yes, Vice-Commander!”

At Hansley’s command, two officers led dozens of knights to the left and right flanks of the enemy lines. Then, thrusting his massive mace forward, hansley shouted,

“Charge!”

“Waaah!”

The wave of knights surged into the heart of the undead horde as if no detailed strategy was needed.

Boom!

Hansley charged ahead first, swinging his mace with such force that skeletons, ghouls, and Dullahans burst apart like watermelons, their remains flying into the air.

‘Wow.’

Seeing a true master in action on the battlefield was a first for Raul in this life. Unconsciously, he let out a sigh of admiration.

With each casual swing of Hansley’s mace, undead within a 5-6 meter radius were shattered, enabling him to cut through the enemy lines effortlessly without stopping.

‘I can’t fall behind either.’

Raul poured mana into his two-handed sword clutched in both hands and swung it forcefully forward.

Slash!

A golden mana blade arced out from the sweeping swing of his sword, slicing through the necks and bodies of dozens of undead.

Whoosh!

Dozens of daggers sprang from his chest, embedding themselves in the foreheads of the undead whose bodies had been severed but still lived, finishing them off. A few nearby knights glanced at Raul’s curious technique with shining eyes but soon returned their focus to the battle.

‘It’s convenient not having to be overly cautious.’

After all, knights and mercenaries from around the world were gathered here. There were plenty of people in this place who used strange techniques, so Raul didn’t have to hesitate to use his psychokinetic abilities.

Cutting through the undead like a reaper, Raul followed behind Duke Hansley for a while.

Clang!

For the first time, Raul’s sweeping strike was deflected.

‘What’s this?’

Before him stood a knight in black armor, burning with a violet aura. A Death Knight pointed its sword at him.

(To be continued)
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Crack.

‘Hmm. Is this all there is?’

Raul sheathed his greatsword behind him as he watched the Death Knight turn to dust. Having taken down five Death Knights, he didn’t find it particularly challenging. While they were said to be tougher to deal with than when they were alive, at their core, they were just knights.

Considering that an expert-level knight posed no threat to Raul anymore, it was fair to say he wasn’t worried. By now, the battle was over, and cleanup efforts were well underway.

“Impressive skills. As expected of the Ashton household’s swordsmanship, I suppose?”

Duke Hansley approached, dragging what looked like a large ragged object with one hand.

“What is that…?”

“Oh, this?”

Thump. Clatter.

As Hansley threw it lightly, a corpse that looked like a mummified skeleton with a thin layer of skin left over it rolled across the floor.

“A lich. Probably the commander of this undead army.”

A lich was a mage who had become undead through forbidden black magic to enjoy the powers of immortality. They were usually high-ranking mages of at least the 6th Circle, and ancient archliches could even possess the skills of an 8th Circle great sage.

“Did you happen to find the ‘phylactery’?”

“Oh, you know well about liches. Well, I didn’t deal with the phylactery, but since it’s in this state, it should be quiet for a while.”

A lich hides its heart (the phylactery) somewhere away from its body to maintain its immortality. Even if its body is entirely destroyed, it will eventually resurrect over time, so to fully annihilate a lich, one must destroy the phylactery.

As Duke Hansley mentioned, the moment the lich fell, the undead army collapsed. Some of the surviving undead seeped into the ground, while the spectral monsters who had been floating in the air flew off somewhere in the canyon with eerie cries.

What remained on the battlefield were the corpses of the undead, their used weapons, and the ‘mana stones’ that were the cores of high-ranking undead.

However, with the mana stones contaminated by dark energy, they needed to be purified before they could be used properly….

‘Undead monsters are not very profitable after all.’


Although the bones of medium-sized or larger monsters tainted with dark energy were valuable crafting materials that mages coveted, they were very few among the countless undead.

Considering the skeletons and zombies that weren’t worth much, the profit-to-investment ratio was inevitably low.

‘Well, it’s not my problem to worry about.’

Raul picked up the remnants (mana stone and dented breastplate) of the Death Knight he had defeated and stowed them in his inventory before turning away from the battlefield.

***

Clop, clop, clop.

Fifty knights on horseback rode roughly along the blood-stained muddy path.

“Master had all the fun by himself again. Why did he even bring us if he was going to do that?”

Jake smacked his lips in disappointment and swung his greatsword at empty air.

“I wanted to participate in the wall battle too; it’s a shame.”

Josh chimed in, agreeing with Jake. Raul chuckled softly.

“It seems everyone’s itching for a fight, huh? Don’t worry, there will be plenty of battles ahead, so don’t get too impatient.”

Raul’s party was leaving the wall, heading to the forward base.

There were three forward bases in total: Alpha, beta, and Gamma. The further along they went, the deeper they ventured into Corpse Road. The Supreme Commander and the highest-ranking officers had their headquarters at the frontmost Gamma base.

“Lord Raul, do you really intend to head straight to Gamma base?”

Baron Carlo, the captain of the Silver Bear Knights, asked. He had joined Raul’s group along with thirty Golden Bear and Silver Bear knights dispatched by Count Ashton for the rescue.

“That’s the plan. We can’t afford to waste time.”

After the battle, Raul managed to have another private meeting with Duke Hansley. Through their conversation, Raul learned about the current situation at the wall and the approximate circumstances that led to his brother Lawrence’s disappearance.

‘How ironic. To think it’s related to that place.’

Raul had hoped to avoid getting involved in the main scenario as much as possible. He disliked being dragged around by the unsavory element known as ‘scenario compulsion’.


So unless absolutely necessary, he had focused on matters benefiting his fief and family.

‘The appearance of the hero party, Lawrence’s disappearance… it feels like everything is intertwining.’

From the circumstances, it seemed that his second brother Lawrence had gone missing in a dungeon beneath Corpse Road. If Raul’s hunch was correct, that dungeon was likely related to the ‘Ancient Seal.’

In any case, Raul was hurrying partly because of his brother Lawrence but also due to the situation at the wall.

‘Given the scale of this undead wave, there should be some time before the next wave. But if another wave hits before we reach Gamma base, we could be stranded.’

Currently, Corpse Road was experiencing unusually frequent and massive waves of monsters, and despite the efforts of the three forward bases to thin their numbers, monsters were often reaching the wall.

“If the horses don’t get adequate rest, it could delay us even more. Plus, it will take at least three days to reach Gamma base. Can we camp out in this situation?”

Carlo’s concerns were valid. Even though the party was traveling on a cleared path and consisted solely of mounted troops, the horses needed rest too. Moreover, camping out on Corpse Road, where undead could pop up at any moment, was no easy feat.

“Haha, baron, it seems you’ve become quite the worrier. There’s always a reason behind what the Master does, so you don’t need to worry too much. You’ll be in for a big surprise later.”

Jake boasted, thumping his chest. Baron Carlo merely shrugged.

*

Having left the fortress early in the morning, Raul and his party were approaching Forward Base Alpha by the afternoon.

“My gosh. We’ve reached Alpha base already…”

Baron Carlo had a look of disbelief on his face. The distance from the wall to Alpha base was roughly 100 km. Even for well-trained warhorses, carrying heavily armored knights, it wasn’t a distance they should have covered in half a day.

“Do you trust us now?”

Jake grinned, and the baron could only nod slightly. The radiant aura that Raul emanated was aiding not just in battle but also in their march.

“We’ll bypass it directly.”

Normally, they would stop at Alpha base to replace their tired horses or restock supplies, but Raul leisurely passed by the fortress. There were murmurs from the soldiers on the wall, but he paid them no mind.

After continuing their forced march for a few more hours, the sun was setting.

“Halt. We’ll camp here for the night and move on in the morning.”


No matter how urgent it was, marching at night in an area where undead appeared was reckless. Undead became significantly stronger at night, and the frequency and level of their appearances increased.

“Then we’ll set up camp.”

Baron Carlo commanded his knights, but Jake stopped him.

“There’s no need for that. The Master has already prepared a place for us to stay.”

“What do you mean?”

As the baron was about to question him, a thudding sound came from behind him.

“Hurry up and get ready!”

As Josh urged the knights on, large stone blocks began to pour out of the inventories of the First Knight Order members.

“What—.”

The knights from Count Ashton’s house, who hadn’t experienced such things with Raul, watched with wide eyes, stunned by the sight. And this time, the members of the First Knight Order didn’t even need to move much.

Whoosh.

With a small wave of Raul’s hand, the large stone blocks floated into the air and found their places by themselves.

Thud, thud.

In just a minute, Raul and his party were surrounded by a small fortress.

“Everyone, step back.”

When Raul gestured, the knights retreated towards the wall.

Swoosh, thud.

“Gasp!”

Baron Carlo couldn’t help but exclaim. Raul made a few gestures in the air, and before they knew it, five neat, rectangular wooden buildings had materialized within the stone fortress.

Thud.

Not only that, but even a stable for the horses appeared at one side of the wall.

“How… how is this possible? How did you build houses with just a wave of your hand…?”

Baron Carlo, his eyes wide with astonishment, asked. Raul smiled faintly and responded.

“It’s just a very large spatial expansion pouch with houses stored inside. Nothing to be too surprised about.”

Even though Raul said it nonchalantly, the baron could only blink in disbelief. In reality, this was a travel technique created by combining a few psychokinetic and magical abilities.

The trick was to shrink the houses using the miniaturization ability (C-rank psychokinesis), then use preservation magic to maintain their form and store them in a subspace (B-rank psychokinesis).

Later on, it became a combination often used by player parties.

Once the cozy campsite was set up, the party used Raul’s techniques to install simple alarm magic through Rabel, allowing them to spend the night comfortably.

By repeating the process of marching and camping, Raul’s party managed to reach Forward Base Gamma in less than two days.

Clang! Clang!

“Push them back!”

“Aim for the heads!”

Before them was the sight of their allies in the midst of battle.

“Should we intervene?”

“No, it seems unnecessary.”

It appeared that a patrol team was engaged with a small group of undead. Moreover, there were more than ten such locations, and among them were other troops passing by without any concern.

A scene where the phrase “life is a battle” seemed perfectly apt.

“Hyaah.”

Raul’s party passed through these battle zones and finally entered Forward Base Gamma.

*

“Welcome, Viscount Raul.”

After a brief inspection, they entered the base, where a knight was already waiting to greet them as if he had been informed in advance.

“Sir Crinas, wasn’t it?”

“Oh my! How do you know my name?”

Crinas of the Golden Bear Knights, surprised, looked at Raul.

“I remember seeing you several times at the main house a few years ago. You’ve worked hard on this dispatch.”

“It’s nothing. I feel responsible for not properly assisting the second young master….”

“How could that be your fault? Let’s move to the campsite first.”

Around twenty knights dispatched by Count Ashton were stationed at the frontline Forward Base Gamma. They were under the command of the army headquarters, so they weren’t responsible for Lawrence’s disappearance.

Initially, they were there as part of a mandatory dispatch, while Lawrence operated voluntarily with his escort knights.

Creak.

The Ashton camp was large and meticulously maintained. Even though the dispatched knights and Lawrence’s escort knights totaled fewer than forty, the campsite was large enough to accommodate a hundred people.

‘This is the power of wealth and influence….’

Compared to the shabby camps of other families, it was clear they were receiving special treatment. The very act of being given a separate campsite was a form of privilege.

Count Ashton not only dispatched additional knights beyond the mandatory quota assigned by the state but also sent a certain amount of donations to the wall every year.

The count had been aware of the wall’s importance since participating in the great war with the Empire.

‘It’s natural since they cared more about the wall than the royal court.’

As a result, the name of Count Ashton might have been forgotten in the kingdom’s capital, but the situation was completely different at the wall.

At Porta, the entrance to the wall, soldiers and mercenaries often bowed their heads in respect upon seeing the crest of the Ashton household.

“Is Viscount Raul de Ashton here? The Supreme Commander seeks your presence.”

Being summoned by the headquarters immediately upon arrival also highlighted the influence of the Ashton household.

‘It’s time to meet him then?’

The ‘Iron Wall Knight,’ who steadfastly protected the wall for decades.

A meeting with Duke Julius, the Supreme Commander respected by all knights across the continent, was imminent.

(To be continued)
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“Welcome. You arrived sooner than expected.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, commander Julius. I am Raul de Ashton, the third son of the Ashton household.”

As he arrived at the command room, commander Julius was waiting for him. However, Julius’ appearance was not what Raul had expected.

‘He just looks like a plump old man from the neighborhood, doesn’t he?’

He had expected someone charismatic and robust, fitting the title of the Iron Wall Knight….

Moreover, unlike Duke Hansley, who had made him tense upon first meeting, Julius exuded no such aura. Yet, that made him even scarier.

‘It must mean he has perfect control over his power.’

It felt similar to the time he had his first private audience with the Great Sage Gray. After a brief exchange of greetings, they got straight to the point.

“So, you came to search for the missing Lawrence?”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“I see. Talking about your brother means we can’t avoid discussing the current state of Corpse Road.”

“I am all ears.”

Although he had received a rough explanation beforehand, no information would be as accurate as what the commander on the ground could provide.

“You know the history of Corpse Road, don’t you?”

It was a place where countless lives were lost and buried during the war with the Empire. Since then, whether due to something the Empire did or not, undead creatures had been emerging constantly….

“No matter how you look at it, isn’t it strange that those corpses remain even after decades? We’ve dealt with a colossal number of undead ourselves.”

Undead don’t arise from nothing. There must be corpses to create them, so why do they keep appearing without end?

“Beyond the Great Canyon of Despair that borders Corpse Road, inside the mountain range known as the Forbidden Zone, an enormous number of monsters reside. Those monsters continue to flow into Corpse Road through underground dungeons.”

It had been quite a while since they became aware of that fact. However, they didn’t block those monsters’ entry routes because they were a ‘necessary evil’.

If they removed all the undead immediately, the border with the Empire would be left unprotected. Moreover, there would be issues with funding to maintain the barriers.


“But a problem has arisen. It’s about the Gate.”

Up to now, the number of monsters entering from the mountain range and the resulting undead maintained a balance. But with the appearance of the Gate and the ongoing dungeonization, that balance crumbled.

The number of monsters increased rapidly. If they couldn’t be left alone, they would be dealt with, and then they’d turn into undead hordes attacking the barrier again.

Dealing with those undead would lead to an increase in the number of monsters… This vicious cycle continued, leading to the current situation.

“Now, waves large and small are occurring almost weekly. Issues with supplies and the increasing casualties among the troops have made things difficult. So….”

They decided to block the existing routes through which monsters entered from the mountain range. But upon trying to execute the plan, they encountered a problem.

The structures of the underground dungeons, which had been perfectly mapped out, had changed.

“According to the mages, the ongoing dungeonization due to the Gate interfered with the spatial magic circles of the existing dungeons. Decades of accumulated data became worthless in an instant.”

However, if they did nothing, the relentless onslaught of monsters could push back the barrier. As a result, a special exploration team was organized, and Raul’s second brother Lawrence was part of it.

“Through almost a year of exploration, the general layout had been identified. We were about to start sealing the passageways when the incident occurred.”

The exploration teams dispatched to the five candidate dungeons had all gone missing. And Lawrence was among them. When the return of the exploration teams was delayed, they sent investigation teams and troops, but they found only signs of battle and monster corpses.

“We wanted to conduct a thorough search, but a wave forced us to retreat.”

“Then, is the search effort completely halted?”

“Not exactly. We’re focusing on volunteer soldiers rather than regular troops to search those dungeons. However, there haven’t been any significant results.”

It was within that context that Raul and his group arrived. Other families’ search teams were also scheduled to arrive shortly.

***

After a while, Raul finished his conversation with Commander Julius and returned to the camp. However, his expression didn’t look very good.

“Did you receive some bad news?”

Kane, who had been waiting in the meeting room, asked, and Raul nodded.

“It seems we don’t have as much time as we thought.”


According to Julius, despite the special exploration team’s disappearance, the work to close the monster entry routes was still ongoing. Volunteer soldiers were completing the dungeon mapping and the mages were ready to install the sealing magic circles.

“Julius has given us exactly fifteen days. If we don’t complete the search within that time….”

The passage connected to the Forbidden Zone would be closed. In other words, if Lawrence and the special exploration team had crossed into the mountains for some reason, they wouldn’t be able to return this way.

“This is troublesome. Searching through the dungeons and reaching the Forbidden Zone within fifteen days….”

Kane trailed off, but it was almost an impossible task.

How could they find them in that vast mountain range within fifteen days?

‘We’ll have to hope that they are staying in one of the dungeons that the original search teams didn’t reach….’

“Fortunately, if we find them or any significant clues within the time limit, we can buy more time. I returned with a transmitter specially designed to send signals. And Julius promised to spare no support for the search, so we don’t need to worry about anything else.”

“That’s a relief. So, how do you plan to organize the search team?”

At Kane’s question, the First Knights’ officers and Baron Carlo, who were in the meeting room, showed eager expressions. Everyone seemed eager to join Raul’s search team.

‘But I can’t take everyone.’

Moving around in Corpse Road with dozens of people would risk attracting the undead. The undead craved ‘life force’.

While moving in small numbers might be manageable, dozens of knights on horseback would certainly catch their attention.

‘We didn’t encounter many battles while using the well-maintained main roads to reach the base, but it will be different from now on.’

Dozens of power armor users would not lose in battle unless the undead legions were enormous. However, getting bogged down would not only waste time but also prevent proper rest.

Additionally, it would be advantageous to be in a smaller group for quick movement within the dungeons.

“I’ll divide the team into three groups. Team A will include me, Kane, Jake, and Josh. Team B will consist of Baron Carlo and five Bear Knights. The remaining 40 knights will form Team C.”

Raul spread out the map he had received from the general on the table.

“Our destination is the ‘Formica Dungeon’ where Lawrence was last headed. Teams A and B will take different routes to enter the dungeon and immediately begin the search. Team C will head to the temporary base set up near Formica Dungeon.”

“What exactly will be Team C’s role?”


“If necessary, they will secure the retreat routes for Teams A and B. If they discover anything unusual after we enter, they will report it. And if the battle escalates, they will provide backup.”

As a result of detailed planning, it was decided that the leader of Team C would be Rashad, a senior expert of the First Knights.

Rashad was one of the original 50 knight trainees from the Count Ashton household who had followed Raul from the beginning.

He was a talented knight who was the first among the trainees to reach the senior expert level.

“Then let’s depart immediately.”

Although dusk was already falling, there was no time to rest comfortably at the base.

The fear that Lawrence’s life could be hanging by just an hour or two drove them.

Thus, teams A and B departed from the base under the red sunset, while Team C secured sufficient supplies and left the next morning at dawn.

***

“Over here.”

Four days later. Raul’s team, team A, had entered their destination, the “Formica Dungeon.”

“Formica” meant “ant” in an ancient language, and true to its name, the dungeon resembled an ant nest.

Large and small caves and crossroads kept appearing, and the monotonous, repetitive cave paths were reminiscent of a maze. If it weren’t for the markers left by the exploration and search teams, it would have taken an enormous amount of time to find their way.

The party followed the finger-shaped markers glowing faintly in the darkness as they navigated deeper into the dungeon.

Swish. Slash!

Kane, leading the group, swung his hunting knife through the air, cutting down something.

Shaaa….

A translucent ghost ant, the size of a forearm, split in half and disappeared into the void. As Kane’s knife moved a few more times, drawing green trails, more ghost ant heads were severed and vanished.

“What a bothersome monster.”

Shoo, thud!

Jake, hindered by the narrow space, punched a ghost ant’s head instead of using his greatsword, crushing it.

“As expected, they are trickier to deal with now that they’ve become undead.”

Bang!

Josh swung the round shield on his left arm, squashing another ghost ant. Originally, the monsters frequently appearing in this dungeon were “Giant Ants”.

These insect-type monsters were characterized by their hard shells and sharp mandibles.

However, during the undead transformation, they took on the form of ghost ants, which were fully transparent and freely moved in and out of the cave walls, making them difficult to deal with.

Of course, to Raul’s party, they were just annoying pests.

‘With heightened perception, they are easier to handle than the original. Their shells are weaker, and they don’t swarm in masses.’

Of course, having such a level of perception meant being at least a intermediate-level expert, which was a catch.

At any rate, they quickly moved in the direction indicated by the markers, slaughtering the ghost ants that appeared from time to time.

“We’ve arrived.”

As soon as Kane finished speaking, a group approached them, shouting.

“Who goes there!”

“Identify yourselves or we will attack!”

At their destination, a force of at least 50 soldiers had set up a temporary camp in a large cave.

“Lower your weapons. We are a newly dispatched search team from Gamma base.”

The soldiers relaxed their guard and accepted Raul’s group into the camp only after confirming the commander’s orders and the noble seal.

Raul decided to first inspect the dungeon’s interior after hearing about the search situation and the monster entry routes from the knight managing the temporary camp.

‘Just in case.’

There might have been mechanisms or hidden magic circles and spaces that the search team missed. However, he found nothing.

After spending nearly half a day exploring the depths of the dungeon, they had not found anything special.

“It seems we need to go beyond.”

“Yeah, I figured.”

Although the search team had attempted to enter the monster passage several times, they only briefly explored near the entrance before returning.

The monsters from the Forbidden Zone were an issue, and the area to investigate was too vast, leaving them no choice.

“Are you really going in? That area is much more dangerous than here.”

The knight managing the temporary camp asked with a reluctant expression.

Many had ventured in since the special expedition team went missing, but many had not returned after delving deep. He seemed to think that they might only increase the casualties.

“Don’t worry and guide us. If any follow-up teams arrive, please guide them as well.”

Josh patted the knight’s shoulder reassuringly and handed over some supplies from his inventory. The knight smiled, thankful, as the supply delivery had been delayed due to the wave.

“It’s best to return within ten days at the latest. There’s talk of blocking the passage.”

Although they already knew this, they thanked the knight and finally reached the passage. Beyond the barricaded clearing, there was a human-sized hole in the wall, shimmering with a silvery light.

“A temporary holy barrier has been set up, so the monsters aren’t crossing over now. But be careful, as they may be gathered on the other side.”

Ignoring the knight’s words, Raul finally reached out toward the silver hole.

Swish.

Just like a mirage, Raul’s body turned into particles and was sucked into the hole. Soon, the rest of the party disappeared into the passage, leaving the worried knight staring at the spot where they had vanished.

(To be continued)
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Whirring. Thud.

Four days later, Raul and his party reappeared at the entrance of a small cave covered in vines. Thanks to the holy barrier that had been set up, no signs of life could be felt in the nearby forest.

“Whew. It’s my first time entering the Forbidden Zone, and it’s nerve-wracking.”

Josh said, glancing around cautiously.

“Naturally, you’d feel that way on your first entry. The monsters in the Forbidden Zone are powerful enough to make you think they’re a different species altogether. Moreover, there are many man-eating plants and unfamiliar terrains, so you have to be extra careful,” Jake explained calmly for Josh’s benefit.

Typically, knights of the Count Ashton household would have experience working near the fortresses adjacent to the Forbidden Zone, making them accustomed to it.

However, many members of the First Knight Order, who were largely external recruits, found the Forbidden Zone unfamiliar.

“Is it your first time here as well, Kane?”

“Yes, indeed. It’s quite different from what I know in theory.”

Kane infused his hunting knife with mana and then withdrew it, testing the environment. The air felt heavy as soon as they stepped in, indicating that the mana concentration here was significantly different from outside.

‘It feels like my output is about 30% higher. This means…’

This likely meant they were deep within the Forbidden Zone, far from the entrance. At that moment, Josh whispered to Jake.

“Has Master Raul come here often?”

“Hmm? To my knowledge, this is his first time as well. Hey, don’t just walk off like that!”

Raul was walking comfortably, as if he were on a casual stroll up a mountain.

Swish, whoosh!

As a tree branch whipped toward Raul like a lash, hidden daggers appeared and finely sliced the branch. Not stopping there, the daggers ground the trunk like a chainsaw….

“Grrroar!”

The man-eating tree monster, Treantree, screamed, spraying white spinal fluid everywhere.

The fluid was automatically sucked into a magic preservation pouch that Raul drew out of his robe, and the Treantree, now shriveled like a dried-up tree, fell to the ground with a thud.


“What are you waiting for? We don’t have time, keep up.”

Raul called to the dumbfounded Josh and Jake. Jake scratched his head sheepishly.

“Well, he is the Master.”

“Right…?”

They quickly moved to follow Raul.

“Which direction will we take?”

Kane inquired.

“Let’s decide once we’re out of the holy barrier,” Raul replied, striding purposefully forward.

‘It’s been a while since I was in the Monster Mountain Range.’

Raul took a deep breath of the rich mana, reminded of his past life as Bae Dohyun. Although it was now called the “Forbidden Zone,” soon it would become one of the main activity hubs for players.

Bae Dohyun had also spent several years here, and when he was later pursued by the Guild Alliance, this Monster Mountain Range had become a major stronghold.

‘It’s too vast to simply call this “the place” though.’

Fortunately, this area connected to Corpse Road was familiar to Raul. With numerous dungeons spread out, it would be a frequent haunt for players and a popular ancient dungeon site in the future.

And that ruins site was Raul’s goal this time.

‘A massive disappearance doesn’t happen without reason. If my guess is right, my brother and the other missing persons will be there.’

The only problem was how to lead his party there without raising suspicions….

“Stop!”

Raul made a quick fist motion and hid behind a tree. The party became as one, instantly silencing their presence and taking cover.

Whirr, thud.

“Sha. Strange. I definitely. Smelled something. Sniff. Sha.”


Thud. Clickity-clack.

“Shaah. What is it, war Master?”

What appeared in the area were “Naga”, monsters with the lower body of a snake and the upper body of a human. With their tails included, they were about 4 meters long, and their height ranged from 2.5 to 3 meters.

The four arms attached to their upper body held weapons like swords, maces, and axes. Two snakes sprouted from their shoulders, their tongues flickering as they glared with split serpent eyes.

“Shaah. I smelled humans.”

“Shaah. No humans in sight. The chief is waiting.”

The “Naga War Master,” whose head was larger than the others, looked around suspiciously, flicking his tongue for a while. Then, displaying his frustration, he swung a mace.

Crash!

The mace, glowing with a reddish light, shattered a boulder larger than a human torso into dust.

“Shaah. Let’s go.”

The Naga War Master slid away between the trees, tail striking the ground, followed by nearly thirty Naga warriors and soldiers.

“Holy crap, I thought they were going to find us!”

The air shimmered, and Jake and Josh materialized, crouched next to the broken boulder fragments.

“Damn, he looked like he’d be satisfying to fight,” Jake said, regretfully adjusting his grip on his greatsword.

If not for Rabel’s reflexive activation of his transparency and sensory-blocking barrier, they might have been discovered.

“Troublesome creatures inhabit this area. We’ve heard about them, but I didn’t expect them to be this bad,” Kane remarked, frowning slightly.

Naga weren’t common monsters; they occasionally appeared near the borders of the kingdom of Marcus, the easternmost point of the continent. However….

“Are those really Naga? They’re nothing like what I know,” Josh blinked and asked.

Common Nagas were known for not being able to speak human language, and their height was only about 2 meters.

“That’s the scary part about the Forbidden Zone. Unlike the dumb monsters spread across the continent, the ones here can talk and think. It’s like they’ve ‘evolved’ or something,” Jake explained, and Josh nodded understandingly.


‘In reality, it’s the opposite. They haven’t evolved; they’ve regressed,’ thought Raul.

The ancient Connect Continent was said to be much more prosperous with abundant mana. However, after the “Great War”,e the continent’s mana was depleted, and mana-based monsters and subspecies went into hiding.

The Forbidden Zone preserved a semblance of that ancient state, allowing the monsters here to retain their ancestral characteristics better than those outside.

“We’ll follow them,” Raul said, causing a smile to spread across Jake’s face.

“Hunting?”

“No, we need to find out where they’re going. Avoid combat until I say otherwise.”

“Yes, Master.”

Even though the monsters of the Forbidden Zone were powerful, few posed an immediate threat to their party. However, their goal was to find the missing Lawrence, not engage in unnecessary battles and draw attention.

“Kane, keep an eye out for any human traces, especially those of the missing people.”

“Understood.”

“Rabel, it’s up to you.”

“Got it. Be invisible! Be silent!”

With a slight wave of his magic stick, Rabel cast a spell, causing Raul and his party to shimmer and then disappear.

***

‘Whoong.’

A man weilding a giant sword radiating an orange mana blade swung through thin air.

‘Swoosh, crackle!’

The mana blade didn’t stop even after slicing through three armored soldiers, shattering the skull of a naga skeleton.

“Huff, huff.”

Sweat poured down like rain alongside rough breaths.

Clap, clap, clap.

“Impressive~. Very impressive! Such incredible fighting spirit and stamina!”

‘Shing, clang!’

A flash of sparks flickered before his eyes.

‘Groan.’

“Heh. You still have strength left? Are you really human? Well, perhaps not anymore.”

Two people stood a little distance away, arms crossed.

One was a necromancer in his forties, clad in an ornate black silk robe and holding a skull staff.

The other was a young knight in gleaming black armor with a golden demonic crest engraved on it.

Though they were smiling brightly, there was no mistaking the hostility between them.

“Shut up, servants of demon!”

“Why the rage? It’s a predetermined fate. Accepting it will be easier.”

As the necromancer’s skull staff moved, dozens of armored soldiers and undead swarmed towards him again.

“It seems you have only a few left. What’s your plan? In contrast, my wounds have almost healed.”

‘Clang!’

The young knight lunged like lightning, but the man weilding the giant sword barely blocked it with an ‘aura blade’.

“Hmm. That arm. It looks like it’s about to disappear. Why not give up?”

Just as the young knight remarked, the man weilding the giant sword’s ‘third and fourth’ arms holding the giant sword were fading away as if they would vanish any moment.

“’The Sword of Ashton’ will not be broken by the likes of you!”

“Really? Then keep enduring.”

‘Clang! Swoosh.’

Swinging four giant swords like a possessed man to crush his enemies, ‘Lawrence de Ashton’ bit his lip.

‘I will never give up this place!’

In his glowing eyes, he could see the dark gates ominously emitting malevolent energy in the distance.

*

「Good grief… Where did all these Nagas come from?」

As Josh mentioned, hundreds of Nagas were already gathered a short distance from Raul and his party, heading somewhere.

Their numbers continued to grow over time.

「This doesn’t look good. Maybe it’s a territorial conflict.」

The Naga typically lived in villages, but large gatherings like this were rare.

If this many had assembled, it seemed like a war was indeed brewing.

‘Hmm…? This feeling!’

Raul’s senses picked up something both unfamiliar and familiar.

「Everyone, be on alert! I sense malice nearby.」

「Malice? Does that mean Imperial forces are hiding here?」

「Probably.」

Though he said so, he sensed two distinct auras.

‘Could it be already…?’

With a sense of foreboding, Raul shouted,

「We need to hurry!」

「Yes!」

After some time, they reached the end of the forest, where a massive rugged cliff appeared before them. And what they saw in the crevices of the cliff….

「What is that? A temple? A shrine? A coliseum?」

「Whatever it is, it’s clear we need to head there.」

「What’s the plan? We can’t just walk in….」

It wasn’t just the temple seen between the cliffs.

“Shaah! Attack!”

“We must reclaim the sanctuary! Shaah!”

Thousands of Naga warriors were charging towards the temple.

Fwoosh.

“Mooou!”

Minotaur-headed beasts with flaming horns were clashing with the Naga hordes. These were the demonic beasts known as “Devil Cows” and “Corrupted Buffalos.”

‘Their appearance means….’

Just as the dark gates had opened in the royal palace during the previous Gate incident, a similar event seemed to be unfolding here.

Crunch.

Raul clenched his fist and quickly issued commands.

「Sir Josh, head back immediately and call for reinforcements. Rabel’s magic should hold for a while, so it shouldn’t be a big problem. Also, request support from the forward base.」

「I’ll hurry as fast as I can!」

Josh nodded slightly and quickly disappeared into the distance.

If communication with the outside world and the guild was possible, there would have been no need to send Josh. Unfortunately, communication was cut off between the Forbidden Zone’s interior and exterior.

「We’re going in directly. Both of you, grab my shoulders.」

At Raul’s command, Kane and Jake gripped Raul, who then leaped into the air.

Thud, thud, thud.

Raul stepped on the psychokinetic platforms he created, climbing higher and higher until he soared over the cliff crevices and headed straight for the temple’s roofless top.

From above, Raul could take in the entire scene within the temple, which was structured like a coliseum. The deepest part of the temple’s top level altar already hosted three completed dark gates.

From two of these gates, Devil Cows and Corrupted Buffalos were continuously emerging.

‘One gate isn’t active yet!’

The largest gate in the center of the three dark gates had not yet opened.

‘That means…!’

Raul’s eyes turned golden as he activated his analytical vision, causing the threads of magic connected to the dark gates to glow red. Following these threads, he turned his head.

“Found you.”

Golden energy burst from Raul’s body.

(To be continued)
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“Whew, whew.”

Lawrence planted one of his greatswords into the ground for balance, panting heavily.

‘Damn it….’

Behind him, a dozen of his comrades from the Special Exploration Team stood their ground, still gripping their swords to the end.

Beyond his comrades, at the innermost part, were heaps of injured colleagues and the corpses of dozens who had already lost their lives. Floating in the air among them was a crimson jewel, as big as a human torso, emitting a sinister light.

Lawrence bit his lip as he gazed at the sinister crimson jewel.

‘That was the beginning of everything.’

A few weeks ago.

Lawrence and about twenty members of the Special Exploration Team had finally discovered a secret passage connected to the Forbidden Zone.

According to the plan, they were to set up camp and wait for the follow-up team, but things took a turn for the worse.

Unfortunately, just as they made the discovery, monsters poured out of the passage, and in the midst of fighting them off, they got sucked into the Forbidden Zone by a strange light.

‘If only we had withdrawn back then…’

But Lawrence shook his head. Even if the team’s situation might have improved, the entire continent would have faced a great crisis. When the Exploration Team came to their senses after being sucked into the Forbidden Zone, they saw a temple in the distance between two cliffs.

“What is that?”

Then, right next to them, people appeared in a flash of light in an open area.

“Isn’t that the leader of the 2nd Exploration Team?”

“Huh, how did the leader of the 1st Team get here?”

Within mere minutes of that encounter, all 100 members of the five Special Exploration Teams had gathered in one place. Everyone was confused by this unexpected encounter, and the team leaders had no choice.

‘Is it impossible to return immediately?’

The passage magic circle that seemed to have expelled them had already vanished. In any case, if they wanted to return, they had to find the path again.


But fate didn’t even allow that.

“Look! There’s a strange light over there!”

A ominous crimson light shot up toward the sky from the temple, sending a chilling aura over everyone. In the end, they moved toward the temple.

All five team leaders were knights of the highest level, Expert-Class or higher, and all team members were elite, at least of Expert level, so they believed they could handle any situation.

And what they saw when they got there was:

Whooom!

Thud, boom!

A giant Naga warrior, over 5 meters tall, was slicing through enemies with aura blades emanating from four weapons.

“Shah. I will. Not forgive you!”

Around the Naga warrior, the ground was already littered with the torn bodies of cavalry and Imperial knights, yet still, over a thousand Imperial soldiers were encircling him.

Moreover, demonic creatures that sprang from two active Dark Gates were charging at him, their numbers never dwindling no matter how many he cut down.

“Ha, what a noisy monster about to die.”

“When you die, your body will be part of my collection. Be grateful for serving His Majesty.”

And there were a knight and a mage trash-talking from a distance.

“Ha ha ha, the quality of the guardians has really fallen. With this level, we alone are enough.”

“If we offer his head, the Count will be pleased.”

From the Dark Gates, two horned demonic beings walked out, flashing sinister smiles.

“Wh-what should we do?”

The trembling voice of the leader of the 2nd team asked Lawrence as they stood watching the unexpected scene, and Lawrence fell into deep thought.

Even at a glance, it was clear that the Imperial forces had used some trick to open the gates, and the Naga warrior was trying to stop them.


‘But would it make a difference if we joined the fight now….’

The thought of whether they could actually help was doubtful. Among the combatants in the field, at least two hundred Imperial knights looked to be of Expert level or higher.

Moreover, all the demonic creatures that came out of the Dark Gates were using mana. And the horned demonic beings that emerged from the gate exuded an aura that suggested they were at least at ‘Master’ level.

The biggest problem was whether the Naga warrior would recognize them as allies.

‘If we step in now, we’ll only meet a pointless death.’

Lawrence’s mind was telling him to stay cautious, but his hands itched. The battlefield before him, filled with powerful enemies, stirred his instincts, making him crave the fight. However, as the leader of the Exploration Team, he had to suppress his primal urges.

“It would be best to keep watching for now. But be ready to jump in at any moment.”

“Understood, team Leader.”

The team members had all volunteered for the Special Exploration Team’s mission. Perhaps that’s why no one mentioned retreat.

Time passed slowly, and the battle at the temple began to tip in favor of one side.

“Damn it. Is this what it means to be a guardian?”

A demon with a thumb-sized horn on the left side of his head muttered while oozing black blood, and then his body split in half and turned into black smoke that was sucked back into the gate.

Another demon was decapitated and vanished without saying a word.

The corpses of dark knights, demonic creatures, and undead, who didn’t retreat even amid a Master-level clash, literally covered the temple floor.

Yet, despite the overwhelming number of enemies, the relentless assault continued.

“Heh heh, cough. How about giving up your stubbornness and retreating?”

The black-armored Imperial Knight, Master Ezekiel, laughed, spitting blood. Though wounded, his sword still blazed fiercely with a dark red aura blade.

In contrast, the Naga warrior, the guardian Nemadotoji, had lost three of his four arms, and his body, flickering as if it might disappear at any moment, was a blurry shadow of its former self.

“Shut. Up. And come. At me. Shah!”

Behind his fading figure, the crimson jewel glowed poignantly, sending energy to the guardian.


Clap, clap, clap, clap.

From a distance, the 7th Circle necromancer of the Empire, McClanahan, watched the bloody battle with hands behind his back, clapping in admiration.

“Even after breaking three sealing stones, to have such power! Truly, you’re more than qualified to serve His Majesty. Isn’t losing three arms enough? You should consider the trouble I’ll go through to reattach them.”

Boom!

An explosion erupted at the feet of the guardian as a corpse tore apart, bones shooting up to pierce his body.

“Shah! Futile. You. Wretched. Humans.”

Nemadotoji, as if expecting it, released an aura that deflected the explosion and spears, stepping back slightly.

Even though wounded, he, who was once called an absolute being, couldn’t fall to these hyena-like humans.

However, reality is merciless.

Tricked by the cunning humans into leaving his post, three of his sealing stones were destroyed. The power of the remaining sealing stone was barely sufficient to maintain his form.

All the energy he had saved was exhausted in the previous battle, leaving him unsure of how much longer he could last.

Desperately, he had sent a signal to his descendants for help, but it seemed they wouldn’t arrive in time.

‘Is this also fate…?’

With a bitter expression, the guardian Nemadotoji turned his head toward somewhere.

***

When their eyes met, something communicated directly into Lawrence’s mind. He bit his lip, gave a decisive nod, and shouted.

“Charge! Break through the enemy lines and protect the sealing stone!”

“Follow the leader!”

“Whoooaaa!”

With Lawrence swinging his greatsword at the forefront, the 100 members of the Special Exploration Team charged into the battlefield.

Coincidentally, there were no threatening enemies between them and the location of the final sealing stone. The Empire’s Master and the necromancer, who sensed something was amiss, were held back by the guardian Nemadotoji.

Clang! Swish.

The mana blades of the Special Exploration Team slashed through dark knights and demonic creatures, clearing a path, and finally, they reached the small area influenced by the power of the sealing stone.

“Hmph. Do they think the addition of a few rats will change anything?”

“If they had stayed hidden quietly, they might have breathed a little longer. Foolish experiments, tsk tsk.”

The two elite figures from the Empire seemed neither surprised nor concerned about the arrival of the exploration team. After all, even 100 Expert-level knights couldn’t shift the tide of this battlefield.

At that moment, the guardian Nemadotoji, with a peculiar expression, shouted.

“Shah. Foolish. Invaders. You will. Pay the. Price for. Your sins. Shah!”

Suddenly, his body turned into crimson flames, emitting immense heat. Then, his flaming body was absorbed into the final crimson sealing stone.

“Heh, did he self-destruct? That’s no fun.”

Master Ezekiel stuck out his tongue playfully, while McClanahan frowned.

“Do you think shedding your body can escape my grasp? I will squeeze your soul and make you an eternal servant of His Majesty.”

But their assumptions were utterly wrong.

Guuwoong, Flash!

The crimson sealing stone flashed and emitted a strong beam of light, which flowed straight into Lawrence’s body.

Not only that, thin threads of mana extended and pierced the bodies of the other exploration team members, forming a new barrier with a radius of about 30 meters.

“What! What are you doing…!”

Master Ezekiel hurriedly drew his aura blade and rushed toward the sealing stone, but—

Clang!

“Grr! Who are you?”

He was swiftly pushed back as soon as he stepped into the barrier, shouting furiously.

“Me? My name is Lawrence de Ashton. I am the new guardian, inheriting the will of Nemadotoji!”

Shaaing!

Two more arms sprouted from his shoulders, blazing with brilliant orange aura blades.

Other exploration team members, empowered by the sealing stone, also erupted with strength, surpassing their previous limits and forming ranks behind Lawrence.

“Come at us, you filthy dogs of the Empire!”

It was the beginning of the second battle and a long fight ahead.

***

Fifteen days had passed since the battle began. Despite their initial strong start, the tide had shifted back in favor of the Empire.

The power Lawrence had gained as a new guardian was enough to defend the sealing stone, but insufficient to defeat the enemy. This was because his ability to manifest the aura blade was limited to the ‘inside the barrier’.

Had he more time, Lawrence could have understood and utilized Nemadotoji’s inherited power. But there was no such luxury now, and manifesting his aura with the support of the sealing stone was the best he could do.

The same went for the other team members. The amplification of their power was effective only within the 30-meter radius barrier.

As a result, they had no choice but to hold their ground inside the barrier, and the relentless battle left them exhausted.

Though reinforcements from the Naga clan had arrived to ease their burden, more than half of them were already incapacitated.

And now. Even as Lawrence inherited the guardian’s power, he was not invincible. Having barely slept or drunk a sip of water for nearly two weeks, he had reached his limit.

The Empire’s two elites ensured that Lawrence could not rest, tormenting him continuously despite the odds. In contrast, Master Ezekiel had even healed his internal injuries, and McClanahan was endlessly raising undead using the abundant corpses.

“Yaaaaawn. You’re still fighting? You should lie down and rest when tired, or have a meal when hungry. Oh, I forgot, you’re not exactly human anymore, so I guess it’s okay.”

Master Ezekiel taunted lazily as he stretched after a sound sleep in the tent.

“If you’re awake, let’s wrap this up. We’ve wasted enough time. Making the main force’s mage knights wait is not a good move.”

“I know, but it’s not our fault those things emerged. Let’s keep it simple.”

“They’re exhausted now, so it won’t be hard. I’ll prepare the gate transfer.”

“Fine, you strict bastard.”

Ezekiel swaggered toward the barrier, grinning widely.

“Just try to hold this!”

As his longsword cut through the air, dozens of large circular mana blades flew towards the barrier like boomerangs.

“Ugh.”

Lawrence hurriedly raised his greatsword to deflect them. The mana blades aimed straight for his team members and the sealing stone.

His comrades, busy fending off demonic creatures and undead, couldn’t properly block Ezekiel’s attack. Ezekiel, launching mana blades just outside the barrier, suddenly saw an opening.

‘An opening!’

A dark red aura blade shot towards Lawrence’s chest like a flash of lightning. Lawrence quickly tried to block it with his fourth arm, but he was already half a step too late.

‘It’s over!’

Ezekiel’s lips curled into a wide smile.

Clang! Bang.

“What now?”

His thought of an end was premature. Ezekiel was suddenly knocked back outside the barrier by something intervening. There was no time for complaints.

Clang! Clangclash!

Ezekiel hurriedly raised his longsword to deflect the barrage of weapons.

‘What the hell is this!’

Angered, Ezekiel saw that the weapons were imbued with golden mana and a subtle divine power, relentlessly aiming for him.

“You damn fool. Do you take me lightly!”

Boom!

With an explosive sound like a bomb, the dozens of weapons flying at him broke and scattered. His face was now covered in red tattoos.

(To be continued…)
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‘Hmph. So, they are considered Masters?’ Raul clicked his tongue with a regretful expression.

He had hoped that his attack might cause some damage while the enemy was off guard, but the level of a Master is not something to be underestimated.

“Y-you can’t be… Raul, can you?”

It was then that a trembling voice came from behind him.

‘Damn….’

Raul turned his head slightly, pondering what expression to wear, and spoke.

“Yes, big brother Lawrence. It’s been a while.”

The moment their eyes met, memories of their past together flashed through Raul’s mind. Though these memories were from before his reincarnation, his heart swelled with emotions.

“You… you brat! Do you realize where we are?”

Lawrence, with an inexplicable expression, suddenly hugged Raul tightly. The Raul from his memories, not even reaching 170 cm, had grown into a young man over 190 cm tall.

And Lawrence, having embraced the power of the Naga warrior, had gained two ‘temporary arms’ and grown about 10 cm, altering his physique.

But no matter how their appearances had changed, the bond of brotherhood couldn’t be deceived. Unconsciously hugging Lawrence back, Raul found that his brother didn’t feel alien to him at all.

‘Even after growing so much, I’m still the little kid in our family.’

Raul was filled with a sudden sense of relief that almost seemed out of place. Thinking about what might have happened if he had arrived after Lawrence had faced something dire chilled his heart.

“You bastards! I’ll kill you all!”

But Ezekiel, oblivious to such brotherly reunions, charged at the barrier, his aura radiating ferociously.

“Raul, watch out!”

Lawrence tried to shield Raul, moving forward quickly, but others moved even faster.

“How dare you!”

“You’ll play with us now!”


Clang! Boom!

Kane and Jake intercepted Ezekiel’s sword. Kane wielded hunting knives in both hands, emitting green ‘aura blades’, while Jake’s greatsword blazed with a yellow ‘aura blade’.

“Damn. Who are these guys now?”

Ezekiel cursed irritably as two more people capable of blocking his sword joined the fray. From where had these Master-level combatants suddenly appeared?

The dark red of Ezekiel’s aura blade mingled with the green and yellow blades, creating a chaotic melee within the barrier. Even though Kane and Jake fought together, they were certainly below Ezekiel’s level.

The power, speed, and quality of Ezekiel’s aura surpassed theirs. Yet, they didn’t back down easily, as the combination of Kane’s close-combat specialization and Jake’s powerful strikes was surprisingly effective.

“Who are they…? How come there are two Masters?”

Lawrence seemed quite shocked at the sight of Kane and Jake. Masters, of whom there were few even in the kingdom, appearing together, and with Raul at that.

‘…Well, it’s easy to be mistaken.’

Raul, having already released the hug, opened the system messages he had set aside while watching the battle.

It seemed that his intervention in this significant place and scenario had caused an enormous pile-up of messages.

-『Caution』 This area is undergoing a forced scenario.

The warning message for the forced scenario appeared.

『Main Quest : Protect the Third Stage Ancient Seal』

Grade: EX

Objective: Defend the Seal

Detailed Objectives:

1) Protect the final seal from breaking for the designated time (Remaining time – 36 hours 27 minutes)

2) Repel the intruders

3) Re-seal the summoned Dark Gates


Description: The third-stage ancient seal suppressing the dimensional gates is under attack.

Three sealing stones have already been destroyed, weakening the barrier and its restraining power. However, the final sealing stone still remains.

Protect the sealing stone to thwart the descent of the high-ranking demons.

Special Note: Accepting this quest grants you the status of “Temporary Guardian” of the Sealing Stone. As a guardian, you can exhibit power beyond your limits within the influence of the sealing stone.

Caution: The blessing of the sealing stone only applies within the barrier. If the sealing stone is destroyed, you may suffer critical internal injuries and permanent mana loss.

Reward: Varies depending on the achievement of objectives.

『Warning』 There are enemies that are excessively powerful for players to handle. It is highly recommended to retreat, as it may become a reckless endeavor.

The main scenario quest had appeared. Despite the text kindly suggesting that the quest be abandoned, Raul had accepted it the moment he discovered his brother Lawrence.

Ordinary players wouldn’t be able to escape the scenario’s compulsion. According to records from his previous life, this sealing ground was thoroughly destroyed. The players who accepted this quest would likely perish heroically along with the seal.

‘I am not an ordinary player.’

After experimenting multiple times, Raul knew that neither forced scenarios nor main quests had any bearing on him. This was because Raul was a resident of Connect who could rewrite the scenario.

As soon as he accepted the quest, additional system messages popped up.

You have become the “Temporary Guardian” of the sealing stone.

The blessing of the sealing stone has been granted to player Raul’s body.

Player Raul’s rank has been temporarily adjusted.

Expert High → Master Low.

Psychokinetic Master Intermediate Level 9 → Psychokinetic Master Advanced Level 1.

Protect the sealing stone until the arrival of the 『Unknown Helper(?)』.

(Remaining Time: 36 hours 20 minutes)

Kane and Jake could hold their ground against Master Ezekiel thanks to the blessing of the sealing stone. Like Raul, both of them, who had reached the pinnacle of Expert High, were temporarily pushed to the threshold of Master.


Boom! Bam!

“Hahaha. How about trying a bit harder? A Master is not such a big deal after all!”

“Shut up!”

“Come on! Does an Imperial dog who resorts to sneaky tactics actually know how to fight? You’re not even worth the dirt on our Master’s feet, you old geezer!”

Jake’s provoking taunts vexed Ezekiel, preventing him from breaking through the combined defense of Kane and Jake. The presence of Lawrence, standing behind them, also couldn’t be underestimated.

‘Now then.’

Shing.

Raul activated his Power Armor and Regnator.

‘Time to start.’

Woosh!

Golden wings unfurled from Raul’s back, shooting up a pillar of light.

“Gah! What is this?”

“Skreee!”

“Gwooo.”

The Radiant Aura activated, and waves of divine power swept through the temple. Master Ezekiel, suddenly exposed to the divine power, recoiled in shock, and the demonic creatures and undead near the barrier screamed.

Fssh.

Some of the lower-ranked undead couldn’t withstand the aura and turned to ash, vanishing, while the demonic creatures foamed at the mouth, writhing in agony.

“Let’s reduce their numbers first. 『Field of Weapon』 activated.”

Swoosh!

Behind Raul, brilliant silver weapons surged up powerfully. The number exceeded a thousand, forming an iron curtain above the barrier from the legion of weapons.

‘Ha.’

Raul let out a sigh of pleasure as an exhilarating sensation surged through his body. The spiritual power that had always felt insufficient now erupted like an inexhaustible spring, circulating through his entire being, and the purer energy now made his mind incredibly clear.

Although temporary, he had finally reclaimed the ultimate state he had achieved in his previous life. Raul focused his power with a smile.

Rumble.

As enormous energy crossed the void and infused into each weapon, the atmosphere roared, unable to withstand the magnitude.

Flash.

The weapons were enveloped with golden ‘aura’, lighting up the previously dark sky above the temple as if it were midday.

“What is going on? What the hell is happening?”

Ezekiel, with a strained look in his eyes, stared up at the sky before charging towards the barrier—no, towards Raul.

He had identified the source of the overwhelming display. But it was already too late to stop Raul. Reaching Raul meant getting past Kane and Jake first.

‘Time to show why I was called the “Master of the Battlefield” in my previous life.’

A slight gesture was enough.

Shwiiing!

Boom!

Almost all undead, demonic creatures, and dark knights within a 150-meter radius were obliterated. Half of the thousands of enemies that filled the temple were wiped out in the blink of an eye.

“…I-impossible!”

Ezekiel, who was blasted back over 150 meters by the barrage of weapons, could only gape in disbelief at the scene. Aside from him and a few Empire Armor Users, there were truly no survivors.

Astonishment was not limited to the Empire’s side.

‘My God. What on earth has happened to Raul in the meantime?’

Lawrence stood with his mouth agape at the unbelievable sight his once-frail brother had displayed.

“He’s a emissary of the gods! God has truly sent a savior!”

The surviving members of the Special Exploration Team invoked their deity in disbelief at what they had seen. And one more group watched.

The Grand Chief of the Naga Clan, Laknesha, had his eyes sparkling.

‘Has a new guardian of the human race appeared?’

“Shah. Now is the time! Reorganize the formation. Secure the passage to the sanctuary.”

“Shah!”

Shooosh.

The army of weapons that had completed their task reassembled above the barrier. Although the energy they had been infused with was exhausted, they reverted to their original silver forms.

‘Wow, all that stress just melted away! Though it was slightly taxing, it’s manageable.’

Having emptied the vessel that brimmed with all kinds of energy (mana, spiritual power, divine power, etc.) in one go, Raul felt a wave of fatigue, but the assistance from the sealing stone and the attained power quickly replenished his reserves.

‘If the blessing of the sealing stone only works within the barrier’s interior? That’s hardly a penalty.’

If Raul were simply a knight wielding a sword, like Lawrence, he would have had to endure constant battering within the barrier. However, as an advanced psychokinetic, he had no such issue.

As long as his main body remained within the barrier, his psychokinetic power was unaffected.

“Alright, we’ve bought some time. Let’s prepare for a proper fight. Kane, Jake, establish the defenses.”

“Yes, Master!”

Raul’s single strike had brought the battle in the temple to a complete standstill.

As the situation abruptly shifted, the elite forces of the Empire took a moment to assess the situation, while the Naga clan, who had finally set foot in the temple, formed their ranks and prepared for the next battle. Raul and his group used this lull to construct a small makeshift fortress within the barrier.

Utilizing the sealing stone as the focal point, they built a temporary fortress with stone blocks, which housed quarters, a medical center, and a dining hall.

This was made possible through Raul’s subspace, inventory, and the spatial expansion pouches supplied by the magic tower. Although the battle had momentarily entered a lull, the overall situation had not changed much.

‘Defending the barrier is no longer a major issue, but driving out the Empire is an entirely different matter.’

Despite having swept through the enemies once, demonic creatures were still pouring out of the dark gates.

Necromancer McClanahan had started summoning high-level undead instead of the lower ones, and Master Ezekiel was still formidable.

The Naga clan seemed to have taken a passive stance since stepping into the sanctuary, merely observing.

‘So, they think the immediate threat is extinguished? Or perhaps they intend to handle only those coming out of the temple.’

For Raul, having them stay out of the fray felt more convenient. An increase in casualties would only benefit the necromancer.

Regardless, Raul felt no urgency anymore. The primary objective of the quest was to protect the sealing stone for the designated time. There was no need to venture out and eliminate the Empire’s forces recklessly.

‘For now, anyway.’

In a way, the current scenario was an excellent opportunity for Raul. This was a forced scenario area and the stage for a main quest.

With the enemies strengthened by the forced scenario buff, the experience points and rewards were also significantly increased.

Judging by the context of the quest, the Empire’s forces would not give up the sealing stone and would keep attacking.

So, what did it mean?

The sealing stone’s buff had pushed him beyond his usual limits, and his energy recovery speed was enhanced. The resulting conclusion was.

‘A delightful experience point event time!’

Raul’s lips twitched as he struggled to contain a growing grin.

(To be continued…)
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Bang! Thud!

Explosions echoed beyond the walls of the makeshift fortress. The sounds of the ongoing battle between Master Ezekiel and Kane and Jake filled the air.

Meanwhile, Raul was…

“Eat up. I heard you haven’t had a proper meal in a while?”

“Y-yeah. Thanks.”

…grilling meat alongside his second brother, Lawrence.

In the mana-rich Forbidden Zone, coupled with the energy from the sealing stone and the dark gates, various energies overflowed, making the meat taste particularly vivid to Raul.

Of course, it was only Raul who felt that way; Lawrence, on the other hand, was eating slowly, perhaps out of unease.

“Can we really sit like this while there’s a battle going on outside? Shouldn’t we be out there?…”

“Brother! Just eat without worrying. Your nervous eating is making others uncomfortable.”

At Raul’s words, Lawrence turned to see that the Special Exploration Team members were quickly averting their gazes from him.

“Cough, cough.”

Some even choked and coughed.

Clap, clap.

“Alright, everyone, no need to be self-conscious. Eat up and rest. You’ve all been through a lot, so take this time to recover your strength.”

Following Raul’s encouragement, the exploration team members began to eat a bit more freely, though they still looked uneasy.

‘Is it really okay to not join the fight?’

‘What if the defenses break while we’re resting?’

‘Can they really hold this large barrier with just the three of them?’

With the wall constructed and the dining building blocking the view outside, the continuous battle sounds only added to their anxiety.


“If anyone’s too anxious, feel free to go outside and take a look around. There’s enough food here. But!”

“…?”

Thud.

Raul brought something out of his inventory and placed it in one corner of the dining area.

“This cannot be refilled, so if you’re late, you’ll miss out!”

“Ooh!”

“Wow!”

The previously tense faces of the team members lit up immediately. What Raul took out were a display case filled with various kinds of liquor and wine and oak barrels brimming with beer.

Despite their enthusiasm, no one hastily reached for the alcohol.

‘Interesting. Lawrence must have excellent unit cohesion.’

Even with five different exploration teams gathered, they waited for Lawrence’s instructions over their own team leaders’.

The unfortunate thing was that only half of the exploration team members had gathered here. Despite Raul using the highest quality potions to treat the injured, he couldn’t revive those that had perished.

Step, step.

With burning eyes upon him, Lawrence picked out an expensive wine bottle from the display case.

“You’ve all endured a lot. I dedicate this wine to our comrades who aren’t here with us.”

Glug.

The deep red wine trickled into a dented helmet lightly stained with blood.

“To our brothers who showed unparalleled bravery.”

“To our brothers.”

Thump, thump.


Lawrence emptied the wine into the helmet on behalf of the team, and the members beat their chests in honor of their fallen comrades.

“Tonight, drink and rest as much as you can. And when you wake, we’ll sweep away those demonic lackeys! Can I trust you, Raul?”

Gazing into Lawrence’s burning eyes, Raul struck his armor with his fist and declared confidently.

“I swear on our family name. Whoever they are, they won’t get past this wall without my permission!”

“You heard him? Drink up!”

“Waaaaah!”

The dining hall finally buzzed with energy. The once anxious faces of the team members now showed a sense of relief.

Thirty minutes had already passed since the battle resumed.

Despite this, the continuous combat sounds, especially the screams of demonic creatures and the wails of the undead as they were obliterated, kept everyone on edge.

‘Is he really the brother of Team Leader Lawrence?’

‘How is such a thing possible unless he’s a emissary of the gods?’

The team members glanced out the windows, peering at the sky above the fortress wall. Like a disciplined army, the legion of weapons patrolled the skies above the wall.

Every so often, a group of weapons would plunge down beyond the fortress wall, and when they returned, they dripped with black blood.

Raul was simultaneously attending to his brother and the team members within the fortress while fighting the battle outside.

This was due to the new power of the advanced psychokinetic, 『Auto Control』, being deployed by Raul. The basic elements of psychokinesis are power, control, and range (detection).

Raul’s technique, 『Auto Control』, integrated control and range.

Having surpassed a significant threshold, his enhanced detection range not only covered greater distances but also improved in depth and precision.

In other words, it meant that the ‘radar’s’ performance had greatly improved.

Moreover, his control had reached a level where he could manage individual entities with psychokinesis.

‘As long as it’s not a highly complex command, it can be repeated effortlessly.’


This was the reason Raul could maintain the battle from within this fortress away from the front lines.

‘Of course, without the sealing stone’s buff and the energy-rich nature of the Forbidden Zone, I wouldn’t have been able to manage so many entities.’

Even if a high-level demonic creature or undead appeared, it wouldn’t be an issue. Raul could engage them with weapons he personally infused with ‘aura’ instead of relying on 『Auto Control』.

In any case, the crucial fact was that Raul could effectively fend off the enemies’ attacks.

So, as he flipped meat with his brother, Lawrence, outside the dining hall, his controlled weapons were diligently butchering the enemies.

‘So this is what it feels like to be full without eating.’

Seeing the experience bar inch up in real-time, he felt an unparalleled satisfaction.

“Brother, eat up.”

Raul smiled as he placed the sizzling, aromatic meat onto Lawrence’s plate.

“Thanks. But don’t you think it’s time to explain everything?”

Lawrence had many questions, after all.

How had Raul found this place?

What were the mysterious powers he demonstrated?

And what about the family—they must be worried?

“Well, I’ll explain everything slowly, one by one. We have plenty of time after all.”

Thirty-six hours is a longer time than you think.

***

“Damn it!”

Crash!

Returning to the tent, Master Ezekiel furiously threw down his helmet. The red tattoos on his face gradually disappeared, revealing an aged visage that seemed ten years older than usual.

‘What a disgrace!’

He hadn’t realized it at first, but he figured it out as the fight went on. The two knights who stood against him weren’t true Masters—they were temporary ones.

Their understanding of aura, which any Master should naturally possess, was woefully lacking. Yet, he still couldn’t break through them.

‘How is this possible? Two high-level Experts managing to hold me back?’

It was commonly understood that at least five top-tier Experts were needed to face a Master. Only then could they take turns manifesting temporary aura to block the Master’s attacks.

Moreover, with his tattoos activated, Master Ezekiel wasn’t a low-level Master; he was intermediate-level.

Even with temporary aura, two Experts shouldn’t be enough to hold him back. But that’s how it was.

‘It felt like they’ve faced many Masters before.’

They weren’t well-known knights, and they were younger than what their skill levels would suggest.

“Having trouble?”

At that moment, McClanahan entered the tent, sneering slightly.

“Shut up! What do you expect me to do when the situation has changed?”

Regardless of the process, there were now three—no, four—Master-level fighters inside the barrier.

While he could handle two if he pushed himself to the limit, it could put his life at risk, so he had to be cautious. McClanahan knew this, casually shrugging and changing the subject.

“We’ve received a message from HQ. D-day has been determined, regardless of our situation here. We need to hurry, or things will get messy.”

“Isn’t the miscalculation of our strength HQ’s fault? It was their strategy too. Now we have to clean up their mess?”

“Calm down. Nothing’s final yet.”

But Ezekiel frowned and shouted.

“Nonsense! If anything happens to the main force, where do you think His Majesty’s wrath will be directed? I’ll kill those bastards right now!”

He grabbed his sword, ready to storm out, but McClanahan stopped him.

“Listen to me. HQ said they would send reinforcements.”

“Reinforcements? Who?”

“I don’t know. It won’t be the high-ranking ones, but maybe top-tier mages like us.”

“Damn it. I don’t trust HQ as far as I can throw them.”

“Anyway, they’ll arrive tomorrow, so we need to keep up the pressure. If we let them rest, this could turn into a prolonged battle.”

“Alright, alright! Easy for you to say, you just play with corpses in the back.”

Bang!

Ezekiel stormed out of the tent. Seeing the typically easygoing Ezekiel so angry indicated how furious he actually was.

‘Well, I’m not exactly at ease either.’

Far beyond the tent, near the makeshift fortress within the barrier, the undead and demonic creatures McClanahan sent were being cut down by an unknown mage’s legion of weapons.

Though it was a new form of magic, it was particularly troublesome to deal with.

It felt merely like a numerical replacement for soldiers at the moment, but the initial destructive power it displayed was still vividly remembered.

‘In the end, it’s a one-time technique. There’s always a limit to what one can do alone.’

Moreover, controlling that many weapons must be mentally exhausting. By now, whoever that mage was, they must be sweating and struggling.

‘Keep struggling. The moment your power runs out will be your end.’

With an arrogant smile, McClanahan looked at his elite undead army, secretly prepared behind the main force.

***

“Yaaawn.”

Raul yawned as he lay sprawled atop the watchtower he had set up in the middle of the fortress near the sealing stone.

Though designed to be inconspicuous from the outside, the interior of the watchtower was filled with various amenities.

On the small dining table, luscious, glossy fruits gleamed invitingly. Next to Raul’s sunbed was a side table stocked with chilled juice and snacks.

Clink.

“Checkmate.”

“What? How did you—? Let’s go again!”

A little further away, Rabel and Caldenas played chess. Despite initial expectations of Rabel’s victory, Caldenas was actually winning.

While Rabel knew the theory, Caldenas had played chess frequently with visiting royals or knights even while bound by his seal.

‘How peaceful.’

Clang! Swish!

Grrrr.

Battle noises continued outside, but after hearing them all day, they began to sound more like a lullaby.

In fact, the exploration team members were having a good rest in the temporary quarters. Had it not been for Master Ezekiel’s frequent outbursts, one could almost forget they were in a war zone.

Ezekiel, undeterred, showed up nearly every hour to vent his frustrations at Kane and Jake before storming off.

Initially, Kane and Jake seemed to struggle a bit, but after more than ten long confrontations, they now seemed to handle him with ease.

‘Although it doesn’t seem like he’s going all out either.’

Raul had considered testing his skills against Ezekiel driven by competitive spirit but decided against it. He had ample experience dealing with Masters through training with his mentor, Caldenas, and his father, Count Melvin.

And Caldenas’s assessment played a part in his decision.

“Giving a child a precious sword. He’s being led by the sword rather than controlling it himself; he doesn’t deserve to be called a Master.”

It appeared that Ezekiel had used some unconventional means to reach his rank.

‘Though that doesn’t mean he isn’t a Master….’

In any case, Kane and Jake were racking up valuable experience, and Raul had no intention of stealing their progress.

Now, with less than half a day remaining on the quest timer…

‘It’s a bit boring, but at this rate…!’

Raul’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.

(To be continued…)
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At the temple entrance. Naga warriors were lined up in orderly formations. Though there had been some combat, as evidenced by the black blood of feral beasts and the remains of undead scattered around the entrance.

“Sha. Great Chief. Will you keep watching?”

“Sha. The warriors are thirsty for blood.”

“Sha. This is our sacred ground.”

The chieftains, each a head taller than regular warriors, surrounded the Great Chief Raknesha, talking amongst themselves.

“Sha. Wait. The time of the promise has not yet come.”

Raknesha spoke in a low voice, watching the strange battle unfolding in the temporary fortress. Endless beasts with heads of cows emerged from the dark gate.

And the undead soldiers that continually revived even after dying. These invaders, led by those two, relentlessly attacked the barrier. Defending against them were not human warriors but peculiar weapons.

Various weapons formed in formations above the sky, mechanically tearing apart enemies crossing the barrier with no emotion whatsoever.

The Great Chief had no idea what the point of this prolonged combat, which had been going on for over a day, was. All he could think of was the conversation he had with a group of humans at the barrier the previous day.

When the battle had temporarily calmed, and the fortress was built in an instant, Great Chief Raknesha, accompanied by young war chiefs, visited the barrier.

Though he feared the aerial weapon army might target them, they did not recognize him as an enemy, allowing them to enter the fortress without incident.

Two individuals represented the humans. One with a stature comparable to a warrior, albeit fake, , and a small child, no more than half his size.

“What brings the Naga tribe here?”

The small human had asked, but Raknesha ignored him. It was best not to converse with the deceitful human race.

“Sha. Human warrior who has inherited His will. Do you have any remaining words from Him?”

“Unfortunately, I didn’t have the chance to speak directly. Also, my memory of Him is still incomplete. But I seem to recall a vague feeling of regret regarding your tribe.”

“Sha. Is that so?”

It was regrettable but inevitable. It was their own fault for not being able to witness His final moments.

“Sha. Human warrior. I have a proposal.”


“Speak.”

“Sha. This place is our sacred ground, passed down for generations. We must drive out the vile invaders. Will you join hands with us?”

Thus, an impromptu alliance was formed. The humans claimed they could maintain the barrier on their own. They asked for assistance in counterattacking once they sustained their strength in defense, which Raknesha readily agreed to.

‘There’s no need to spill our tribe’s blood in the battles of deceitful humans. We can intervene if the barrier becomes truly endangered, regardless of the agreement.’

Having witnessed the immense power of the humans’ guardian and the warrior who inherited His will, he thought they would hold out to some extent.

But he never imagined the battle would unfold as it did.

“Sha. Great Chief. Do we have to keep this promise with the humans?”

The chieftains continued to press, but Raknesha remained unchanged in his thoughts. Immediate participation in battle was also hindered by the current lack of ‘elite forces’.

Perhaps if other great chieftains and high war chiefs arrived.

‘If the humans can hold out until then, there’s no downside. The reinforcements won’t take much longer to arrive.’

When that time comes, there will be no place for humans in this sacred ground. Except, of course, the heir of that figure.

“Sha. What is that?”

“Sha. A human is flying in the sky.”

Raising his head at the chieftains’ words, he saw three dark shadows flying through the sky toward the temple from outside. Their destination was the imperial camp.

‘This feels ominous.’

“Sha. Bow.”

When he extended his hand, two tribesmen struggled to hand him a massive bow.

Kreeeek.

Utilizing his four arms, he pulled the giant bow—comparable to a ballista by human standards.

Fwaaash!


A red ‘aura’ formed around the arrow made of monster bones.

Thwaaash!

The enormous sound and blast from the released arrow extended the red beam towards the dark shadows.

Boom!

“Shaaa!”

Naga warriors shouted in triumph. The Great Chief’s arrow had never missed its target before. But Raknesha’s eyebrows twitched, and he immediately pulled back the bowstring once more.

“Sha!”

Boom!

The second arrow he shot exploded in mid-air, between the dark shadows and the Naga camp.

“What a rough welcome.”

A mage in a robe and two knights clad in black armor blocked their path. One of the knights held a bow as large as Raknesha’s.

***

‘Tsk. As expected, it’s not going to end so easily.’

Raul clicked his tongue in disappointment. The Naga Great Chief he met the previous day was at least a Master-level figure.

Moreover, the warrior chiefs and chieftains he brought along were top-tier experts, comparable to high-ranking human experts.

Despite their prowess, they hadn’t joined the battle, likely due to Lawrence and his team guarding the barrier.

‘They probably didn’t want to step in and become targets for the imperial superhumans in place of Lawrence and his team.’

Though he seemed like a warrior through and through, the Great Chief was undoubtedly a shrewd thinker. In any case, even if Lawrence and his men were overwhelmed, the final barrier wouldn’t have easily fallen.

With the Great Chief, elite warriors, and thousands of Naga sharing the barrier’s power, it would’ve been challenging for just one Master and a 7th-circle necromancer to break through.

Nonetheless, the fact that the seal was completely broken in his previous life meant.


‘In the end, the Empire has added a force capable of definitively defeating the Naga.’

It was fortunate that their reinforcements clashed with the Naga first; otherwise, it could’ve been disastrous.

Ding, ding, ding, ding, ding.

Raul rang the warning bell in the watchtower and shouted.

“Emergency! Everyone prepare for battle!”

To face the newly added superhumans on the Empire’s side, they might need to free up some hands from the monster side.

The expedition members, after a full day of rest, had nearly recovered from their injuries and fully replenished their strength. With their fifty members, they could handle all enemies except the Masters on their own.

‘I’d prefer to face them in a more thorough state, but there’s no choice.’

They would hold out inside the barrier for now, and if the situation allowed!

With gleaming eyes, Raul checked the system window.

***

“Stupid fools.”

Ezekiel clicked his tongue in irritation. Failing to evade the eyes of mere monsters. It was as though they were announcing their reinforcements to the entire vicinity.

“A surprise attack… that’s unlikely now.”

MacClanahan also shook his head regretfully.

Bang! Boom!

The reinforcement flying over the temple exchanged Aura Arrows with the Naga Great Chief until they reached the main camp.

Thud.

The mage’s flight magic dissipated, and the three men landed on the ground.

“Damn it, what is this? My cloak’s all dusty?”

A wrinkled old man in his 60s frowned and grumbled. He was Fry, a 7th-circle mage specializing in wind magic.

“Senior, what’s going on here? It’s been over fifteen days and neither the barrier nor the monsters have been dealt with properly?”

“Shut up, you insolent brat. You might be the first to die.”

Snarling with a rotten smile at the sight of Ezekiel, the knight’s name was Stanton. Like Ezekiel, he was a top-tier knight and a novice Sword Master, and they were also seniors and juniors from the same educational institution.

“That one’s mine, so don’t touch it.”

The knight in black armor with a disgruntled expression, bryce, was also a novice master and, unusually, an archer who had reached the level of a master with his bow.

“Alright, now that we’re all here, let’s have a meeting.”

MacClanahan calmed the arrived members and led them to the temporary tent. Gathered in one place, the five superhumans of the Empire:

Three Masters and two 7th-circle mages.

Though they were among the least skilled superhumans, they were still superhumans. In terms of numbers alone, this impressive group could rival the superhuman forces of an entire kingdom.

The fact that such a force was dispatched as a detached unit and not the main force showcased the Empire’s formidable power. Enemies capable of threatening Raul and the special expedition team had finally made their appearance.

***

Temporary fortifications set up within the barrier were being attacked on three sides. Though the area was not particularly vast, there is a significant difference between being completely surrounded and having one side open.

‘The Naga clan’s formation is quite useful.’

Thanks to the Naga clan holding one entrance, the defensive range had decreased.

Moreover.

Shoo~ Bang! Boom!

The Naga clan’s chieftain and the Empire’s bow master were engaged in a long-range sniping duel. Red beams and black arrows clashed repeatedly, shaking the battlefield.

At a glance, it seemed like it had turned into a pride match. Considering that both were focusing solely on each other, ignoring everything else.

‘I’m grateful. Thanks to this, there’s one less superhuman to deal with.’

Whether it was intentional or not, it was a tremendous help. Raul, who was still standing on the watchtower, turned his head to look at the left side of the fort.

“You half-monster! This time, we settle it for sure!”

“Settle it? You, who have turned your back countless times, are shameless. Only those without skill spout such words.”

“Shut up! You fake master who borrows the power of mere monsters!”

Bang! Clang, thud!

Ezekiel and Lawrence clashed again. This time, Ezekiel’s aura was unusually fierce, as if determined to end it for real. Yet, Lawrence, who had recovered his strength and was mastering the Heart of the Guardian, was no pushover either.

Meanwhile, on the right side of the fort, a new master of the Empire named Stanton clashed with the combination of Kane and Jake.

“Kuhaha, so it’s you? The fools who struggled with just Ezekiel. Don’t worry. Unlike someone, I have no hobby of toying with weaklings. I’ll end it right away!”

“A lot of talk for a coward. Come on! What’s wrong? Scared?”

“What did you say? You uncivilized half-breed!”

Unable to hold back Jake’s provocation, stanton lunged, infusing aura into his two short spears.

Whoosh! Bam, bam, bam!

The two short spears moved at a tremendous speed, creating dozens of black spear shadows. But Kane was there. His two hunting knives, imbued with green aura, moved like nimble swallows, deflecting each of the black spear shadows.

“Hyaaat!”

And then, trusting Kane, Jake’s massive aura blade struck at Stanton’s side.

Thunk.

“Tch.”

Stanton, whose face was covered with red tattoos, lightly deflected Jake’s attack with the end of his spear.

However, Jake had anticipated this and used the rebound to swing his greatsword again.

Crash! Boom!

The range of the greatsword was superior to that of Stanton’s short spears. Therefore, it was harder for Stanton to target Jake, and Kane, who had approached to close range, was menacingly wielding his daggers.

“Damn rats!”

Stanton yelled, but nothing changed by doing so. Their battle was also turning into a fierce contest.

‘Hmm. Everyone’s doing well.’

Even without Raul, the three masters of the Empire were held back. Which means. Raul had to deal with the necromancer and the mage.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

And from the front of the fort, distinctly different enemies were approaching. Until now, the barrier had been attacked by lower-level undead like zombies and skeletons.

But what was advancing now were…

‘Ghouls, Dullahans, Death Knights. And that…’

An undead legion filled with high-level undead. And at the forefront, proudly marching, was a skeletal knight clad in thick bone armor and a cape.

‘A Skeleton General,’ an undead at least of the rank of a knight commander.

As if to prove his status, the skeletal knight’s sword burned with a black aura blade.

‘Interesting.’

Raul smiled and leaped down from the watchtower.

(To be continued)
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The black aura blade cut through the air in a cross-shaped trajectory, advancing with a ferocious momentum that seemed to tear through the temporary fort’s walls in an instant.

Bang!

But Raul wasn’t one to just watch and let it happen. In a flash, Raul, with his golden aura blade ignited, effortlessly deflected the Skeleton General’s aura blade.

“Oh, a mere human child blocked my sword?”

It seemed that an undead of master level had at least some form of ego. The Skeleton General spoke with a curious glint in its eyes as it looked at Raul.

“There’s no reason why I couldn’t. You’re just a corpse being manipulated by a necromancer because you couldn’t properly die. If I were you, I’d be too ashamed and would drive a sword through my own skull and self-destruct.”

“You speak beyond your capacity, mortal who knows nothing of death. If you wish, I can give you a firsthand experience.”

Whether provoked by Raul’s taunt, the Skeleton General charged at him, eyes burning with black flames.

Crash! Boom!

The golden aura blade and the black aura blade collided, wreaking havoc all around them. And the aftermath was.

Crunch. Thud!

The undead legion following the Skeleton General into the fort was swept away, disrupting their formation.

‘Foolish.’

Though Raul had intended this, the Skeleton General’s greatsword was slicing through the surrounding undead without hesitation.

Among them were high-tier undead like Expert-level Death Knights and Dullahans, but they were all equal before the master’s aura blade.

“How about putting in a bit more effort? At this rate, I’d die of old age first.”

Raul continued to taunt the Skeleton General.

“Grrr, you wretch.”

The general’s aura blade extended to nearly two meters. But Raul’s expression became even more relaxed.

‘Weaker than I thought. For all that talk, it’s not very smart.’


Additionally, it seemed the necromancer’s control wasn’t very effective either.

Smash! Boom!

Thus, the general was helping Raul reduce their numbers as it blindly slashed through the undead legion.

‘Master-level in name only. Its sword skill isn’t even up to high-level Expert standards. That means….’

It wasn’t a proper master-level undead. Raul surmised that the necromancer had placed a low-tier spirit into the corpse of a master.

To think they could stop Raul with such a half-hearted undead was laughable. But Raul didn’t immediately deal with the General.

There was no need to eliminate something that was enthusiastically assisting him in reducing enemy numbers, nor did it pose much of a threat.

As proof.

Swish! Thud, clang!

The legion of weapons hovering above the fort continued to actively deal with the enemies. The monsters and undead aiming for the fort had to first face Raul’s weapon legion before anything else.

Even if they got past that, the special exploration squad was waiting on top of the fort.

‘Let’s buy some more time, shall we?’

Raul seemed to still have plenty of leisure.

***

“Hehe. The vaunted might of the undead legion leaves much to be desired.”

The mage Fry, shaking his wrinkled chin, sneered at McClanahan.

“This isn’t the time to be laughing.”

McClanahan felt more frustrated by the turn of events than offended.

‘Raul, was it? Just who is this guy?’

He had belatedly received information about Raul from headquarters. Raul was the youngest brother of Lawrence de Ashton, the leader of the special exploration squad.


The assumed rank was high-level Expert, using a peculiar technique of controlling weapons without touching them. And he was only 16 years old.

‘Is that even possible? Handling aura at that age, even if he had been training since he was in the womb?’

Even with the help of the barrier, this was beyond reason. Moreover, the issue wasn’t his swordsmanship but that bizarre technique.

In magic, there is a ‘psychokinesis’ branch that moves objects with magical power. But that typically involves moving one or two objects, not imbuing them with energy.

Knights had a somewhat similar technique called 『Ghost Sword』. It moved swords with mana and will instead of hands. And it required a skill level between upper high-level and peak-level sword mastery.

‘But even that only involves handling a couple of weapons….’

A legion of thousands of autonomous weapons was another thing entirely. Even if each movement lacked autonomy, the overall power couldn’t be dismissed.

‘I thought the elite undead would disrupt his control, but that doesn’t seem to be happening much either.’

While the elite undead legion was not being swept away like the basic undead, they weren’t easily breaking through the defensive line either.

He wasn’t happy with the Skeleton General slashing friendlies, but letting it be was the lesser evil at the moment. Without it, there’d be no means to tie down that Raul bastard.

‘In the end, must I rely on this one?’

Though a simpleton who didn’t realize to whom they owed the maintenance of the current situation, the mage’s skills weren’t bad. With the undead legion and himself holding down Raul, handling him with magic seemed possible.

“How long do you plan to just watch? If things go awry, can you handle His Majesty’s wrath?”

“Hehe. It was just amusing, so I watched for a bit. I was planning to settle it soon anyway.”

Fry pulled out a staff from his robe, and as he stirred mana, a massive magic circle formed underneath him, making his robe flutter. Though it seemed like he had done nothing so far, he had been setting up a high-level spell.

“Don’t complain if some of your henchmen get swept up. Rough winds swirling through the sky….”

As Fry began his incantation, the magic circle’s light intensified, and unsettling winds swirled above his head.

“…obliterate all! Mega Blade of Wind Storm!”

Rumble.

An ominous tremor shook the sky above the temporary fort, followed by the sound of a sharp wind, creating a massive tornado.


Whirl.

Razor-sharp, translucent wind blades spun fiercely within the vortex, tearing through the air.

“Go! Shred them all!”

With bloodshot eyes, Fry commanded, and the whirling wind blades began descending.

“Everyone, get low!”

“Ah, we’re gonna get sucked in!”

The squad members on the fort wall hurriedly clung to cracks and attachments in the stone wall. The intense whirlwind had already lifted their bodies halfway into the air.

“Moo!”

“Gao!”

Some Devil Cows and Corrupted Buffalos beneath the fort were sucked into the sky by the wind.

Crunch!

The monsters dragged into the tornado’s center were torn apart by the wind blades, turning into blackish blood sprays. Even the master-level superhumans fighting outside the fort had to anchor their weapons into the ground to resist the wind.

Meanwhile, Raul’s legion of weapons hovered out of the fort, moving to the temple’s outer perimeter, while Raul himself stood dangerously right beneath the spell’s focal point.

Fry had cast the 7th-circle ultimate area spell ‘Mega Blade of Wind Storm’.

It was so powerful that even a master wearing power armor couldn’t survive if caught unprepared. Raul seemed too late to escape the spell’s range.

“Yes! Be the prey of those raging winds! Hahaha!”

Assured of Raul’s demise, Fry laughed maniacally with bloodshot eyes.

‘Pity, but I suppose it’s a bargain at this price.’

Despite losing some cherished elite undead, Fry was untroubled, considering it a fair sacrifice if Raul was annihilated. However, McClanahan’s expression remained unexpectedly calm.

As the operation leader, he believed losing undead was an acceptable cost if they could break the barrier stone. Moreover, he didn’t intend to simply sacrifice the Skeleton General.

Clatter.

A huge mass of bones surged from the ground, forming a bone tomb over the Skeleton General. But at that very moment. Fry and McClanahan’s eyes widened in shock as they looked at the tornado.

“No, what is that?”

An emerald-colored shield had suddenly enveloped the fort’s sky, blocking the tornado. Not only that, but it also ascended, colliding directly with the descending whirlwind.

Crack, boom!

***

‘What a stroke of luck!’

Raul looked at the tornado above him and smirked. He roughly understood what the enemy mage was trying to achieve with such a wide-area spell.

‘They’re trying to trap me with the undead so I can’t dodge, huh?’

But that was a foolish choice. The enemy might not know, but psychokinetics are inherently opposed to wide-area spells related to physical laws.

By observing the physical phenomenon, they could negate it by applying an opposing force. In fact, the undead around Raul were being sucked into the tornado, but Raul himself was barely affected.

He was just putting on a show. Moreover, he was subtly using his psychokinesis to project forces on the surrounding monsters.

Thunk.

“Gwaaak!”

Thud.

“Moooomoo!”

With just a light touch of psychokinesis to the monsters clinging to the ground with their hands, feet, or weapons, they lost their balance and were swept into the sky.

‘This is fun. Getting a lot of experience points too.’

He was gathering a lot of experience with minimal effort. Killing allies within the same faction usually yielded little to no experience points. Therefore, Raul was the one receiving the experience points, not Fry.

Despite that, he couldn’t let it continue indefinitely. No matter how much Raul held up the exploration squad with his psychokinesis, there could be danger if the tornado got too close.

“Rabel, I need your help.”

“Leave it to me. What bad luck for them—wind magic of all things, heh.”

Rabel, flipping open her skill book and adjusting her glasses, responded. Rabel, the forest fairy who loved harmony and order.

She was proficient in various elemental magics, with a particular strength in wind-related spells. Her magic had an emerald tint due to her affinity with both forest and wind mana.

“Absolute Elemental Shield! Hold firm!”

A translucent emerald shield formed over the fort.

“Rise and quell the wind!”

The shield soared and collided with the tornado.

Crack, boom!

The clash produced tremendous noise. The tornado ground against the shield, trying to drill through, but the shield pushed skyward.

What looked like a simple power struggle was, in reality, a bit more complex. The center of the Elemental Shield was spinning counter to the tornado’s rotation.

If it was a clash of spear against shield, but make it spear against spear…

“W-What is this!”

Fry exclaimed in disbelief. The tornado collided with the Elemental Shield, rapidly losing strength and dissipating as if time was reversing it, finally turning into a gentle breeze.

And as if on cue, Raul’s weapon legion swept across the battlefield once more. The monsters lifted by the wind. The undead that had anchored their weapons to the ground to maintain balance.

The magic soldiers and Imperial knights distracted by the majesty of the 7th-circle spell. The weapon legion exploited this opening to cut them down, and they fell like puppets with their strings cut.

Whirr, swoosh!

Then, the climactic moment arrived. Golden aura surged from Raul, as the surrounding mana was drawn toward him.

(To be continued)
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Clang!

The legion of weapons sweeping the battlefield gathered near Raul, forming a steel fortress.

“Absolute Elemental Shield!”

Once again, the light green shield created by Rabel protected Raul.

“Damn it! Stop him!”

Noticing the anomaly, the Empire’s masters Ezekiel and Stanton charged at Raul.

Clang! Thud!

“Where do you think you’re going!”

“You shall not pass!”

But Lawrence, Jake, and Kane swiftly intercepted them. At the moment of surpassing one’s limits, a necessary process ensued to transcend human boundaries: bodily reconstruction and enlightenment of a new realm.

The impurities in the body are expelled, and the skeletal structure is reconstructed, evolving into the most combat-efficient form.

Simultaneously, one organizes the knowledge of martial arts learned and experienced so far, preparing to embark on a new path.

Moreover, an individual awakens to the essence of mana, which ordinary humans cannot sense, striving to get closer to it.

In a way, it’s a blessed time, but if it occurs in the presence of enemies, it can be incredibly dangerous. If there’s a problem with the mana absorption process, it can lead to mana backlash.

Failing to properly organize enlightenment due to urgency can result in delayed growth in the future. This is true not only for masters but also for Expert-level knights undergoing breakthroughs.

Thus, it was natural to protect someone experiencing an awakening during a battle to the best of one’s ability.

Swish!

The Empire’s Bow Master Bryce redirected his arrows towards Raul, breaking off from his pride duel. Mage Fry, shocked by the disruption of his spell, furiously bombarded Raul with memorized offensive spells.

Boom! Crash!

“Guuooo!”


McClanahan’s magic ‘Corpse Explosion’ caused bones and corpses near Raul to detonate, and the surviving undead aimed solely at Raul.

Crash! Boom!

Clang! Clang!

All enemy attacks converged on Raul, hammering incessantly against Rabel’s shield and the weapon legion.

***

‘Huh, where is this?’

Raul blinked his eyes quietly. The deafening noise of the battlefield was replaced by an eerie silence that enveloped his surroundings.

The undead legion charging with malice and the imposing superhumans of the Empire were nowhere to be seen. All that could be seen was an endless expanse of pure white.

“So, I’ve come back here again.”

A smile played on Raul’s lips. Having experienced this once before, there was no sense of tension.

『Room of Enlightenment』.

Players often referred to this place by that name. It’s a place one visits upon reaching skill proficiency level 10 and character level 100.

Here, they learn new techniques suited to their classes and advanced ways to use mana.

‘Hmm. Where’s the instructor?’

According to his memory, an instructor who would teach him about the new realm should appear around this time.

Zap.

At that moment, the white space distorted, and someone appeared before Raul.

“… Why are you here?”

Raul looked at the person who had appeared with a bewildered expression.

Flash!


But it seemed the person had no intention of answering Raul’s curiosity. In an instant, the white space in front of Raul filled with countless ‘weapon legions’.

“So, you want to have a go?”

Clang!

Thousands of weapon legions emerged behind Raul as well.

“Sorry, but I’ve long surpassed you!”

With a gesture from Raul, his weapon legions began to hurtle towards the front. The person standing in front of Raul.

It was none other than his past self.

Bae Dohyun.

Boom!

***

“Cough.”

Raul clutched the longsword piercing his chest, coughing up blood. Crimson liquid flowed endlessly, staining his shirt.

“Disappointing.”

With a slight gesture from Bae Dohyun, the longsword withdrew, and Raul crumpled to the ground.

‘Damn it.’

Laying on the floor, Raul clenched his fist weakly in frustration. In the next moment, his body was enveloped in white light, healing his injuries and restoring his strength.

It was the fifth time.

Raul had lost five consecutive battles against Bae Dohyun. There were plenty of excuses. His swordsmanship, which was another aspect of his power, was sealed.

He couldn’t manifest even a mana blade, let alone aura. And unlike his past self, Bae Dohyun displayed the same power as Raul.

The immense spiritual power gained through Quercus meditation. The psychokinetic power-ups obtained from Jeinak’s dungeon and the Tower of Trials.


All applied to Bae Dohyun as well.

In essence, the Bae Dohyun before him was a copy with equal strength to Raul’s current self. That’s what frustrated Raul even more. Then, Bae Dohyun spoke.

“What have you been doing for the past two years? Why have you become so weak?”

“Ugh. I….”

Two years since awakening in Raul’s body. Raul had given his all. Overcame a frail constitution and aimed for the Master’s realm in a short time.

Built the First Knight Order to nurture his forces, prevented his family’s downfall, and established a robust foundation in the kingdom.

Supported players, recruited rankers, and formed the Purple Guild. Also, through the association, set up a mechanism to exert significant influence over players.

However….

“Bae Dohyun, or rather Raul, tell me. What are your roots?”

“I am….”

“What was the power that led you to the pinnacle of players? Why did players and NPCs alike fear you?”

‘Psychokinesis.’

Raul bit his lip. In his past life, Bae Dohyun had traversed the world of Connect solely with psychokinesis. He stood at the apex of millions of players, pioneering new paths ahead of anyone else.

He was the first player to reach the superhuman realm and the only one recognized capable of battling NPC superhumans one-on-one.

Known as the ‘Battlefield’s Sovereign’ and the ‘One-Man Legion’, he disrupted the tides of battle.

All solely through ‘psychokinesis’. But Raul in this life was different. Having encountered excellent family swordsmanship and a remarkable teacher, he devoted himself to honing his swordsmanship.

He thought mastering psychokinesis was sufficient from his past experiences, so he focused more on swordsmanship. As a result, he was on the brink of reaching the Master’s realm, but was it enough?

‘Of course not.’

Reaching the Master’s realm with swordsmanship. It was an extraordinary feat, achievable only by a chosen few elite knights. But could claiming the Master’s title alone lay claim to the greatest on the continent?

The answer was no.

His father, Count Melvin, was a high-ranking Master, and Duke Templeton, known as the Sword Duke, was an ultimate-level Sword Master.

No matter how much swordsmanship he mastered, it was impossible to surpass them in a short period.

“Don’t forget your identity, Raul. You are Raul of the Ashton household, but you are also Bae Dohyun, the supreme psychokinetic.”

“Ah, yes. I had forgotten what truly matters.”

Clang.

The legion of weapons reappeared behind Raul.

“In that case, let’s go again!”

Bae Dohyun smirked as he watched Raul charge at him.

“Come! I’ll face you properly this time.”

***

Huff.

Raul panted heavily, looking ahead. The figure of Bae Dohyun wavered like a heat haze and then vanished. In the last moment, he seemed to be smiling.

‘… Finally, a draw.’

Raul wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but after dozens of battles, he had managed to achieve a tie. Facing Bae Dohyun as an enemy was truly a terrifying experience.

‘If I had faced him as Sword Master Raul….’

He wouldn’t have stood a chance.

“Is that really what you think?”

“…! Master! How did you…?”

In the place where Bae Dohyun had disappeared, his swordsmanship master, Caldenas, appeared.

“Hahaha. This mental space is quite something. I never expected to enter this way.”

Caldenas chuckled.

“What’s happening outside? How much time has passed?”

Raul asked, a sudden thought crossing his mind. Caldenas clicked his tongue.

“Tsk, tsk. For someone who claimed to have experienced a breakthrough, you ask such mundane questions! Focus on your new enlightenment.”

Caldenas was right. The flow of time in this Room of Enlightenment, this mental space, differed from the outside world. What Raul would gain here depended solely on his own focus.

“No more words are needed. Come at me directly!”

Caldenas was already holding a sword. Raul quickly followed suit, drawing his own blade.

Whoosh.

An aura blade naturally formed at the tip of his sword.

“I’ll show you what a true master is. Then you’ll stop having such weak thoughts.”

Caldenas must have sensed Raul’s doubt about defeating Psychokinetic Bae Dohyun with his master’s strength.

Clang! Clang!

In this mental space, Raul began learning from Caldenas, the teacher of all masters.

*

Zap.

Caldenas vanished. Raul steadied his trembling legs. Unlike Bae Dohyun, Master Caldenas was an insurmountable wall. Not once did Raul’s sword even graze his master’s cloak.

However, Raul’s expression was filled with astonishment rather than mere satisfaction.

‘My goodness!’

He finally understood why Caldenas was known as the master of masters.

Buzz.

A golden aura blade extended nearly two meters from Raul’s sword. Then, it split like insect antennae, moved independently, and reformed into a blunt shape resembling a mace.

The freedom to shape the aura blade. This signified reaching mid-tier Master level.

Achieving mid-tier mastery immediately upon becoming a master – it was an unexpected fortune.

‘Thank you, Master.’

As Raul was lost in thought, a voice interrupted.

“Is that all you’re satisfied with?”

“…?”

Raul was puzzled. He should have had only two training opportunities upon his breakthrough. Who else could it be?

Turning around to identify the voice, Raul’s eyes widened.

“You…!”

*

“Rise, stone wall!”

“Swirl, wind!”

Standing over her open skill book, Rabel’s face was beaded with sweat.

Bang!

“Elemental Shield!”

An aura-infused arrow pierced through Raul’s barrier and Rabel’s weakening shield, forcing her to hastily form another one.

Meanwhile, the Skeleton General and the undead legion reached the weapon barrier and swung their aura blades.

‘This is bad!’

Biting her lip, Rabel swung her wand.

“Wind Punch! Blow them away!”

A transparent wind fist, two meters in diameter, struck the General and the undead.

Boom!

Most of the undead were swept back several meters, but the General, with his aura blade, stood firm. Then it happened.

Fwoosh! Crack!

Sharp bone spears shot up, aiming for Rabel and her skill book.

“Ugh!”

Unable to chant a spell in time, Rabel leaped up with her skill book, and part of the weapon legion blocked the bone spears but fell, powerless.

‘Raul, are you done yet?’

Ten minutes had passed since Raul closed his eyes. During this time, Empire’s Bow Master Bryce, necromancer McClanahan, and Wind Mage Fry relentlessly attacked, and Rabel alone was defending against them.

Although Rabel was a 7th-circle mage proficient in elemental magic, holding off three superhumans alone was no easy feat.

If it weren’t for Raul’s pre-set weapon legion, she wouldn’t have lasted this long. Even if Caldenas had helped, it would have sufficed, but he was unresponsive for some reason.

She glanced towards the Naga clan, but their chieftain, raknesha, was merely standing with his arms crossed, watching.

‘Raul, if you delay any longer, it’s going to be dangerous.’

The mana stored in the skill book was depleting. Unless Raul replenished it, Rabel would soon be unable to cast any spells.

Boom!

A black aura blade carved a large hole in the weapon barrier. The weapon legion tried to patch the hole, but the aura blade moved faster than they could block it.

“Pesky mage, this is the end.”

The Skeleton General, his body emitting black malevolent energy, shouted as he closed in on Raul. Rabel hurriedly began chanting a spell to repel the General, but then.

“Not on my watch.”

Crack. Crunch!

The Skeleton General’s arms were crushed as if caught in a giant’s grasp, and the aura blade vanished without a trace.

(To be continued)
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“What on earth…?”

The Skeleton General looked bewildered. And in the next moment.

Crunch. Smash.

A small dagger pierced through its skull, and as Raul clenched his fist, the General’s entire body turned to dust, scattering to the ground.

“Raul!”

Rabel’s face lit up as she greeted him.

“Thank you, you did great.”

“It’s nothing.”

Boom! Crash!

The attacks from the Empire’s superhumans continued. But unlike before, none of their attacks reached Raul and Rabel.

Swoosh!

The weapon legion, which had been depleted by half, regained life and rejoined the formation.

Whirr.

The aura-imbued weapons glowed brightly, forming an impregnable aura barrier.

Swish, boom!

An aura-infused arrow collided with a dagger sent to intercept it, exploding in mid-air.

Whoosh, boom!

Fry’s 5th-circle wind blades were pierced through by intercepting daggers and dissipated powerlessly. Raul subtly raised his fist, channeling energy into it.

Golden aura gathered, shimmering brilliantly around his fist.

“Hmm.”


Raul shook his head slightly and threw a light punch.

Boom!

The resulting aura sphere from his punch split the undead legion’s formation and flew 50 meters before vanishing.

He smirked.

“Interesting.”

Having just reached the Master’s level, Raul found himself casually using “Aura Projection”, a technique said to be usable only by high-level Masters.

It was the result of Caldenas’s personal training combined with the barrier stone’s overwhelming support. A mirage-like power that would vanish outside the barrier, but that didn’t matter.

‘Now then.’

“Shall we wrap this up?”

Clang.

Regnator emitted a brilliant golden light, enveloping Raul’s entire body.

*

‘Damn, am I too late?’

Empire’s Master Stanton clicked his tongue slightly. If disrupted during an awakening, internal injuries could be inflicted. A newly awakened Master could have been easily eliminated once a gap was exposed.

‘What a pity. But still.’

Just one newly awakened Master wouldn’t change the outcome of the battle.

“Haha, you fools. Look at yourselves trying to protect one measly Master. Who should I kill first?”

The two knights blocking Stanton’s path. Kane and Jake didn’t look well. They had been recklessly blocking Stanton’s approach to Raul, accumulating injuries from attacks they couldn’t avoid.

The result was that both suffered minor internal injuries. Particularly, Kane had a stream of blood flowing from the half-ripped side of his power armor.

Stanton aimed his dual short spears at the two and let out a shout.


“Take this!”

The black aura blades extending from the tips of his spears branched out like the antlers of a reindeer.

“Die!”

Whoosh!

The twenty-odd aura blades spread out, targeting the openings in Kane and Jake’s defenses. Aura blades also emerged from their swords, clashing against the incoming attacks.

“Kuh.”

Unlike Jake, who managed to block with his large blade, Kane, impeded by his injuries, showed openings.

Clang, crunch.

His left hunting knife shattered as he belatedly tried to block, sending Kane tumbling to the ground.

“Hahaha! It’s over!”

Whoosh!

Stanton launched himself into the air, throwing both short spears at Kane.

“Yah!”

Jake managed to deflect one of the spears, but the other zipped straight for Kane’s heart.

‘Damn it.’

Although Kane struggled to cross his hunting knives in front of him, only a faint mana blade appeared, likely due to his internal injuries.

Crack, smash.

The incoming black aura blade effortlessly shattered the hunting knives. The power armor shield strained in its final resistance but failed to stop the aura.

‘Is this the end?’

Kane’s eyes filled with regret.


‘They say your life flashes before your eyes before death…’

Yet, no past memories surfaced—only the aura blade slowly inching towards his heart.

One, two, three.

‘… Why is this taking so long?’

The aura blade that seemed poised to pierce his heart hung inexplicably still.

“What the—!?”

‘What is it?’

Stanton’s voice echoed in shock, snapping Kane back to reality. As Kane tried to extricate himself from the scene, something strange caught his eye.

Rrmmmm.

The halted spear in midair vibrated and then slowly straightened. It then spun half a turn and headed back the way it came.

Boom!

“What the hell!”

Stanton exclaimed in disbelief as he quickly deflected the aura blade-tipped spear returning towards him. Stopping an aura-infused weapon was one thing, but sending it back was beyond comprehension for him.

“What the hell? Whose doing is this…? Ugh!”

Suddenly, Stanton grabbed his own neck with both hands, struggling as he was slowly lifted into the air.

‘Aagh. Help me!’

An incomprehensible force was choking him, drawing terror onto his face.

‘I… I can’t breathe! Damn it!’

He sensed his neck would snap before he ran out of breath. In desperation, Stanton made a final choice.

Zap.

Red tattoos covered his entire body, and black energy began to burn from his heart. The Black Sacrifice.

It was a self-destructive technique that burned life force and mana. But his attempt was in vain.

‘Why…?’

With a burst of internal organs and the breaking of bones, Stanton met his end.

*

Buzz.

‘Nice grip!’

Raul chuckled as he opened and closed his tingling hand. Crushing a mid-tier master knight with psychokinesis. It was unimaginable before but happening now under his control.

Even though he had become a high-tier psychokinetic, handling a mid-tier master with psychokinesis was no easy feat. Several factors contributed.

Passing through the Room of Enlightenment boosted Raul’s previous life memories, elevating him to a high-tier Lv.3 psychokinetic.

Added to that were the barrier stone buff, the amplification effect from Regnator, and the special feature ‘Condemnation’ activated against those using malefic energy.

On top of that, Regnator’s awakening had occurred.

‘Seems holy power is quite effective against malefic energy.’

Moreover, in Stanton’s final moment when he attempted the Black Sacrifice, a slight addition of holy power to psychokinesis crushed his heart.

As a result, the rampaging mana couldn’t escape and his heart exploded.

“Kane, return to the fort and heal your wounds. Jake, assist Lawrence.”

Kane, startled by Raul’s voice, quickly got up and bowed.

“Thank you, Master. And congratulations on your achievement!”

“See! I knew it. We’re going to wipe them all out now. Haha.”

Kane downed a potion and retreated inside the fort, while Jake gave a thumbs-up to Raul and dashed towards the right side where Lawrence was stationed.

Raul chuckled and spoke.

“Master, may I ask for your assistance?”

Whirr.

In the air to Raul’s right, a power armor took form. Caldenas, manifesting through Ghost Armor, nodded.

“I’ll handle this side. You’ve become quite formidable. Keep progressing.”

With Raul reaching a higher state, the output of both Regnator and the skill book had also increased. This meant Caldenas could now exhibit more of his true abilities.

Whoosh.

In a blink, Caldenas moved to the fort’s opposite battlefield.

‘No need to worry about that side.’

Lawrence and Jake, combined with Caldenas using master-level, possibly higher, strength. No matter how skilled Ezekiel was, he couldn’t escape.

Boom! Crash!

Magic bombardments and aura arrows continued to fly towards Raul. These attacks were nearly pointless now, but the enemy wasn’t aware.

Stanton’s demise was hidden by the weapon barrier and Rabel’s magic, obstructing the enemy’s sight.

“Shall we, Rabel?”

“Yes, they need to pay!”

Rabel, initially exhausted, had now regained her vigor. In fact, the overflowing magical power from the skill book made her aura seem even more potent, like the aroma of the forest intensified.

“Then.”

Whoosh.

Golden wings sprouted from Raul’s back. With a resonant sound, Raul shot out of the barrier, heading straight for the Empire’s main force.

***

“I’ll step away for a moment.”

Necromancer McClanahan halted his offensive spells and spoke.

“Do as you wish. You’re of little use without your undead anyway.”

Fry replied grumpily. In terms of raw destructive power of attack spells, McClanahan was only at the 6th circle level.

“Ah, just keep on producing those undead.”

“…Fine.”

As McClanahan turned away, he heard Fry’s mocking laughter echo in his ears.

‘I don’t like him.’

How dare he laugh when his own ultimate spell had been countered?

However, McClanahan suppressed his anger and moved towards the dark gate located at the back of the main camp.

‘This is unsettling.’

It was just a single Master who had awakened. Moreover, outside the barrier, his power would halve without the barrier stone’s protection. It might take time, but destroying the barrier stone was still achievable.

Then why this ominous feeling?

Although a mage who prized logic, McClanahan didn’t ignore his intuition. In battle, there were times when he felt this ominous sensation, and it always paid to prepare for the worst.

Those preparations had saved his life multiple times.

“Is the magic circle complete?”

“Yes. The gates on the left and right are ready to transmit at a moment’s notice. However…”

“Yes, this is the problem.”

Among the three dark gates, the largest one in the center remained inactive. While the other two gates had spawned lesser demons, this one was the real deal.

Activating it would be his final task, once the last barrier stone was destroyed.

“Even if a signal comes, do not transmit immediately. Wait until the final gate is opened, then transmit all at once.”

“Understood.”

“And… input the sub-coordinates. In case of any eventuality.”

“…I understand.”

The mages working on the magic circle were McClanahan’s direct subordinates and knew his intentions well.

‘Is the battlefield really in such a bad state?’

It was hard to believe that a mission involving five superhumans could fail. Moreover, hadn’t they already removed the guardian of the seal?

Regardless, they complied with their superior’s orders. McClanahan turned back towards the battlefield, the dark gate behind him.

‘…Huh?’

The new Master who had been within the barrier moments ago was gone. A chill ran down his spine as he reflexively chanted.

“Blink! Absolute Shield!”

Zap.

He relocated about 10 meters away, a black translucent shield surrounding him.

Swoosh!

“Arrgh!”

Simultaneously, the 30 mages surrounding the magic circle were cut in half, their torsos spraying blood into the air.

“Well, well, dodging that. Your instincts aren’t bad.”

A golden knight stood against the backdrop of the blood mist. McClanahan’s expression twisted as his eyes met Raul’s.

(To be continued)
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Crack. Smash!

‘This is absurd!’

McClanahan spat out blood from his mouth. His trembling eyes reflected Raul, who stood with his hands lightly clasped behind his back.

“Without your guardians, you truly can’t exert much power.”

Thump!

“Ugh.”

With just a slight nod from Raul, an unknown force struck McClanahan’s abdomen.

‘Damn it. While he’s causing havoc here, what are the others doing?’

McClanahan wanted to call for help, but the area was almost completely cut off from the outside. Raul was manipulating thousands of weapons to form a rapidly rotating dome.

The undead legion McClanahan summoned was being shredded by the rotating weapon legion, rendered helpless. The same went for the monsters emerging from the dark gate.

They were sliced into pieces immediately upon appearance, turning the area into an automated execution ground.

“Hmm. Are you giving up? Why aren’t you using your hidden power?”

Raul asked, his expression filled with curiosity. With the situation this dire, McClanahan should have used ‘Black Sacrifice’ or at least put up a struggle, but he showed no signs of doing so.

“None of your business. If you’re going to kill me, just do it!”

Raul’s eyes narrowed slightly. Then he snapped his fingers and laughed.

“Aha, you plan to become a ‘Lich’, don’t you?”

“…!”

McClanahan’s face turned as pale as a ghost.

‘… How does he know that?’

A Lich.


A necromancer or dark mage who turns themselves into an undead to achieve immortality. They lose all human senses and appearance but gain near-immortal vitality and the blessings of dark magic.

The problem is that they lose not just the senses, but also the human appearance, turning into skeletons unfit to live in human society.

To become a Lich, one essential condition must be met: the soul must remain undamaged. However, using ‘Black Sacrifice’ would severely damage both the life force and the soul, making it an unthinkable choice for McClanahan.

“Well, I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you’re going to kill me, do it quickly, or release me. If you let me go, I’ll surrender and leave this battlefield.”

Even if Raul knew about the lich transformation, it didn’t change anything. McClanahan’s soul was already connected to a special gem, a ‘Life Vessel,’ located in a secret Imperial location, bound by powerful magic.

Even if he lost his life, he would resurrect elsewhere.

‘As long as a powerful cleric doesn’t nullify the magic, there’s no issue.’

However, the next moment, McClanahan screamed.

“W-Wait! Listen to what I—”

Slash.

With a divine aura and a shining aura blade, Raul swiftly beheaded McClanahan. Simultaneously, a dark-red connection severed. Raul’s golden eyes returned to their original blue, and a smirk played on his lips.

‘What a joke. With my analyzers, it was obvious where to cut.’

McClanahan’s severed head, eyes wide open in disbelief, lay on the ground.

“Now, onto the next prey…”

Raul’s body glowed brightly and vanished from the spot.

***

The battle at the temple had concluded.

As predicted, Ezekiel had fought fiercely, even resorting to the Black Sacrifice, but against Caldenas, it was child’s play. While Caldenas severed his limbs, Lawrence slashed Ezekiel’s body in half with his greatsword.

The 7th-circle wind mage Fry was handled by Rabel, who fought him with overwhelming skill using wind magic based on her abundant mana. Despite wearing mage power armor, Fry died from his specialty wind magic.

As for Bow Master Bryce.


“Shaaa. Stealing the prey I had carefully cornered. Such an impolite human. Shaaa.”

Chieftain Raknesha of the Naga Clan muttered to himself, licking his lips. When Raul finished his awakening and stepped outside the barrier, the Naga clan also resumed their battle.

Raul leaving the barrier to attack was the signal, and the Naga clan kept their promise. While Raknesha was exchanging arrows with the Empire’s masters, Raul snuck in and finished off Bryce easily.

Now, the only remaining threats inside the temple were the remnants of the Empire and the monsters. With the Naga clan joining and the special exploration team moving outside the barrier to mop up, it was only a matter of time before the cleanup was complete.

‘Is it over now?’

Raknesha, looking at the barrier, handed his massive bow to a tribesman.

“Shaaa! Chieftain! There’s a problem! Another intruder! Shaaa!”

“Shaaa. Where? Another one? Who?”

“Shaaa. It’s humans. Strange humans are attacking our tribe members.”

‘Humans?’

Raknesha’s eyes gleamed. Whoever they were, if they were trying to break into the sanctuary forcibly, they were enemies, even if they were allies from within the barrier.

“Shaaa. Capture them all. Do not forgive anyone who invades our territory.”

“Shaaa!”

Elite warriors and chieftains headed outside the temple.

‘How fortunate.’

Raknesha’s lips curved into a slight smile.

*

Whirr.

Raul’s weapon legion orderly flew back into his subspace. The interior of the temple was cleaned up neatly. The remaining armor users of the Empire put up their last resistance, but with the superhumans wiped out, they stood no chance.

“You did great, Raul.”


“Good job.”

Raul’s brother Lawrence, Kane, and Jake greeted him as he returned to the temporary fort.

“You too, brother. How’s your wound, sir Kane?”

“The treatment went perfectly. There’s no better potion anywhere.”

Kane’s side, which had been so severely injured that his bones were visible, was now completely healed. It was thanks to the highest-grade healing potion crafted personally by Nakia.

The potions were in such limited supply that even within the First Knight Order, only executives and high-ranking knights had access to them, earning rave reviews for being like carrying an extra life.

“Raul, it’s done.”

“Oh, Rabel. How are things?”

“I’ve temporarily sealed it, but completely sealing it seems difficult.”

The two dark gates, which had continually spewed out monsters, were now quiet. Rabel had temporarily blocked the breaches with a barrier magic circle made from manastones.

“This is troublesome.”

Raul scratched his head. Though they had dealt with the intruders, most of the ancient seals were already broken. They’d prevented the most dangerous dark gate from opening by protecting the final barrier stone, but…

‘If things stay like this, it’s only a matter of time before the Empire attacks again and breaks through.’

The true guardian of this place had perished, and Raul had no intention of staying to guard it indefinitely. Nor did he plan to leave his brother Lawrence here.

Then a system message appeared before Raul’s eyes.

『Main Quest: Protect the Ancient Seal 3rd Phase』 has been updated.

First Objective: Successfully protected the barrier stone for the designated time.

Second Objective: Successfully repelled the intruders.

『Unknown Ally (?)』 has arrived near the seal. Work with them to reseal the dark gates.

Two objectives were fulfilled as the intruders were exterminated.

‘It seems a bit early, though.’

The actual quest time was supposed to have an hour left, but maybe since there were no more threats to the barrier stone, it was marked as complete.

Raul was curious about the mysterious ally mentioned.

‘Perhaps one of the Three Great Sages or Black, the master of the wall?’

Among the Great Sages were Gray, a wandering scholar, and White, the head of the Mage Society. The last one was Black, known to wander alone and constantly fight battles.

Regarding combat power, black was considered the strongest among the Great Sages. There had been reports of Black appearing near the wall recently, making Raul wonder if he would meet him.

‘In my past life, it was all just rumors.’

During Bae Dohyun’s ten-year activity period, the other two Great Sages, Gray and White, had made appearances before players. But officially, no one had ever seen Black.

Analysts speculated that Black either died in the ‘Wall Incident’ or moved his activities within the Empire. If Black was like the communicative Gray, he could be a significant asset in future battles against the Empire.

‘Things never go so smoothly, though.’

Raul chuckled.

Knowing he’d be able to reseal the place with the ally’s help brought him peace of mind. However, things were unfolding differently than Raul expected.

“Lawrence, a messenger from the Naga clan has arrived.”

“A messenger? Well, we do need to discuss post-battle arrangements. Raul, come with me.”

Upon hearing the exploration team’s report, Lawrence and Raul went to meet the Naga messenger, only to be taken aback.

“Shaaa. The chieftain wants to see the human leader. He desires a negotiation regarding the captives.”

“A negotiation about captives? What’s this about all of a sudden?”

Lawrence turned to Raul, who was equally puzzled.

***

‘Damn it.’

Raul barely restrained himself from swearing out loud. He already felt a headache coming on.

“Shaaa. Young warrior. These claim to be of your group. Is it true? Shaaa.”

Next to the Naga Chieftain, raknesha, were several individuals bound and forced to kneel. Among them, Raul recognized familiar faces.

‘Of all people…!’

Out of all possible allies, why did it have to be them?

“I knew it! Raul, you traitor! How dare you side with monsters against humans!”

Corellius, the Paladin from the hero’s party, shouted loudly, veins popping on his neck as he stood boldly.

“Sir Corellius, please!”

“Lord Raul, it’s a misunderstanding. Please explain to them. Mmph.”

Priestess Kiera tried to calm Corellius, while the guide Shemar pleaded with Raul, only to be gagged by the Nagas. Raul sighed deeply, massaging his forehead.

‘Should I just pretend I don’t know them?’

But there were too many complications for that. Whether he liked it or not, these were main quest NPCs. The sealing process definitely required the Saintess’s power.

Moreover, it wasn’t just the hero party that were prisoners. About a dozen other individuals knelt there, looking forlorn. They were players.

‘Rakuun and Drake Guild members.’

They looked like bedraggled remnants. Their armor was dented and punctured, and blood was seeping from their wounds. It seemed they had followed the hero party all the way from the Marquis McNeil’s Household home.

‘They must have had a rough time. Heh.’

The undead and monsters appearing in the barrier were of a level beyond what most players could handle. And the sanctuary’s interior was even worse.

Who knew how many had come together; many had likely faced game over.

“Chieftain, may I speak with you privately?”

“Shaaa. Let’s.”

Since becoming a master, the chieftain seemed to treat Raul differently.

Even accepting Raul’s request instead of Lawrence’s.

“What do you want?”

“Shaaa. Want? Nothing. If they’re your group, I’ll release them. Shaaa.”

Though he said that, his expression betrayed otherwise. His slightly raised lips suggested he felt he’d caught a good opportunity. But Raul, instead of getting angry, smiled as he spoke again.

“I know them, but they’re not really comrades. Do whatever you want with them; it doesn’t concern me.”

“Shaaa. Is that so? They harmed our people. If they aren’t yours, they’ll be executed.”

The chieftain’s expression hardened.

“Of course. However…”

Raul turned to look at the dark gate.

“They have the ability to seal that monstrous thing. In my opinion, leaving it as it is benefits neither of us, especially not the Naga clan.”

“Shaaa.”

Honestly, from Raul’s perspective, it didn’t matter how it ended. If the Naga shamans could handle the seal, that would be best. If not, the chieftain would likely have to release them anyway.

And if they were executed despite having no sealing abilities…

‘Then I’ll just wash my hands of it.’

His main goal was to rescue his brother Lawrence. Having stopped the ancient seal from breaking was already more than enough. If the Empire returned, it would be the Naga clan’s problem.

‘No need to get myself involved further.’

Raul left the fate of the hero party to the Naga Chieftain.

And the chieftain’s choice was….

(To be continued)
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The large gem that had been emitting a crimson light, the final barrier stone, lost its glow as the battle concluded. A barrier stone devoid of light was nothing more than a colossal chunk of rock.

In front of that final barrier stone stood a wooden building, erected by Raul as an improvised command center. The walls surrounding the barrier were retracted right after the battle, leaving only a few wooden structures behind.

Inside the temporary command center, Raul, his party, and Lawrence faced the Hero’s party.

“Once again, thank you, Viscount Raul, and Sir Lawrence.”

Priestess Kiera and the rest of the party members bowed deeply in gratitude. Corellius, however, stood stiffly without even a nod.

“There’s no need to thank me. It was the Grand Chief of the Naga Clan, Raknesha, who decided to spare your lives.”

Raul responded, showing little interest in playing the hero, while Kiera smiled knowingly.

“We were told you mentioned that we were needed for resealing the sanctuary, Viscount Raul.”

“…Because it’s true. Isn’t it?”

The Grand Chief’s decision was to release the captives. Even for him, leaving the sanctuary unguarded was troubling. Although it was their territory, they lived elsewhere.

Raknesha wasn’t foolish enough to abandon everything to guard the sanctuary. Of course, the release of the captives wasn’t free. Raul had agreed to comply with Raknesha’s demands in exchange for releasing the prisoners.

‘His requirement was simple—leave the sanctuary with the humans once the resealing is finished.’

Regardless of Raknesha’s thoughts, Raul placed little significance on the place. If asked to stay, he would have refused immediately.

“Huh. Negotiating with monsters? Ridiculous.”

“Sir Corellius!”

Kiera glared at him, shouting, while he simply shrugged.

“I was just expressing my thoughts.”

“You promised not to say anything unnecessary. One more outburst, and I’ll kick you out.”

“Tch.”


Kiera had intended to leave Corellius behind, but he insisted on attending. She brought him along only after he promised to behave.

Truthfully, she wanted to throw him out immediately but restrained herself for the sake of the Batar Order’s reputation.

“I apologize. To reseal this place…”

Kiera explained the procedures and steps needed to restore the shattered barrier and seal the dark gate.

“Most of it seems simple enough. But as you mentioned, Kiera, we need a ‘Guardian of the Seal’, don’t we?”

“Yes, exactly. A guardian is essential to bear the burden of the seal stone and barrier.”

Kiera’s expression darkened slightly as she spoke. Once the resealing was completed, the guardian would remain within the barrier for life, possibly forever, barring any extraordinary circumstances.

Currently, Lawrence, Raul’s brother and the de facto temporary guardian of the barrier stone, was expected to sacrifice greatly, and Kiera felt deeply sorry for it.

“That’s not an issue. We already discussed the matter of the guardian with Raknesha. One of the Naga clan’s great warriors will take on the role.”

Originally, this place was a revered sanctuary for the Naga clan. The previous guardian, nemadotoji, was also a great warrior of the Naga clan.

It was natural for them to volunteer a guardian.

“Oh, that’s a relief. Then shall we proceed with the sealing…”

“Wait! Standing by listening to this nonsense is infuriating. Priestess, are you serious?”

Corellius shouted, his face flushed with anger.

“You, really!”

“Shut up! I’m genuinely asking. Are you seriously going to entrust this important seal to such primitive monsters? Are you out of your mind?”

Corellius was nearly on the verge of drawing his sword in his rage.

“What’s your alternative? You heard it yourself. This is the Naga clan’s territory; they’ve protected this sanctuary for generations. Who else would protect it if not them?”

“By the way, the Grand Chief of the Naga clan isn’t keen on humans becoming the new guardians. They requested that the humans leave their territory once the seal is restored.”

Raul added to Kiera’s words, causing Corellius to sneer.


“That’s laughable. The gods already pointed out the right candidate. Why is everyone pretending not to know? There’s a guardian right here who isn’t a monster but is worthy of the monsters’ reverence.”

Corellius stared straight at Lawrence.

‘This bastard.’

Raul barely suppressed his anger.

“What? Did I say something wrong? Lawrence isn’t even human anymore.”

“You bastard!”

Jake lunged at Corellius with a raised fist, but Lawrence held him back.

“So?”

Lawrence, his tone icy, asked Corellius. On his shoulders, two translucent arms still lingered. He wasn’t yet accustomed to controlling them, so he couldn’t hide them.

“The gods must have had a reason for designating you as the guardian. You know what will happen if the seal stone breaks, right? With your sacrifice, all humanity on Connect Continent would be safe. What’s there to think about?”

“The will of the gods, you say?”

“That’s right. You wouldn’t betray humanity out of fear for your life, would you? Besides, do you think it makes sense for you to return to the human world looking like that?”

Corellius puffed his chest confidently, looking around the room as if to challenge anyone.

‘We need to keep him here. Making alliances with monsters? Negotiating? Could there be greater heresy? If we let him leave here, Raul will also…!’

Then Raul, who had been quiet, spoke up.

“It’s easy to speak about others’ sacrifices. If you were to become the guardian, would you speak of it so lightly?”

“Hah, what a nonbeliever. Of course! If the gods bestowed such a noble duty upon me, I would gladly sacrifice myself. What’s so difficult about that?”

Corellius acted as if he regretted not being chosen, clutching his chest melodramatically.

“Paladin Corellius. Are you sincere about what you just said? Are you saying you’re willing to become the guardian and sacrifice yourself?”

Raul asked again, frowning slightly.


‘Hahaha, ask me a hundred times. I won’t change my answer.’

Raul might try to twist his words to save his brother, but Corellius had no intention of falling for such a trick. He replied with the most devout and sincere expression he could muster.

“I swear to the gods! If given such a mission, I would accept it gratefully. Unlike those who think of nothing but running away to save their own lives!”

Everyone in the meeting room frowned at his exaggerated manner and expression. It was clear to anyone that his words were more about mocking Raul and Lawrence than sincerity. However, Raul, unaffected, asked Lawrence calmly,

“Did you hear that, brother? He says he wants to do it.”

“Yes, he does. How can I go against the will of the gods? I’ll follow your word.”

The conversation between the two brothers seemed to unnerve Corellius.

‘What’s happening? Something’s off.’

But it was too late.

Whooosh.

A warm breeze filled the command center. The source was Lawrence. Something red flowed out of his body and seeped outside the command center. The blessing of the barrier stone was being withdrawn.

“Hah.”

Lawrence sighed with a sense of loss as the power filling his body drained away.

‘Huh…? What’s happening?’

It was strange. He expected to lose all the power he had gained here.

‘Nemadotoji’s power remains…?’

Only the additional blessing from the barrier stone had vanished. Lawrence looked at Raul with surprised eyes, and Raul winked at him.

Anyway, Lawrence was now free from his role as the temporary guardian. And the blessing from the barrier stone that left his body,

Swirl.

“Huh?”

Corellius unconsciously let out a groan. Something large and warm was enveloping his body.

Flash.

The next moment, a crimson light burst forth from Corellius.

“W-wait! What is this?”

“Oh!”

“A new guardian is born!”

Corellius had been chosen as the guardian of the barrier stone.

*

‘Heh heh, hahaha!’

Raul laughed inwardly as he watched Corellius’s shocked expression. A new system message blinked before Raul’s eyes.

The sub-player ‘Lawrence de Ashton’ has consented to relinquish the role of guardian.

Paladin Corellius has consented to become the guardian of the barrier. The mediation by Player Raul has succeeded.

The guardian of the 3rd-stage ancient seal stone A has changed from Lawrence de Ashton to Paladin Corellius.

Scenario NPC ‘Paladin of the Hero’s Party, Corellius’ has changed to Scenario NPC ‘Guardian of the Seal, Corellius.’

‘Thank you, Corellius.’

In truth, Raul had been in a bit of a bind. His brother Lawrence insisted on not relinquishing the guardian role.

“Though it’s a power I received inadvertently in a dire situation, I believe it’s my duty as the successor to uphold it.”

In Lawrence’s mind were the teachings of the previous guardian, nemadotoji. Lawrence decided to regard Nemadotoji as his mentor and was determined to carry on his duties as a guardian.

Of course, Raul found this rather exasperating. He heard firsthand from Kardenas about the lives led by the guardians of the seal. After relentless persuasion by Raul, Lawrence presented one condition: bring a reliable candidate willing to take on the role of the guardian voluntarily.

Originally, Raul planned to choose one of the Naga clan’s great warriors, but now there was a more suitable candidate right in front of him.

‘My brother probably wouldn’t have transferred the power to a Naga warrior anyway.’

Even with the promise to Raul as an excuse, Lawrence likely intended to remain the guardian himself. However, Lawrence’s perspective seemed to change upon seeing Corellius continuously harass and pick fights with Raul.

‘Lawrence isn’t exactly a saint either.’

If their eldest brother Dylan was generous and open-hearted, their second brother Lawrence was cold and sharp. Even without revealing it, Lawrence wouldn’t have tolerated Corellius indefinitely.

“Now that the guardian of the seal is decided, shall we proceed with the resealing process?”

“Yes, let’s hurry. The longer the dark gate remains exposed, the more miasma will seep out.”

Raul’s suggestion was met with immediate agreement by Priestess Kiera.

“Then let’s start within the barrier…”

“Wait!”

Corellius, disoriented by the unexpected turn of events, cried out.

Clap, clap.

“Let’s begin immediately. Who knows when the Empire might invade again, so let’s hurry.”

“Yes, Viscount!”

“Knights, follow me. We need to adjust the position of the barrier stone.”

No one paid attention to Corellius’s words.

“T-this is wrong! Yes, the Naga clan! They said they couldn’t accept a human guardian, right? The guardianship of the seal should be their responsibility.”

As if forgetting his previous statements, Corellius quickly changed his tune.

“Shyya. That. Is. Not. A. Concern. Human.”

At that moment, the Grand Chief of the Naga clan, Raknesha, entered the command center. He was accompanied by two great warriors, their bodies emitting a faint red glow like Corellius.

Apparently, the barrier stone had chosen two additional guardians, probably doubting Corellius’s capability.

“Shyya. Thank you, human warrior. We will. Uphold. The will. Of the predecessor.”

“Please take care of it. I will compile his teachings and deliver them to you later.”

Lawrence bowed respectfully, and Grand Chief Raknesha joined his four hands in a gesture of reverence.

“Damn you all! How dare you trap me in this! I knew it, conspiring with monsters to trap me! I’ll see you all prosecuted… mmm, mmm!”

The Naga guardians quickly covered Corellius’s mouth and began dragging him toward the barrier stone. Seeing them suppress Corellius, who wasn’t weak, with ease was reassuring.

“Shyya. I heard. He serves. A god. Are all human priests. This foul-mouthed?”

“Certainly not. He’s a unique individual. That’s why the gods chose him.”

“Shyya. I see.”

The resealing process proceeded smoothly. With the holy power of the priestess added to the new seal stone and the barrier reinstated, the temple nestled in the valley disappeared as if it had never been there.

“Unless the barrier is destroyed again, the seal will not be revealed to the world.”

“Shyya. Thank you for your work, human priestess. We will now protect this place diligently.”

With the ancient seal within the forbidden zone resealed, the incident reached its conclusion. However, Raul still felt uneasy.

‘We managed to secure this place, but what about the wall?’

The image of the completely ruined barrier wall lingered in his mind.

(To be continued)
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A deep hum resonated. In front of Raul’s group, three magic circles flickered. Although they were not yet activated, the magic circles were so powerful and complex that mana was flowing out of them.

“What should we do?”

“I don’t know. It’s a dilemma.”

The reason why Rabel and Raul were pondering over the magic circles. It was because these magic circles were transmission circles created by imperial mages.

“The destination is definitely near the ‘barrier’. We’ve been receiving signals continuously since a while ago, what should we do?”

Regan, the mage of the hero party, asked very politely. He had been showing a rather stiff attitude, but the moment Rabel appeared, he turned so submissive that he seemed like a completely different person.

‘Well, to a 5th-circle mage, an 8th-circle mage is like a god.’

As Raul transcended his previous level, there were changes in his skill compendium. While his rank itself didn’t rise, the amount and power of his mana increased.

Thanks to that, Rabel could now cast up to 8th-circle magic. She was not far from regaining her original level.

“Have you heard anything about the situation near the barrier?”

Raul asked, but Saintess Kiera shook her head.

“No, there was no special news until we left the forward base.”

It turned out that the saintess’s party had left the forward base Gamma a week earlier than Raul’s group.

‘We thought we were hurrying too…’

Surprisingly, the saintess’s party had reportedly teleported straight from the problematic Dennis Viscounty’s domain to near the forward base Gamma.

It was said that due to various coordinate disruption magic and mana distortions, direct teleportation to Copse Road was nearly impossible…

‘Well, they are the hero party for a reason. Regan is no ordinary mage either.’

In any case, it seemed difficult to obtain information useful to them.

“What are you fretting over? It looks obviously troublesome, why don’t you just erase it?”

Jake said in frustration, but Raul shook his head.


“Erasing the magic circle is easy, but something about it bothers me.”

‘If we handle it well, something might unfold…’

Despite completing the resealing, Raul had not yet left the sealed area. He had achieved the primary goal of rescuing his brother, but various situations still troubled him.

The excuse was Josh, who went to bring reinforcements. They decided to wait for him because there was a risk of missing paths and getting separated.

In the meantime, they also needed to treat the injured and recover their strength.

Clang! Clash!

In the open space next to the camp they had set up, sparring was in full swing. His brother Lawrence and Kane were exchanging blows with their respective weapons.

Lawrence, his second brother, was wielding two greatswords with his four arms, pressing Kane hard. Surprisingly, the third and fourth swords were imbued with aura.

“Haah!”

In response, Kane’s hunting knife, although faintly, was also emitting a green aura.

‘This is something…’

Raul felt content just watching. Lawrence, Kane, and Jake had all barely stepped into the realm of masters.

Their actual level was top-tier expert, but they had become capable of wielding real aura.

“Through special experiences, they have engraved the usage of aura into their bodies. Soon, as they naturally comprehend its essence, they will completely ascend to that level.”

Such was the analysis of their mentor, Caldenas.

‘Could Jake become a master before Sir Philip?’

Though it would be an amusing situation, considering the discipline of the knight order, it could be a problem. In any case, it was a happy dilemma for Raul.

If those at the top level all step into the master’s realm…

‘Father, second brother, myself, sir Philip, Jake, Kane, and Pierce. Ah, and my eldest brother isn’t far off either…’

That alone made eight people. An enormous force for a single family. Though it was still far from enough on a continental scale, within the Ruben Kingdom, no one would be able to disregard them.


If that happened, they could seriously influence the progression of the scenario.

‘First, I need to resolve the current issue.’

Raul gazed sharply at the three magic circles that had been flickering with a dark light for over half a day. Just then, he heard a voice in his head.

“Master! Master, are you safe?”

Josh had stepped into the restricted zone with reinforcements.

***

“Hey you, it’s all over now!”

“Ouch, ow! I did my best to hurry!”

Jake said playfully, putting Josh in a headlock.

Even without Josh’s words, everyone knew how much he had hurried. The distance involved in returning through the restricted zone, passing through the dungeon, and coming back to the camp where the knights were waiting was no joke.

Raul had expected it to take at least another day or two. However, Josh had only brought back the twenty First Order knights who had accompanied him initially.

“Is that all the reinforcements? Didn’t you take Commander Julius’s signal device just in case?”

Raul asked with a puzzled expression, and Josh answered with a stern face.

“Master, we have a serious problem! We might not have the luxury of discussing this now!”

“What do you mean?”

“The Empire! The imperial army has shown up in front of forward base Gamma!”

“What…!”

Everyone in the command tent turned pale. It had been decades since the great war had ended. Although the imperial army had crossed Copse Road a few times, they had rarely shown up since the construction of the barrier.

“Explain in detail! How many imperial soldiers are there? What about the base? The barrier?”

“Though I only heard it secondhand, the imperial army numbers at least thirty thousand! The commander urgently sent messengers to gather all forces from nearby camps and dungeons to the base. Since we weren’t assigned to the barrier, we could move independently, but given the situation, I couldn’t bring other reinforcements.”


“Thirty thousand or more…!”

Lawrence and the special exploration team members’ faces darkened. Such a large imperial movement had not occurred since the barrier was constructed.

“Are they planning a full-scale war…?”

It had been over thirty years since wars between nations had disappeared from the Connect Continent. The weight of the word “war” made everyone’s hearts heavy.

“Calm down, everyone. There’s no way the imperial army would attack head-on as long as the barrier is intact. Josh, did you hear anything about the barrier?”

“There was no particular news when I left the camp. However, there were rumors that if the imperial army’s offensive intensifies, they might abandon the forward base and retreat beyond the barrier.”

“Abandon the forward base?”

Though called forward bases, they were essentially large castles.

Considerable effort had been made to secure them amidst constant onslaughts from monsters and the undead. Abandoning them seemed unthinkable.

“The rumors are probably true.”

Lawrence said in a hardened voice.

“It wasn’t just the imperial army. If the number of monsters becomes unmanageable, there was a pre-existing plan to abandon the forward base.”

It seemed a plan had been prepared to withdraw temporarily to the barrier if the special exploration team couldn’t find and block the passage connected to the restricted zone.

“Wait a minute! Are you saying our escape route might be blocked right now?”

Shimar, the guide of the hero party, asked with a panicked expression.

“I can’t guarantee it. Even if our forces are resisting at the forward base, the monster situation is likely dire. The troops guarding the elements probably all withdrew to the forward base.”

There was also a risk that the imperial army had taken the route leading to the forward base. Currently, this camp had about a hundred people.

Raul and about twenty First Order knights. Lawrence and about sixty special exploration team members. The hero party and their accompanying players, about twenty in number.

‘A forcible breakthrough would be impossible.’

Raul shook his head. Even though he had reached the master level and had three near-master level knights, breaking through the imperial army was unthinkable. An army of thirty thousand likely included ‘them’.

The Imperial Knights. The pinnacle of the empire’s numerous knights, and the emperor’s true sword. Those engraved with the emperor’s personal seal were real monsters that even ordinary masters couldn’t handle.

In his previous life, he had encountered them a few times but only managed to flee shamefully using allied NPC masters as shields.

‘Now, maybe…!’

He wondered if he might be able to face them now, but he wasn’t alone.

Furthermore, the Imperial Knights were always accompanied by several superhumans (masters or mages above 7th-circle).

Even the lowest level of superhumans was still a significant threat.

‘If so….’

Raul’s mind started to work furiously.

***

Boom!

Clashing sound erupted!

Sparks flew in all directions, and the clashing sounds of spears and swords echoed incessantly.

“Hold your ground until the end! This place must never be breached!”

Vice Commander Hansley kept shouting with a hoarse voice.

Fortunately, the soldiers’ morale was high, and so far, there had been no fatal breaches in the defense line, but the situation was far from easy.

‘How could this happen…!’

The battle was raging here. Here, directly behind the barrier, was the fortress facing the city of Porta. Porta, the city that served as the supply depot for the barrier and its point of interface with the outside world.

The gigantic city of Porta was now engulfed in flames. Inside the city, intermittent battles were still ongoing, and on the large avenue….

“Vice Commander! Over a thousand additional monsters have been observed in the southern direction of the avenue. There doesn’t seem to be any significant changes in the main camp of the imperial army stationed at Porta’s entrance!”

“Redeploy a thousand archers stationed on the front of the barrier towards the city. And inform the commanders again: Hold your positions and do not enter the city under any circumstances!”

“Yes, sir!”

Veins bulged on Hansley’s hand as he gripped his sword tightly.

‘Damn it. I can’t do anything but watch.’

Families and acquaintances of the barrier soldiers were staying in Porta. It was naturally right to go and rescue them, but they couldn’t do that.

‘Damn those imperial bastards! What the hell did they do?’

In the plaza right in front of Porta’s main gate, where the imperial army’s main camp was positioned, there were as many as five ominous ‘Gates of Darkness’ open in the air.

And, floating in front of them, a ‘building’.

A structure resembling a small temple, exuding an overwhelming concentration of demonic energy that almost suffocated. Hansley could guess what it was without seeing it directly.

It had to be a high-ranking demon. And accompanying that one were four others with similarly menacing auras. A total of five demons were inside that floating temple.

The problem was that a massive presence could also be felt in the main camp of the imperial army. Though it didn’t reach the level of a demon, it was clearly a master-level superhuman.

Even though Hansley was a mid-tier master, it was impossible to handle all of them alone.

‘Fortunately, the barrier’s wards and defensive magic circles are still functioning properly….’

But, it was hard to determine how long they could hold out if the demons and the imperial superhumans attacked.

One thing was certain: no matter how strong, the barriers and defense arrays couldn’t protect them forever.

‘We need Commander Julius and Lord Tabion to join us to stand a chance.’

However, that was unlikely to happen anytime soon. Just before the barrier faced this sudden attack, a report had come in that the imperial army had appeared in front of Forward Base Gamma.

‘If the barrier falls, it’s the end!’

It wasn’t just them at risk; the entire continent would be thrown into turmoil.

The alliance between the Empire and the demons. One had to worry whether the kingdoms, accustomed to peace, could respond adequately.

At the very least, just before Porta was overrun and communications were cut off, they had sent an emergency alert via the hotline to each kingdom.

If proper measures were taken, reinforcements would arrive within a week at the latest.

‘I’ll do whatever it takes to defend this barrier until then!’

Hansley leaped towards the black horde of monsters flooding in, fiercely swinging his blue aura blade.

(To be continued…)
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“Ku-ku-ku, you’re trying hard.”

From the distant fortress entrance, the blue trajectory of the Aura Blade was flickering incessantly. Although three to four demonic beasts were vanishing in a single stroke, spewing black blood, it was just the tip of the iceberg.

‘Once the gate is open, the result is already determined.’

Keriaphon, the 7th Circle Dark Mage of the Empire, turned his head with a vicious smile.

“Still no response?”

“Yes, the transmission array is connected, but it’s still quiet.”

“Tsk tsk. So slow…”

This was an open field a bit distanced from the main force of the Imperial Army. About twenty mages and a dozen knights, accompanied by soldiers, were standing guard over three large magic circles.

If these magic circles were activated according to plan, the fall of the barrier would be a cinch.

‘Well, given the current situation, it seems unnecessary though.’

In this battlefield, three superhumans from the Empire, including himself, and five demons had already taken their places. On the other hand, only one Master was left alone on the side of the barrier.

Despite this overwhelming disparity in power, they were engaging in a war of attrition using demonic beasts for one simple reason: the barrier’s own defensive systems.

‘How pesky.’

The Overload System.

Modeled after the ancient seal’s defense system, the Overload System supplied nearly unlimited mana to designated knights within the barrier’s protective range.

While it might seem irrelevant, it meant that a top-class Expert Knight could use ‘Temporary Aura’ without restriction.

‘Temporary Aura’ or not, aura was still aura.

The concentrated and refined power of mana was a threat even to superhumans, making it unwise to take lightly.

Furthermore, the sacred relics and holy barriers scattered throughout the wall restricted the powers of demons and the Empire’s superhumans who used dark magic.

There was a good reason why the barrier was called impenetrable.


“Klklkl. But that reputation ends today.”

The barrier’s defense system inevitably consumed massive amounts of mana. To supply this energy, it had its own system, but part of it was drawn from an ancient seal buried underground.

‘And that seal fell into our hands.’

It took ten years. From planting a spy in the core of the barrier to infiltrating human bombs meant to be sacrifices.

The operation, succeeding through immense investments and sacrifices, had finally broken the seal beneath the barrier, summoning not only a ‘Count-level’ demon but also its subordinates, disrupting the barrier’s mana supply.

The relentless emergence of demonic beasts and the Imperial Army’s assault were depleting the barrier’s mana reserves. At this rate, it would only take a few days for the fearsome defense system to fail completely.

‘And if the transmission is completed, that time will be much sooner.’

By then, no amount of enemy reinforcements would matter. The main force was also advancing towards the barrier.

Bzzz.

“Huh!”

“A signal! Hurry up and induce the transmission!”

“Guard the magic circle thoroughly! The enemy might target this place!”

It seemed the detached unit had finally wrapped things up. According to reports, the seal on that side was also connected to a gate with at least a Count-level demon.

‘It’s over. Klkl.’

Fwoosh.

Black magic energy(magi) began to surge from the magic circle. The mages poured in mana without reservation, stabilizing the magic circle. In about ten minutes, the transmission would be completed.

“Tch. Quick on the uptake. Everyone, prepare for battle!”

It seemed Duke Hansley, who was rampaging in front of the fortress, had noticed the anomaly and was leading the knights toward them. Two Masters from the friendly main force had also set out to block him, so he wouldn’t easily reach this place.

‘If the timing aligns, this might end the battle.’

The further they moved from the barrier, the less power was supplied to them. If the enemy commander was encircled and dealt with here, the fall of the barrier would be just a matter of time.


“Sigh.”

The regret was that the demons showed no intention of moving immediately.

‘Cowards.’

Demons who descended into this world couldn’t use their original powers right away. To wield their strength, they needed ‘magi’ which required time to spread from the dark gate across the battlefield.

That was why they were holed up in the shrine, merely watching.

Boom! Bang!

“Whistle~.”

With Duke Hansley at the forefront, the special knight squad of the barrier clashed with the master knights of the Imperial main force. Aura clashed with aura, causing the ground to upturn and mana fragments to scatter in every direction.

The demonic beasts and ordinary Imperial soldiers caught in between sprayed blood fountains, painting the battlefield red.

‘As expected, we are being pushed back.’

Even though there were two masters on their side, it was barely the beginning. It was clear that even the two of them were struggling to hold off Duke Hansley alone.

Besides Hansley, they also had five top-class experts. With the barrier’s support, they were wielding temporary auras without restraint, pushing back the armor users on this side continuously.

“Ku-ku-ku. This is it, fools. Activate the barrier! Field of Darkness!”

Keriaphon raised a withered old wand towards the battlefield and chanted a spell.

Poof!

A black mist surged from the ground, quickly enveloping the battlefield.

“It’s a trap!”

“Ignore it and break through! The enemy’s goal is to stall us!”

Suddenly losing their sight and senses, the knights were momentarily flustered but quickly regained their composure, given they were all skilled fighters.

However, it didn’t change the fact that they had fallen into a trap.


Crackle.

“Damn it! The mist is consuming our mana!”

The black mist clung to the barrier knights’ swords and armor, burning away their mana. As the ground beneath their feet shifted, hands reached out, grabbing their ankles.

“Damn it. There are undead hidden in the ground! Everyone, be vigilant!”

Clank. Crack!

They were basic undead—skeletons and zombies—but enough to hinder the knights’ movements. With their sight and senses impaired, mana being drained, and undead teeming underfoot….

“Ku-ku. Did you think we would come unprepared? Die quietly where you stand! Magic squad, commence attack!”

“Dark Flare!”

“Shadow Burn!”

“Phantom Slasher!”

Various dark and toxic spells pierced through the black mist, hurtling towards the barrier’s special forces.

In a situation already chaotic, the addition of magical attacks began to injure the knights one by one. And finally, the time limit of ten minutes elapsed.

Rumble!

From the three magic circles rose a ferocious mana vortex, converging into the air.

“Ha-ha-ha! It’s over! Glory to His Majesty and the Empire!”

Keriaphon, feeling the immense flow of mana rising behind him, raised his hands to the sky and laughed maniacally.

Clank!

‘… Huh?’

Feeling a sharp pain near his neck, Keriaphon tried to turn his head in confusion. But, strangely, the ground was swiftly approaching his eyes.

“What the hell, this crazy old man?”

The ground and sky flipped several times. The last thing Keriaphon saw was an army of steel weapons beginning to cover the sky.

***

Whistle!

Raul infused his will into his sword and swung it through the air. He felt something invisible snap. He had just severed a Lich transformation curse.

‘What’s this? Was he really a high-level mage?’

He had instinctively swung his sword at the unsettling dark aura he sensed as soon as he crossed the passage, only to land a major catch. Raul let out a faint laugh.

It wasn’t a situation where he could afford to rest. Summoning his legion of weapons and swinging his Aura Blade, he began to cut down the enemies surrounding the magical circles.

“Kane, Jake! Lead the way and clear a path! Our target is the entrance to the barrier fortress!”

“Yes, Master! All First Knights, follow me!”

“Yaaah!”

The three teleportation magic circles opened by the Imperial mages. From there appeared Raul and his party.

Their total number was 150.

Baron Carlo of the Silver Bear Knights had joined Raul’s camp with the knights from the Count’s household, increasing their numbers.

‘Should I call it good timing?’

Raul, who had swiftly cleared the vicinity of the magic circles with his legion of weapons, looked around the battlefield with a peculiar smile.

“The barrier is really under attack! And that’s a Dark Gate?”

Lawrence, the last to cross the passage, looked around with a stern expression.

“Brother, please take command!”

“Alright, follow quickly.”

Lawrence led the remaining group, following behind Kane and Jake.

‘Now then!’

Vwong, clank, thud!

Raul destroyed the teleportation circles with his blazing golden Aura Blade. He was concerned that the Imperial Army might alter the coordinates and use them again.

“Raul, it’s all clear!”

Rabel, moving among the remnants of the destroyed magic circles, collected the large mana stones that made up the circles.

“No! Protect the magic circles!”

“We have to prevent them from returning to the barrier!”

“H-how can we break through that?”

Late to the party, the main force of the Imperial Army and the invaders spread around began to gather towards the magic circles, but they hesitated to approach the rapidly flying legion of weapons.

The superhumans were engaged in battle with the barrier’s special forces, leaving gaps in their defenses.

“Alright, let’s join the fray too.”

“Understood.”

With Rabel on his shoulder, Raul unfolded his Phantasmal Wings. Kane and Jake had already charged near the special forces engaged in the center of the battlefield.

The thick black mist still enveloped the area, making it difficult for those inside to recognize the changing situation.

Boom! Crackle!

“Annihilate them all!”

The Imperial main force’s knights, taken by surprise, hurried to reorganize their ranks, but it was too late as the First Knights had already breached their formation.

And in an instant, Raul flew into the enemy’s front lines, swinging his golden Aura Blade and shouting.

“Activate the Radiant Aura!”

Fwosh!

A wave of divine power spread from Raul’s body, completely dispelling the black mist. Furthermore, the undead that had crawled up from the ground melted away in thick smoke upon contact with the light.

“Good heavens! Such immense divine power!”

Kiera, the saintess of the hero’s party, who was being protected in the center, wore an expression of ecstasy at the overwhelming divine power.

Although they didn’t say anything, the rest of the party members were visibly shocked as well.

‘…Isn’t this even greater than the Saintess herself?’

‘Corellius, that crazy bastard. Did he accuse someone with such divine power of being a non-believer?’

It finally became clear why the bishops from the First Territory behaved the way they did. Especially surprising was the reaction of Asher, the youngest in the party known as the hero.

‘Th-this power undoubtedly belongs to Him! Ah, how foolish I was.’

He had believed it to be a unique power bestowed upon him, only to realize his misconception. Either way, the Radiant Aura unleashed by Raul had a profound impact on the battlefield.

‘So this is the difference when you ascend to a higher level!’

Raul gazed over the battlefield with a satisfied expression. Upon reaching the Master level, the skill mastery limits were fully unlocked from intermediate to advanced.

The first skills to advance were, unsurprisingly, Psychokinesis (S) and Infinite Sword (S+), followed closely by Radiant Aura (A+).

With this level up, the basic range, buff amount, and power increased. Additionally, a special effect was added.

In the area where Radiant Aura was deployed, large white spheres of light, about the size of a watermelon, materialized.

Known as ‘Orbs of Radiance,’ these were clusters of divine power, whose effect was…

Whoosh! Bang, bang, bang!

Dozens of tiny holy arrows flew towards surrounding enemies. While the power was only of a 2nd-circle level, it had a considerable impact since the targets wielded dark mana.

“Break through as we are!”

“Yes, Master!”

With Raul leading and Kane and Jake supporting from behind, they swept through the Imperial knights as if they were in an uninhabited region.

“Damn it! Pull back for now!”

“Retreat to the main force! Do not engage recklessly!”

The Imperial masters, realizing the situation too late, withdrew their knights. Duke Hansley did not pursue them but instead joined up with Raul’s group.

“How did you…? And Sir Lawrence too…!”

His heart seemed overwrought with unexpected reinforcement. However, they were still in the middle of enemy territory.

The Imperial knights had retreated, but the number of demonic beasts surrounding them was increasing.

“For now, let’s fall back to the barrier. Gather the wounded and retreat slowly!”

Thus, Raul’s party successfully joined the barrier. But the crisis was far from over.

Boom, boom, boom.

The Dark Gate began to pour out not just demonic beasts but soldiers of the demon realm.

(To be continued)
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“So, it was another ancient seal within the forbidden zone….”

Duke Hansley sighed in relief as he listened to Lawrence and Raul’s story.

‘If they hadn’t stopped it, another demon would have emerged from that place, wouldn’t it?’

Had that happened, the barrier might not have held. There was also another point of concern.

‘Impressive.’

Since Raul joined the barrier, Duke Hansley felt a significant weight lifted off his chest.

Shiiing!

The legion of weapons Raul controlled was mercilessly exterminating the demonic beast hordes. At the fortress wall, considered the heart of the barrier, the mass of floating weapons was eliminating any enemies encroaching within a certain range.

‘Even with the support of the barrier’s Overload System, it’s truly a magnificent sight.’

Thanks to this, Duke Hansley found it easier to manage his forces. He no longer needed to personally use his aura to fend off enemies, and the chief knights of the barrier could also relax a bit.

“Anyway, it’s truly a relief. Not only did you return safely, but you’ve also stepped into a higher realm! Truly commendable.”

Duke Hansley patted Raul and Lawrence on their shoulders with a smile.

“Phew. Though it’s not something I should ask of you after all you’ve been through, could you lend a bit more strength? As you can see, the situation at the barrier isn’t very good.”

“Why even ask? Of course, we will help!”

“We’ll do our utmost.”

Even without Duke Hansley’s request, Raul’s party was already in the thick of the battlefield. But the sincerity in Duke Hansley’s polite plea seemed to resonate with Raul and Lawrence, who readily agreed to join the fight.

“Thank you. It’s truly reassuring.”

And it genuinely was. He had been the only Master until now, but with four Master-level fighters joining at once, it was a significant boost.

‘Their presence may not be enough to drive out the enemies, but it’s certainly enough to hold the line.’

Of course, he was yet unaware of the true extent of Raul’s party’s strength.


***

“Whistle~. It’s higher than I expected,” Josh remarked while whistling.

Raul, accompanied solely by the First Knights, was standing atop the fortress wall near the front gate.

“It’s hidden by the barrier, but this fortress is quite large too. They considered the possibility of being attacked from behind when they originally designed it. Just like now.” explained Jake, prompting Josh to nod in understanding.

Indeed, the height of the fortress wall was about 30 meters. Typical castles or forts usually had walls about 10-15 meters tall, making this wall twice as high.

The wall’s thickness was also considerable, providing ample space for troops to stand on top.

“By the way, it seems endless, doesn’t it? It’s already been two days. Where do all those creatures come from?”

“Don’t even mention it. Last time, we had trouble stopping them from emerging from two holes. Now there are five. Just looking at it, you can tell it’s going to be a nightmare.”

Two days had passed since they had joined the barrier. The situation on the battlefield remained unchanged.

The demonic beasts emerging incessantly from the Dark Gates kept attacking the barrier, but since Raul joined, they hadn’t managed to deal any meaningful damage.

“But is it really okay for us to just defend like this?”

“Exactly! We should have charged as soon as we joined. Anyway, Duke Hansley can be overly cautious. Even when I worked under him before…”

Jake began recounting his experiences of working at the barrier to Josh in detail.

‘Looks like those two get along well.’

Raul smiled faintly at the endlessly chattering pair and turned his gaze. Far off in the distance were five Dark Gates. And floating in front of them was a building, the 『Temple of the Demon God』.

He had seen it several times before and knew it was a troublesome entity.

Grooo.

A massive energy flow could be felt emanating from beneath the Temple of the Demon God. Though not visible, the dark, cold energy was definitely ‘demonic power.’

‘If we leave it as is, this could really be the end….’

The Temple of the Demon God that had crossed over through the Dark Gates transformed its surroundings into a ‘demon realm.’


It absorbed the ambient mana and turned it into demonic energy. In such an environment, the demons could exert their true power, while humans…

‘It’s hard to exert full strength in a demonized area.’

Mana recovery would slow, and control itself would become difficult. The best solution was to destroy the Temple of the Demon God as soon as possible, but that seemed impossible at the moment.

“There must be over ten thousand of them by now, don’t you think?”

“Doesn’t matter. They’re just minions.”

“They look quite strong, though….”

“In this battlefield, numbers don’t matter. Can’t you see that?”

Jake pointed to the sky, where Raul’s legion of weapons tirelessly moved.

“I’m not doubting the Master’s capabilities, but…”

‘…These don’t look like ordinary soldiers.’

Josh swallowed the last part of his sentence. Jake probably understood it too. Beneath the Temple of the Demon God were actual soldiers from the demon realm, a cut above the demonic beasts.

They had gradually crossed over with the demonic beasts through the gates, forming an army of over ten thousand. Who knew how many more would come, but they were undoubtedly a significant threat.

Raul looked down on them with a slightly heavy heart. Jake wasn’t wrong. After joining the barrier, Raul had immediately proposed an attack on the Temple of the Demon God.

But Duke Hansley had declined.

‘I expected the refusal, though.’

Despite Raul’s party joining, launching a counterattack when they were already outnumbered in superhuman strength was unreasonable.

From Raul’s perspective, it was a battle worth trying. Even with five demons and two Imperial masters on their side, their side wasn’t weak either.

Duke Hansley, whose strength was clearly above a intermediate-level Master, and Raul.

Jake, Kane, and Lawrence, who could exhibit Master-level abilities.

A dozen top-class knights using temporary aura with the barrier’s support. And if he included Rabel and Caldenas, and ‘him’ in the calculation….


‘But considering Duke Hansley didn’t know about Rabel and Caldenas, it couldn’t be helped.’

Attacking with just Raul’s group wasn’t feasible either. Excluding the barrier’s full force, even if they won, casualties were likely. There was no need to play heroes and risk sacrifices unnecessarily.

‘Time isn’t necessarily on their side either.’

With a meaningful expression, Raul controlled the legion of weapons. As long as nearly unlimited mana and divine power were supplied, this place was an unparalleled source of experience.

***

“The enemies are moving!”

Bwooooo!

On the fourth day of the standoff in front of the barrier, the enemies finally made a significant move. Meanwhile, the barrier side also received some good news.

Reinforcements had arrived from Forward Base Alpha, the closest outpost to the barrier.

“Demons, huh. I’m curious to see if they’re really as strong as the rumors say.”

A middle-aged man in his late forties, looking at the Demon Temple with a curious gaze. His unkempt brown hair and beard gave him a wild look, and he wore only a leather vest over his casual clothes, disliking cumbersome attire.

His name was Edhart. He was a master sent from Marcus, the Mercenary Kingdom, and the commander of Forward Base Alpha.

“Don’t underestimate them. Can’t you feel it? Their immense power.”

Duke Hansley remained cautious, while Edhart merely shrugged, trying to contain his excitement.

Clack, clack, clack.

Ten thousand demon soldiers began marching in an orderly manner towards the fortress. However, it wasn’t the soldiers that caught their eyes.

Above the heads of the demon soldiers were four figures floating in mid-air. Demons with small horns on their heads.

“Sir Celta will command the left side. Sir Girion will command the right wall. We’ll handle the demons.”

“Yes, commander!”

Entrusting the chief knights with the command of the troops, Duke Hansley gripped his sword. And a bit further away stood Raul.

“Jake, Kane. Follow the plan and guard the fortress wall with the knights. Begin phase two at the signal.”

“Yes, Master!”

“Elder brother, I leave the command to you.”

“Phew. Alright, understood. But really… just be careful.”

Lawrence patted Raul’s shoulder, his concern evident. Understandably so, as Raul was planning to attack the Demon Temple separate from the main group.

Of course, he wasn’t truly going alone.

“We are ready.”

The one speaking to Raul was none other than the saintess, Kiera. And with her were Shimar, Regan, and Asher—all fully armed members of the hero’s party.

“When the battle starts, we’ll use the opening to infiltrate quickly. And as I mentioned earlier, take care of your own lives. If you become a hindrance, I will leave you behind.”

“Of course, viscount. Just focus on dealing with the demons. We’ll handle our part.”

Having understood Raul’s strength, the hero’s party was very cooperative with him.

A few days earlier, they had come to sincerely apologize for their past actions, and Raul had readily accepted. Though he had no intention of becoming close friends, he didn’t want to be enemies either.

Initially, Raul intended to tackle the Demon Temple alone, but Saintess Kiera had personally requested to accompany him. While there was no necessity to take them along, Raul decided to.

‘Let’s consider it a business relationship.’

Most of the time, they were more of a burden or a source of trouble, but when it came to their primary mission, they could be formidable allies.

Bang! Boom!

Magic and long-range attacks began flying from the demon ranks. The magic barrier installed at the fortress formed a translucent wall, blocking the spells.

Simultaneously, the barrier and fortress responded with their own attacks.

“Commence firing! No need to aim! Fire as quickly as possible!”

There was no necessity to aim as the area before the fortress was teeming with demonic beasts and the demon legion. Thus, the full-fledged siege battle began.

Swish. Boom, boom, boom!

It looked as though black lines were forming in the sky, as the magical barrier was effortlessly torn down and the black-horned figures descended onto the fortress wall.

“Fff, ha. I can feel it, the fear of humans!”

“The scent of blood is intoxicating, keh heh.”

“Become offerings for the Demon Lord.”

“……”

Dozens of soldiers surrounding the landing spots of the four demons turned into bloodied messes.

“Retreat! Knights, form a shield wall, urgk!”

Mid-command, an armor user of middle rank had his neck grabbed by one of the demons.

“Keh-hel. If the Demon Lord asks who sent you, tell him it’s ‘Baron Marcel Zane.'”

Crack, crackle!

The force field of the power armor was useless as the commander’s neck was snapped instantly, and his body was incinerated by surging electricity, turning to ashes in moments.

Thunk!

“You dare! Do you know where you are?!”

“And where might that be? Isn’t it the sacrificial altar for the Demon Lord? Keh-hel.”

Duke Hansley and the barrier’s elite forces stood in the demons’ path. But in those brief moments, over a hundred casualties had already occurred. And thus, the true battle between the superhumans began.

‘As expected, they’re not to be underestimated.’

Raul observed the battle from a short distance. The demons were exhibiting considerable prowess even on the fortress wall, filled with various obstructive spells and holy barriers.

Their power levels were estimated to be between beginner and intermediate Master levels. However, because they were demons wielding the aggressive energy of dark mana, they felt more threatening than their levels suggested.

‘Even so….’

Raul judged that the fortress could likely be defended without him.

“Everybody, gather around.”

Upon Raul’s command, the hero’s party members approached him with tense expressions.

‘Well, I must commend their tenacity and conviction. They won’t be a liability.’

Despite heading towards the most perilous place on the battlefield, they were tense but not fearful.

“Let’s go.”

Raul used psychokinesis to lift them and leapt into the sky.

(To be continued…)
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Tap.

Raul landed at the entrance of the floating Demon Temple, bringing along the hero’s party.

“Ugh, the stench of demonic energy!”

Regan, the mage, grimaced and gagged at the thick concentration of dark mana.

“No one seems to be at the entrance. Could they be careless?”

As Asher observed, there was not a single beast in sight in the open area and steps in front of the Demon Temple.

‘Are they daring us to come in?’

If that was the case, then so be it. Without hesitation, Raul ascended the steps and approached the temple entrance.

The hero party hurriedly followed behind him.

Buzz.

‘A barrier.’

This was expected. There was no way five demons would huddle in such a tiny temple, implying spatial expansion magic was in place.

‘Let’s see who exactly has descended this time.’

Raul stepped confidently into the barrier.

*

“Watch out!”

Boom!

A pool of blood on the ground exploded, splashing towards Asher. Just before it could touch him, a translucent shield blocked the blood.

Sizzle.

The blood, blocked by the shield, half-melted it before evaporating into the air.


“Grrr!”

Wham!

Not far away, Shimar nimbly avoided a falling flail. What he was dealing with was a ‘Blood Golem’.

A creature made of blood, standing at three meters tall, seemingly impervious to physical attacks as it still moved energetically even with half a dozen arrows lodged in its body.

“Holy Spear!”

The saintess’s pure white spear struck the Blood Golem’s chest. It burst with a brilliant light, disintegrating the golem’s upper body.

Thud.

Shimar, with gleaming eyes, quickly shot an arrow, shattering the golem’s core, a ‘red gem’. Meanwhile, Asher and Regan managed to bring down a wolf-shaped Blood Golem.

‘Not bad coordination. It’s a pity they lack a main tank.’

Raul, arms crossed and leaning slightly against a pillar, observed them keenly. Beyond the pillar, more than a dozen Blood Golem remains lay scattered.

Inside the barrier was a massive palace-like structure. Fortunately, it wasn’t a maze but a straightforward building.

However, the walls and pillars were all tinged with red. Pools of blood were everywhere, not just on the floor but also dripping from the ceiling and walls, giving a foreboding atmosphere.

Then came the appearance of various ‘Blood Golem’ type monsters. If the core wasn’t destroyed, these creatures could regenerate infinitely.

Of course, Raul was unaffected. His analytical vision could easily pinpoint the core’s location within the golems.

‘Now that I’ve gauged their capabilities, it’s time to speed things up.’

Even without Raul, the hero’s party was strong enough to break through the enemies. However, they were taking too long. Considering the situation outside, they needed to clear this place as quickly as possible.

“I’ll go ahead. Follow at your own pace.”

Unleashing over fifty knives emitting mana blades, Raul sprinted through the palace corridor.

“Grrr!”

“Scrrk!”


Blood monsters lunged at him from all directions, but not a single one managed to get close as his knives precisely penetrated their cores, causing them to collapse.

Swish, swish!

With every leap, Raul advanced ten meters, leaving behind a trail of blood.

“Whistle. At this pace, there won’t be anything left for us to do!”

Shimar clicked his tongue, sprinting after Raul.

As a scout, he was supposed to be at the forefront, identifying and dealing with threats and traps, but today, that role was redundantly filled.

Raul left nothing behind as he swept through.

‘He even broke all the traps.’

Though he appeared cold on the surface, it was clear he was considering their well-being, ensuring a safe path for them.

“Alright, everyone, let’s hurry! At this rate, we won’t even get to see the demons’ faces.”

With little left to do, the hero’s party raced down the now empty corridor.

***

“An unwelcome guest, I suppose. I was enjoying a leisurely entertainment, but it seems that’s been disrupted.”

At the top floor of the palace. Sitting on the throne, a demon in a red suit held a wine glass, leaning comfortably against the throne with an air of relaxation.

The demon’s eyes, like pools of blood, gazed down at the battlefield.

“Disgusting stench,” Raul said, scrunching up his face.

Below the throne, a small pond and fountain had been installed, but instead of water, they were filled with blood. And in the pond, mutilated human corpses floated, adding to the gruesome atmosphere…

Gulp.

The demon, holding the wine glass, gestured towards the fountain, and the blood in it seemed to come alive, refilling the glass. Raul showed no interest, his expression nonchalant.

‘What a disgusting creature, sucking human blood like a mosquito.’


Raul had no desire to engage in conversation with this demon.

Clack.

Regnator enveloped Raul’s body, and behind him, a radiant arsenal of weapons emerged, filling the battlefield.

“Let’s go!”

Upon Raul’s command, the weapons poured down on the demon. And Raul, too, leapt towards the demon.

Splat.

Stepping over the blood-covered pond, Raul jumped towards the throne, his sword now adorned with a sharp, golden aura blade.

Boom! Crash!

“Ugh….”

Raul performed a backflip in mid-air, landing on the fountain. His palm, gripping the sword, felt numb. And the arsenal of weapons that had targeted the demon…

Clang. Clatter.

Broken, mangled metal scraps fell to the floor beneath the throne.

“Ah, you’re quite skilled, I see.”

Clatter.

The demon, who had discarded the wine glass, smiled sweetly as he stood up from the throne.

With the exception of his thick, long horns, resembling a goat’s, he would have been a handsome middle-aged man in any setting.

Of course, his red eyes, red hair, and red attire, all matching his red suit, were a bit too much.

‘… What’s that?’

Raul was more concerned with the transparent aura surrounding the demon than his appearance. That aura, which had briefly appeared at the moment of impact…

“Is that the end? I suppose, if you’ve felt the gap in our powers, you might lose your appetite…”

Boom! Thud!

Raul’s aura blade drew a golden trajectory as it continued to strike the demon. And what blocked its path was a thin, crimson-colored barrier.

Once again, the barrier around the demon distorted, launching spikes like barbed skewers towards Raul.

‘Hmph! Do you think I’d fall for the same trick twice?’

Raul skillfully dodged the spikes with agile steps, continuing to hammer away at the barrier.

“Hmm. Quite a lively one, aren’t you?”

But his attacks failed to inflict any real damage. The barrier, about a meter away from the demon’s body, blocked Raul’s Aura Blade perfectly.

Wham!

Raul’s weapons, aimed at the demon’s back and infused with aura, couldn’t penetrate the barrier. Moreover, when caught by the tentacle-like extensions of the barrier, they lost connection with Raul.

Clatter.

Another heap of weapons turned into scrap metal, clattering to the floor.

“… Boring.”

Flash!

Before the demon’s words even finished, an enormous power burst forth from his body. The barrier around him expanded rapidly, threatening to engulf Raul.

Woosh~ Tap.

Raul retreated well beyond the blood pond.

「Did you figure it out?」

Rabel asked quietly.

「Yeah. I think I know the source of his power.」

The barrier surrounding the demon was created by manipulating the blood with dark mana. Rumor had it that each demon lineage had unique traits, and this demon seemed to control blood.

「A troublesome opponent indeed, given the surroundings.」

The blood-soaked environment might not only be due to preference but also to amplify his abilities.

‘He’s far stronger than I anticipated. This is troublesome.’

Feeling the overwhelming aura, it was clear the demon’s power exceeded that of an advanced Master. Even though he couldn’t exert his full strength after crossing the gate, his current power revealed his true potential.

Of course, Raul hadn’t been fighting with his full strength from the start either. Facing such a high-ranking demon head-on was a first in both his past and present lives.

It was crucial to assess the demon’s abilities and level before going all out. Though his memories from the past life were distorted, he never heard rumors about such a demon.

Even the information that demons appeared near the barrier was nonexistent.

‘Back then, the barrier itself was wiped out without a trace.’

What could have happened in his past life?

The complete annihilation of not just the barrier but also parts of Copse Road seemed incomprehensible. But now wasn’t the time to ponder such matters.

“Tah-hah!”

Raul directed his legion of weapons to attack the demon once more. Despite calling him boring, the demon began to move in earnest.

Bang! Boom!

The distance between Raul and the demon was roughly 30 meters. In the air above them, their respective armies clashed violently.

Raul’s legion of weapons and the blood orbs countering them. Fist-sized orbs, shot from the blood barrier, intercepted Raul’s approaching weapons.

With each collision, the orbs exploded, spilling blood onto the ground, while Raul’s weapons lost their momentum and fell.

Ssshh.

The spilled blood flowed back into the pond, absorbed once more into the demon’s barrier. Meanwhile, Raul’s fallen weapons, unlike earlier when they were ensnared by the barrier, rejoined the legion in perfect condition.

Deadlock!

The battle between the legion of weapons and the blood orbs continued without end.

“Impressive indeed, human warrior. It’s been quite a while since a human has held out against me for this long. How about it? If you pledge your loyalty to me now, I’ll make you the king of this place!”

The demon, still leisurely and confident, produced a new glass from somewhere, savoring the blood while making his proposal to Raul. Raul’s response was predictable.

“You must be joking. Do you really think the emperor of the Cranen Empire would allow that? A king, huh? Under the control of mere Imperial hands. How laughable.”

Raul’s mocking expression made the demon’s eyebrow twitch.

“How dare you insult me, 『Count Forsis』, ranked 33rd in the demon realm? A mere human thinking they can control a noble of the great demon realm! The Imperial Emperor is…”

Raul perked up his ears. Information about the Emperor was the highest of secrets, even unknown in his past life.

“Did you think I’d tell you? Foolish human. There’s no reason to show mercy to you.”

‘Tch.’

Raul clicked his tongue internally but hadn’t really expected anything.

“See? 33rd? I thought you’d be within the top ten. What’s the use of making me a king if someone higher-ranked than you can just override it? Doesn’t that make you a swindler? Prove me wrong if you can.”

Forsis paused momentarily before regaining his stern expression.

“You insolent wretch! The demon realm doesn’t operate solely on rank and hierarchy! To think a mere human would dare question the integrity of a noble Count of the demon realm…”

“So, if a Marquess, Duke, or even the Demon King shows up, you can overrule them?”

“…Talking to a trivial human is pointless.”

“What a coincidence. I feel the same about dealing with lying demons.”

Whooosh!

With a wave of Forsis’ hand, a massive wave of blood surged toward Raul.

‘Hmph!’

Raul countered with his golden Aura Blade and psychokinesis.

Booom!

The immense impact shattered the blood pond and fountain. In the sky, the battle between weapons and blood orbs raged on. On the ground, Raul and Forsis engaged in earnest combat.

Meanwhile, Under Rabel’s guidance, the hero’s party moved stealthily, evading the demon’s senses and reaching their designated positions.

‘Only one chance!’

Asher, cautiously moving while sneaking glances at the monumental battle between Raul and Forsis, felt his palms grow sweaty.

(To be continued…)
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‘As expected, a frontal confrontation is difficult.’

Raul’s sharp, awl-like Aura Blade pierced through the blood-colored barrier. However, as the veil, which seemed to have been pushed back for a moment, surrounded the aura and squeezed it, the shape of the aura distorted.

Raul retracted his extended sword and this time struck the barrier like a whip. The long-drawn aura struck the barrier, but it seemed to absorb it as it became limp and eventually disappeared.

「You’re using quite an interesting technique.」

Caldenas, Raul’s master who was sharing his vision, voiced his thoughts.

「This barrier is created by compressing demonic energy using blood as a medium. The compressed demonic energy matches the strength of your aura, so it’s not easy to break through. Furthermore, upon contact…」

「It makes it look as if it’s absorbing the aura by causing a conflict between the demonic energy mixed with the blood and the aura. I am aware.」

It appeared to be absorbing the aura on the surface, but in reality, both were being burned away. He was replenishing the lost portion through the blood spread on the battlefield floor, making it less noticeable.

「Then why are you continuing to waste your aura meaninglessly? No matter how much the power armor supports your mana, wasting it would not be advisable.」

Caldenas, who pursued perfect and clean swordsmanship, might not understand Raul’s reckless combat style.

‘The perspective of the strong is different. Not that he’s wrong. However….’

「It’s a kind of deception tactic. Simply put, it’s a baiting strategy.」

「You intend to deceive that demon?」

「Yes. The outcome of a battle is not determined by skill alone.」

The weak have their own methods of battle.

In his past life, Bae Dohyun had maintained the top ranking for a long time. But that didn’t mean he was always strong. While he might have held his own against other players, when fighting NPC superhumans, Bae Dohyun always found himself in the position of the weak.

‘No matter how much I broke free from the system’s support and paved my own way, I couldn’t compare to the NPCs.’

Masters who had honed their swordsmanship over decades. Mages who had studied the essence of mana and reached the 7th circle after decades. Superhuman priests, fighters, summoners, and others who achieved their positions through decades of training and asceticism.

In Connect, a superhuman meant such a master in a specific field. Players who became superhuman through the system’s support and experience points were fundamentally different.

In the end, NPCs that Bae Dohyun considered fellow superhumans were always above him, and to defeat them, he needed more than just skill. In other words, whether you call it strategy or cunning, Raul’s seemingly meaningless attacks were actually part of a greater plan.


“Click, click. You seemed like an interesting toy, but you’re no different after all. If only your skills matched your mouth, this might have been more exciting.”

Demon Forsis yawned as if truly bored.

The battle itself was fierce, but since Raul appeared, Forsis had not felt any threat. His attitude, with one arm behind his back and sipping wine with the other, proved it.

He expected some fresh attacks, but at some point, Raul made the same mistakes as other humans.

‘Foolish human. Strike as much as you want. Let’s see if you can break through my 『Force of Blood』.’

As long as there was blood, his barrier would never be pierced. Most opponents wrongly believed that if they just kept hitting, they would break it.

‘Or at least they think I will tire….’

Anyway, he hadn’t met an interesting opponent on earth for a while. Forsis began to believe Raul was no different from others. And that misconception soon led to arrogance, and arrogance would lead to neglect.

Raul was aiming for that very moment.

***

Bang! Bababang!

A powerful, destructive sound erupted. However, Forsis’ expression held boredom rather than surprise.

‘It’s over.’

Since a while ago, the human’s aura had begun to weaken, and the number of weapons in the air had noticeably dwindled. The tedious exchange had already lasted more than 20 minutes, which was about the time a human master’s aura would start running dry.

The powerful, continuous attack just now must have been the human’s last desperate attempt. As Forsis predicted, the aura emanating from Raul’s sword had reduced to less than half of its original size.

‘What happens next is obvious.’

When Forsis waved his palm and pointed somewhere, the puddles of blood on the floor moved quickly as if alive. Splat. The blood covered all exits and windows in the arena, blocking any escape routes.

The barrier in front of him thinned slightly as a result, but what did it matter? The human wouldn’t be able to break through either way.

As he blocked off the escape routes and momentarily turned his attention to refill his empty wine glass, Raul’s eyes began to burn with a golden hue.

—


‘Now!’

Raul quickly activated the ‘Awakening’ switch on his Power Armor Regnator. Simultaneously, he activated his Radiant Aura and switched his psychokinesis from auto-control to manual while shouting inwardly.

「Rabel, now!」

Boom!

A tremendous amount of holy power erupted from Raul’s body and sword, and the weapon legion was enveloped with both aura and holy power.

Crack! Shatter.

At that moment, Rabel’s 『Rapid Freezing』 spell covered the entire arena.

Crash!

“Ugh!”

A thunderous noise and fragments of force filled the air, and a mist of blood obscured the vision of the arena. And shortly after,

“You! You were hiding your power!”

There was a fist-sized hole in the chest of the demon Forsis.

‘Too shallow.’

The blood leaking from the hole wriggled, slowly filling in the gap.

Shiver.

Raul’s aura blade, now imbued with holy power and turned platinum, was gripped in Forsis’ left hand, which had transformed into pincers made of clumped blood.

“What a shame. It must’ve been a trump card of yours.”

On the opposite side of Raul, Forsis’ right arm grasped the blue aura blade of Caldenas, who had manifested as a ghost armor.

“Well, you don’t seem to have much room for comfortable talk yourself.”

The barrier that had been protecting him until now was nowhere to be seen.


Just moments ago, when Rabel’s spell took effect, Raul used the holy power and his weapon legion to destroy the barrier.

Forsis instinctively tried to restore the barrier using blood, but alas, Rabel’s spell had frozen all the blood scattered across the arena.

Then what was the blood pincers (or gloves) gripping Raul and Caldenas’ swords? It was Forsis’ own blood.

Naturally, the demon had higher control and purity over his own blood compared to external sources, allowing him to hold onto the aura blades of an awakened Raul and master-class Caldenas.

“Now that your cards are all revealed, what will you do? If you have any hidden tricks left, show them.”

Forsis spoke as if he had the leisure, but he too was squeezing out all his strength. He had to deal with both holding onto the two superhuman aura blades and healing his wounds.

Meanwhile, the remaining blood…

Bang! Slice!

…was transforming into a long tail to fend off Raul’s weapon legion.

The situation devolved into a struggle of strength—a game of chicken. The victor would be the one whose strength lasted longer. And Forsis was certain of his victory.

‘Human, I can feel it this time – your desperate struggle. Heh heh.’

The awakening effect of Regnator: its maintenance time had increased with multiple enhancements and Raul’s elevated level, but it was still limited to a maximum of five minutes.

After that, all the reserved mana would be exhausted, and Regnator would cease functioning. Forsis had figured this out. But Raul’s lips curled up instead.

“You want me to show you my hidden card? Fine, if you wish. Now!”

As soon as Raul finished speaking, a figure dropped from the ceiling of the arena. The figure held a seemingly ordinary longsword, but a bright white mana blade extended from its tip.

Slash!

Forsis’ laughter burst out. Sending just a regular knight at this point, not even a superhuman?

What difference could it possibly make?

Frankly, the human warrior seemed even less valuable than one of the weapons in the legion. Forsis leisurely swung his red tail and shouted.

“This is all…!?”

Splat!

Forsis’ body was completely split in two.

Slice! Crush!

Following that, Raul, Caldenas, and the weapon legion shattered his body into pieces.

“Haa!”

As if that wasn’t enough, Raul maximized his psychokinesis and dominated the space.

Whoosh!

“Rabel!”

“Burn it!”

As Raul gathered every last piece of blood dispersed in the air, Rabel incinerated it with a fire spell.

“Triiiing.”

The system message rang out, and Raul opened a subspace to cover the burning area.

‘Alright, jackpot!’

He was not sure what it was, but Raul quickly stashed away the item coughed up by the demon into his subspace, avoiding the notice of the hero party.

“Phew.”

Only then did Raul sigh in relief and collapse to the ground. Regnator had already been deactivated.

“…Is it over?”

“Yes, I believe so.”

As soon as Raul responded, ‘Hero’ Asher’s legs also gave out, causing him to collapse to the floor. It was none other than Hero Asher who had delivered the final blow to Forsis.

Asher’s swordsmanship skill and level were at best high-expert, but the reason he was a ‘Hero’ was due to the special power bestowed upon him by the gods.

‘To think he can deliver an absolute strike that ignores attributes and defenses against the gods’ enemies. That’s total cheat material, isn’t it?’

His naive appearance and unrefined skills made it easy to let one’s guard down, but one could be taken out in a single hit. Just like how Forsis was obliterated moments ago without understanding why.

Of course, there were numerous harsh conditions attached for its practical use. Honestly, without Raul, would Asher have even been able to swing his sword once at Forsis?

‘He would have turned into a chunk of meat before even getting close.’

This is why heroes in the world of Connect were called ‘half-baked fools’.

Swish.

A gentle healing light enveloped Raul’s entire body.

‘Feels nice.’

It was the Saintess’s healing skill. The other members of the hero party who had been hiding throughout the arena gathered near Raul.

“Is there anywhere you feel uncomfortable? Please let me know if you’re injured,” Kiera inquired worriedly, even while bestowing the maximum blessings and healing she could.

“Thank you. I’m just a bit tired.”

“Wow! You are truly amazing! This is the first time I’ve seen such a majestic battle in my life. How have you managed to hide such skills all this time?”

Shimar asked with admiration.

‘Hide? I only reached the master level a few days ago.’

But there was no need to correct their misconception. Raul merely smiled lightly and stayed silent.

“Truly… truly admirable! How can I become as strong as you, lord Raul?”

Asher, who was two years older than Raul at eighteen, looked at Raul with sparkling eyes, as if gazing at an idol.

‘…That’s awkward.’

Raul scratched his head and gave a textbook response.

“You just need to work hard.”

“…….”

For reference, Raul was now sixteen years old and would turn seventeen in the next year.

Anyway, with this, they had defeated the greatest threat, Count Forsis from the demon realm. Now, they had to find and destroy the core of this cursed Demon Temple and wrap up the external battle.

“Let’s hurry.”

Raul said energetically, striding toward the throne.

(To be continued)
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Crack!

“No, this can’t be!”

The soldier’s helmet crumpled like paper in the demon’s grasp, and his head was crushed. The blood flowing from the soldier’s body ran up the demon’s arm, being absorbed into his body.

“You! Are you demons afraid of a direct confrontation?” roared Commander Adhart of Forward Base Alpha, swinging his Aura Blade as he chased the demon too late.

However, the demon Quevia generated a gust of wind under his feet, evading the attack range.

Ssss, haa.

“The taste of human blood really is the best.”

Quevia licked the blood off his fingertips with a vile grin.

Bang!

Once again, Adhart’s swung Aura Blade was effortlessly blocked by Quevia’s right arm. Whoosh.

Compressed wind imbued with demonic energy swirled around Quevia’s right arm, eroding the aura.

‘Damn it. How many men has he taken already?’

Despite the demon’s strength, Adhart believed they could handle him. And indeed, in a direct confrontation, he had the advantage.

In the first minute of combat, Adhart’s sword inflicted several deep gashes on Quevia’s body. But what good did that do?

Whenever it got unfavorable for him, Quevia used wind magic to swiftly distance himself and then preyed on hapless soldiers and knights to heal his injuries.

This wasn’t a problem unique to Commander Adhart.

“Damn it. Too fast!”

“Is there no way to bind his movement?”

“We can’t pull our soldiers back any further….”

Of the four demons that infiltrated the fortress, two were freely wreaking havoc within the formation.


The only reason the defensive line hadn’t collapsed was due to Duke Hansley, who was overpowering the demons, along with Lawrence, Kane, and Jake.

Boom! Crash!

A dark blue lightning bolt streaked across the fortress wall.

“Hmph! Do you think I’ll let you?”

Kane crossed the hunting knives in his hands, blocking the lightning. The green aura emanating from his daggers clashed with the lightning, emitting intense heat.

Sizzle.

Kane’s forearms, gripping the daggers, turned red-hot inside the armor, and the smell of burning flesh filled the air, yet his expression remained unchanged.

“Uraaah!”

Jake leaped into the air, swinging a large Aura Blade at the tip of the lightning bolt as he fell.

Crash!

Though his sword seemed to strike the fortress wall pointlessly, the dark blue lightning it grazed wavered.

“Think you can evade this!”

The final strike came from Lawrence. The four large swords he wielded came together, forming a vortex of orange Aura Blades that split the lightning in two.

Kiyaak! You relentless humans! Because of you, I can’t enjoy myself!

The lightning severed by Lawrence’s sword soon transformed into a human shape, revealing the demon Marcelzene.

His characteristic: lightning.

Marcelzene freely transformed his body into lightning, moving here and there over short distances, engaging in combat. When he became lightning, he received virtually no damage, but his attack pattern also became simpler: turning into lightning to burn his opponent’s body. However, this technique was not very effective against masters who used aura.

What was particularly formidable were the lightning-laden whips Marcelzene wielded.

“He’s coming!”

“Watch out not to get entangled!”


Crack!

The two whips crackled with lightning, searing the air as they flew. The electrical whips emitting lightning all around would have been impossible to block without aura.

“Take that!”

Jake blocked the tip of a whip with his greatsword, while Kane sliced through the flowing lightning next to him with his aura-infused blade. Lawrence used his four large swords to toss the whips around, disrupting the flow of electricity.

“You persistent pests. Do you think struggling will change the outcome? Hahaha, in the end, you will all become offerings of blood for the Demon Lord!”

“Shut up. In the end, you can’t break through us on your own.”

“…Oh, really? Let’s see about that.”

It had already been over 30 minutes since the demons had breached the fortress. Despite the demons wreaking havoc, no one else had yet climbed onto the wall. The barrier remained strong, and the soldiers fought back, risking their lives.

Besides their duty as soldiers, they understood all too well that if the fortress fell, it would endanger the entire continent.

However, the overall battle situation was not favorable. The once superior defensive line was weakening. The reserve energy was depleting, causing less critical defensive structures to cease functioning.

If this continued, the remaining defenses would soon fail as well. Then, they’d have to fend off the endless hordes of demons with their bare bodies.

‘These demons are cunning….’

Duke Hansley’s expression darkened. The demon soldiers, who had seemed ready to charge instantly, had stopped about 100 meters from the wall and set up makeshift barriers.

These 5-meter barriers, built from various monster bones and blood-red soil, weren’t extremely robust but were sufficient to block arrows and long-range attacks from ordinary soldiers.

“Fire!”

“No need to aim precisely. Just target the wall!”

The demon soldiers fired arrows and spells at the wall from behind their barriers, while demonic beasts climbed over and under the makeshift walls, constantly charging toward the fortress.

Their objective was clear: to deplete the wall’s energy and disable the defense system.

Human soldiers’ long-range attacks predominantly targeted the demonic beasts approaching the fortress, posing little risk to the demons.

‘And since the demons are rampaging atop the walls…’


In usual siege warfare, the defenders have the advantage. However, in a war of attrition like this, the tide would eventually turn in favor of the attackers. The demons continuously received reinforcements and demonic energy, while the resources on the wall were finite.

Swoosh, bang!

Duke Hansley’s mace struck the upper body of a demon, exploding the left shoulder of the shadowy figure.

“…….”

Whether he chose not to speak or simply couldn’t, the demon Winduil remained silent throughout the battle.

“Annoying.”

Hansley wasn’t one to speak much either, resulting in a largely silent duel. Winduil’s attributes were darkness and fear. Though potent against multiple targets, his role in this battle was clear: to hold back Duke Hansley.

The demons were far from foolish. They had observed the battle from the Demon Temple for days and devised their strategies. Seeing Duke Hansley as the defenders’ strongest, they sent in Winduil.

Fwoosh.

Winduil’s shadowy body scattered over the wall as his shoulder was blown away. Darkness suddenly enveloped Hansley.

‘Damn it.’

Hansley’s expression turned unpleasant as he infused his mace with blue aura and swung furiously in all directions. Whoosh, slash. The darkness around his mace dissipated under the force of his aura. Yet, each time it was cleared, it was quickly replaced with more shadows.

The densified darkness lifted momentarily, revealing Winduil once more. In the meantime, hansley had not moved an inch. Moving would mean Winduil following him, potentially causing collateral damage.

‘Our allies would be caught in the crossfire.’

While the superhumans might endure, ordinary knights would perish in the darkness. Thankfully, the allies were holding for now, allowing Hansley to spar with Winduil without exceeding his limits.

‘Not yet. When the battlefield changes, I must strike swiftly.’

Hansley’s sharp eyes analyzed the battlefield keenly. However, the changes that occurred were not in his favor.

“To secure the wall within three days. Such impatience.”

“Indeed. It won’t last long if left alone anyway. But you think the demons won’t act up?”

“Well, the higher-ups must’ve taken care of it. And considering their boasting, it’s unimpressive.”

Two masters of the Empire, aelbed and Bertiot, were casually making their way toward the fortress as if on a walk.

“The Imperial Army is on the move!”

“The enemy’s knight order is approaching!”

“Two Masters of the Empire have been spotted at the forefront of the knight order!”

Until now, the Imperial Army had remained in the rear, waiting. After Raul’s arrival and the decimation of the mage corps, the Imperial Army had ceased all movements.

Their communication officers had been eliminated, and it had become difficult to mobilize additional troops. However, three days had been enough time to rebuild their communication network.

‘Damn it…. If those two superhumans join the fray, maintaining the front line won’t be easy! If I had known, I wouldn’t have sent Viscount Raul away….’

Raul’s suggestion to strike the enemy’s main camp while the demons were away had its merits. Though Raul had the extraordinary ability to maneuver the weapon legion, hansley believed the soldiers could manage without it.

It had been thirty minutes since Raul left, but there were no notable changes in the Demon Temple, the supposed main camp of the demons.

‘Please return safely.’

There was no time to look for someone who wasn’t there. Hansley swung his weapon while shouting.

“Two enemy Masters are approaching! Girion, deploy the reserve troops! Everyone, stay vigilant and maintain the front line!”

Although it was a crisis, the walls still had available forces. While handling demons was tricky, human Masters could be countered by top-level experts supported by the Overlord system.

Thud thud thud, bang!

“Loyal sword of His Majesty, aelbed, is here! Who will face my blade?”

“You cowardly scum of the kingdom! Come at me all at once!”

The two Imperial Masters climbed the 30-meter-high wall in a few swift steps. Following Hansley’s orders, about ten top-level expert knights engaged the two Masters, trying to hold them back.

Nevertheless, the situation was far from stable. Pieces of aura and various demonic attributes flying around the wall were causing casualties.

“Commander Adhart!”

“I got it!”

Responding to Hansley’s call, Adhart changed his direction. He decided to abandon his pursuit of the fleeing demon and join Hansley in targeting the weakest enemy demon. This would inevitably result in allied casualties, but sometimes one had to sacrifice bone to cut flesh.

Bang!

A change was occurring in the superhuman duels.

***

“Damn it! This can’t be happening!”

Jake gritted his teeth and swung his greatsword fiercely.

Sizzle.

Sparks flew from his sword, and the smell of burning flesh emanated from his body. Even with the protective field of his Power Armor, demonic attribute attacks were not fully blocked.

‘Will this heal later?’

It seemed every hair on his body had been burned off. Though grumbling amidst the sweat dripping from him, Jake knew healing would come only if he survived first.

The strategy by Duke Hansley and Commander Adhart was only half successful. Or was it successful at all? They managed to repel one of the demon barons, Gustir, as intended. However, they lost about ten top-level Expert forces, and critically

“Wipe out these insolent humans!”

“How dare slaves oppose the great Demon Legion?”

“A festival of blood!”

A section of the wall’s defenses had collapsed, and the Demon Army’s main forces seized the opportunity to climb the wall. While the strength of the demons was evident, the commanders of the demon army, too, were formidable individuals with demon blood, many of them at Expert level or higher.

Their arrival to the front lines now threatened the stability of the wall’s defenses. Adhart and Duke Hansley struggled to regain control, but the situation was not easily remedied.

Even Lawrence, who was maintaining stability against the demon Marcelzene, had to push beyond his limits. Consequently, Kane and Jake were left to handle Marcelzene, while Lawrence moved to another front.

‘Ah, at this rate, we really might die.’

Thus, Jake and Kane were holding off the demons with every ounce of their strength.

“Hey, Kane! Any word from the Master?”

“…If you have the energy to chat, how about swinging your sword one more time?”

Since entering the Demon Temple, there had been no contact with Raul. They desperately needed someone to turn the tide of the battle.

Just then.

Boom boom boom boom!

Beyond the fortress walls. No, far beyond the walls of the city of Porta. The ground trembled in harmony with a majestic drumming sound.

“Ah… seriously. What a perfect timing! Everyone shout that you’re already dead!”

Jake exclaimed with newfound hope, swinging his greatsword vigorously.

Blare…

An immense number of cavalrymen formed waves and charged towards the fortress, accompanied by the blare of a long horn. At the forefront, a banner fluttered wildly.

That banner bore the emblem of the Golden Bear, symbolizing the House of Count Ashton, roaring toward the sky.

(To be continued)
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“…….”

Far above the wall and the city of Porta, appearing as small as the palm of a hand, he floated leisurely in the sky. Black hood. Black cape. Even black leather armor. At first glance, his entirely black attire made him look like a knight or warrior, but…

Wooong.

The black staff vibrating in his hand was unmistakable evidence that he was a mage.

“An entirely unexpected situation. How should I interpret this?”

The voice from the man’s mouth was cracked and fragmented, making his age indeterminable. Seeing the thousands of cavalry and the endless stream of soldiers advancing from the kingdom’s front, the man—or rather the Great Sage Black—slightly lifted the corner of his lips.

“White, it seems you were wrong this time. The kingdom hasn’t fallen according to our expectations just yet.”

He then looked at the strange, blue gemstone in his left hand with a peculiar expression.

‘Looks like this won’t be needed.’

Did those struggling below realize it?

They almost triggered a vile weapon that would have turned them into ashes in an instant. This blue gemstone, seemingly beautiful, was a kind of switch.

‘An ignition device for a bomb that would have entirely razed the wall and parts of Copse Road.’

From the very moment the wall was built, the three Great Sages could not overlook the possibility of its collapse. The collapse of the wall would signal the beginning of another great war.

Having personally experienced countless deaths and the burning of the continent during the long war with the Empire, they were determined to prevent such a catastrophe. But if they couldn’t?

They agreed that they needed to buy the kingdoms time to prepare for an Imperial invasion. Hence, the underground of the wall and Copse Road had been prepared by the three Great Sages.

If activated, the death energy writhing beneath Copse Road would have created another artificial forbidden zone where no living being could enter for at least three years. Many soldiers guarding the wall and even distinguished superhumans would have been sacrificed…

‘If the situation had come to being breached by the Empire’s attack, we would have had to make the tough decision to sacrifice our own men. Even if it meant being denounced by everyone later.’

Fortunately, the worst-case scenario they had envisioned was avoided. The wall would not fall. And an unexpected individual seemed to have resolved the ancient seal’s issue, which might have been difficult to handle.

“This time, you were right, Gray.”

White proposed to restrain the Empire using magic and media. Black himself insisted on crushing the enemy and breaking their invasion intentions directly on the front lines.


Gray advocated for fostering and nurturing the continent’s outstanding talents to prepare for the future. No one was wrong, but today, it was Gray’s strategy that shone brightly.

Crash!

The Temple of the Demon God, filled with vile demonic energy and malice, was crashing to the ground with a thunderous noise. To think someone had infiltrated the activated Temple of the Demon God and captured demons of at least count-level!

Black was amazed that the one responsible for such incredible deeds was merely a seventeen-year-old boy.

“That feels so refreshing. Damn demon bastards.”

Undoubtedly, the demons fighting on the wall must have been thrown into chaos. Their stronghold, the core of their forces, the Temple of the Demon God, was collapsing. Now, instead of receiving demonic energy, they would have to sustain the Dark Gate with their own bodies.

With the situation turned so favorably, there was no longer a need for him to intervene. The less visible a strategic weapon, the more fearsome it was. Watching the reinforcements sweep through the Imperial main camp and the demonic beasts like a wave, the Great Sage Black left the skies above the wall.

‘Raul de Ashton. I will remember that name well.’

***

“How dare you swing a fist at me!”

“Argh…!”

Boom!

A part of the fortress wall exploded. A dark silhouette tumbled off the wall and plunged to the ground. It was none other than the demon Quevia. Due to the sudden attack, he couldn’t ride the wind properly and fell unceremoniously.

“Who dares…!”

“It’s me!”

Whoosh, boom!!

Before Quevia could finish, a man leaped down from the wall, bringing down a golden greatsword. The aura blade he unleashed was immense and fierce, tearing the ground below the fortress wall into four large furrows as if a bear had swiped its claws.

“Damn….”

Quevia’s body bore four diagonal gashes from which demonic energy began to pour out.

“Kneel before me!”


Roar!

With the man’s gruff voice, a massive golden aura blade in the shape of a bear’s paw descended from the sky, crashing down upon Quevia’s head.

“Graaah!”

In a desperate attempt, Quevia summoned swirling winds from his arms to counter the attack.

Rumble, crash!

The bear paw crushed the vortex mercilessly. And yet, it wasn’t enough.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

A second golden bear paw had appeared in mid-air, and the two giant paws pounded the ground alternately.

Fsst.

Black mist began to rise from the relentlessly crushed ground, floating aimlessly. Just as the scattered mist started to drift in a particular direction,

“Go to hell!”

Slash!

Hundreds of aura blades flashed, tearing through the sky as if clawing at it. With a wailing scream, the black mist ignited, quickly turning to ashes and disappearing.

“Who’s next?”

The golden bear of Ashton Household, Count Melvin de Ashton, now reborn as a Master, roared from beneath the fortress wall.

After the Temple of the Demon God had fallen, the demons’ attribute techniques, which relied heavily on infinite demonic energy, were virtually sealed. The demons could only exhibit less than half of their strength, leading to disastrous results for them.

With the aid of the superhumans from the kingdom’s allied forces and the superknight Hansley on the wall, the terrifying demons were subdued. The Dark Gate, sustained by the immense demonic energy of the Temple of the Demon God and the presence of demon nobility, also vanished from the wall.

As for the Imperial Masters who had climbed the fortress wall belatedly,

“Heh, those guys sure are quick.”

Jake shook his head and clicked his tongue. Despite swiftly searching for the Imperial Masters as soon as the reinforcements arrived, they were nowhere to be found.


According to the knights who had faced them, they pulled out strange parchments and vanished in a flash of light.

“It must have been teleportation scrolls. Although, it’s doubtful if those worked properly under these unstable conditions. Nevertheless, their retreat lessened our casualties, so let’s not be too regretful.”

Kane speculated, but Jake smacked his lips in mild dissatisfaction.

“It would’ve been better to reduce their numbers while we had the chance.”

“Are you confident you could have?”

“What was that? Are you picking a fight?”

Considering that Jake and Kane barely managed to handle one superhuman together, there’s no point in chasing after the vanished Imperial Masters. While the two bickered, Raul and the hero party safely returned to the fortress.

“Wow, as expected of a Master! I was looking forward to seeing you.”

Jake cheered, giving a thumbs-up, while Kane nodded silently. There was no need for a verbal report on the battlefield; the collapse of the Temple of the Demon God had already been communicated through the guild’s network.

“Everyone worked hard. I’m just glad you’re all safe.”

“Safe? Do you not see this? I’m completely burnt up.”

Jake complained as he partially removed his helmet, revealing his blistered skin and bald head.

“Oh my…! Let me heal you right away.”

Saintess Kiera said, pointing her glowing white hand at Jake. His blistered skin quickly reverted to its original state, though his burnt eyebrows and hair remained missing.

“Will this ever grow back…?”

“It will.”

“Phew.”

As Jake sighed in relief, even Kane, who had stayed silent, seemed to relax a bit. Raul chuckled and turned his gaze to the battlefield below the wall.

Boom! Crash!

“Waaah!”

“Experience points! Let’s wipe them out!”

“Don’t act solo! These mobs’ levels are no joke!”

“There’s a survivor here! Where’s the healer?”

Between Count Melvin and the superhumans, who were showcasing overwhelming might against the enemies, familiar faces came into view. Kim Ilwoo and Purple Guild members, along with ranked players from allied guilds, and an overwhelming number of players were attacking demon beasts and enemy stragglers below the wall.

“They’ve become quite strong.”

“Yes, they seem to be at least at the level of squires, even among the non-guild players.”

“It’s about time. We never know when we might clash with the Empire again.”

Raul spoke with a slightly bitter expression. History had been twisted. If previously he had only altered a small stream, this time he had twisted the flow of a river.

The wall that should have fallen had survived. The players were being pulled into the main scenario faster. Raul couldn’t predict what consequences these changes would bring. Would the Empire abandon its invasion plans and retreat into the shadows, or would they find an unknown route to wage war once again? Everything was now shrouded in fog.

‘No, it wouldn’t change completely.’

The war with the Empire was not the entirety of the scenario. Once this battle ended, the new scenario he anticipated would begin, and he had been preparing for it diligently.

“Are you worried?”

Kane asked cautiously, noticing Raul’s tense expression.

“No, not at all. In fact, I’m excited.”

Raul wasn’t sure what Kane was referring to — the reinforcements from the First Viscounty below the wall or the players like Ilwoo. But now Raul could speak with confidence. The time of waiting and preparation was over.

Looking back. It was just three days.

Although he had mentioned it in advance, it had been only three days since the guild transmitted the message that the wall needed reinforcements. Raul’s father, leading the knights and soldiers of Ashton Household, had arrived in person.

Sir Philip had joined, bringing the First Knights and elite troops from the First Viscounty. From House Greer, Marquis Fidel de Greer personally appeared on the battlefield with Ken. Dalton arrived with the knight commander of the Templeton Duchy, bringing his troops.

Additionally, members of the Purple Guild, allied guilds, players living in the First Viscounty, and other players aided by the First Knight Order from the Free Cities joined the battle. Their numbers were in the tens of thousands. Compared to reinforcements sent from other kingdoms, they were overwhelming.

‘With them by my side!’

Raul felt confident that they could overcome any scenario. Perhaps he would also uncover the true nature of the game Connect and why he had been sent back in time.

“Alright, we’ve rested enough. Let’s move.”

“Yes, Master!”

Raul activated his golden aura and leaped down from the wall. His legion of weapons, now a hallmark of his, followed closely behind.

—

Bang.

“Which houses have joined?”

“They said Ashton Household, Greer Household, and Templeton Household have joined forces.”

Crash!

Items on a desk were scattered across the floor.

“These insolent wretches! How dare they ignore my command? The message was delivered, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, crown Prince. They were clearly told not to move their forces beyond the borders without permission.”

“And they moved their forces anyway? This is treason!”

“……!”

Sweat trickled down the forehead of the messenger reporting to the Third Prince, Herdian.

“Your Highness, discussing treason is a bit… please calm down….”

“Silence! What were you doing? How could you let these rebels move their forces, ignoring the royal order?!”

Herdian, unable to curb his fury, shouted so loudly that his voice echoed throughout the palace, occasionally blending with profanity hurled at Viscount Braiden.

A moment later, the messenger bowed deeply to Viscount Braiden, who had just exited the Third Prince’s office.

“Thank you so much. It’s thanks to you that I made it out safely.”

The viscount had physically intervened to prevent the prince, in his rage, from drawing his sword and beheading the messenger.

“No need to thank me. You must be exhausted. Just remember….”

“I will never speak of what happened here.”

“Good. Off you go.”

“Yes, my lord.”

As the messenger disappeared, a subtle smile crept onto Viscount Braiden’s face, indicating he had achieved his intended outcome. Just then, a knight approached him.

“Marquis McNeil wishes to see you.”

“My father?”

“He is at the residence in the capital.”

“I understand. I will go at once.”

Viscount Braiden, the closest aide to the Third Prince Herdian, was the fifth son of Marquis McNeil.

“Oh, and…”

He paused and spoke to the knight.

“That messenger who just left. Handle him discreetly.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The honor of Herdian had to be preserved. At least for now. Thus, another seed of turmoil began to slowly smolder within the royal palace.

(To be continued)
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The demonic beasts and Imperial forces that had invaded the city of Porta in front of the wall were all exterminated. The Saintess and the mages from the wall’s division cleaned up the remnants of the damaged ancient seal, and the wall was restored to its functional state, albeit temporarily.

The first reinforcements, comprised mainly of the Rubens Kingdom and players, didn’t stop at merely reclaiming Porta; they crossed the wall. This was because the main Imperial forces were still besieging Forward Base Gamma.

The path to Gamma, neglected for days, was infested with undead and monsters. However, the morale-boosted reinforcements, bolstered by the players’ aggressive offensives, secured the highway with ease and continued their advance.

When they finally reached Forward Base Gamma after three days, “…We made it just in time.”

The allied forces’ flag still fluttered atop Gamma’s walls. Though parts of the walls had collapsed and some buildings were scorched by flames, the Imperial forces had not breached Gamma’s walls.

The wall’s allied forces, led by Supreme Commander Julius and Vice Commander Tavion, had successfully held off the attacks of over a hundred thousand Imperial troops for more than a week.

‘Of course, part of it was that the Imperial forces weren’t attacking sincerely.’

Even though the main forces were here, the primary target was the city of Porta. Once Porta fell, there was no reason to suffer losses by pursuing the trapped allied forces.

‘… Even so, a victory is a victory.’

Raul felt a surge of emotion as he looked at the soldiers on the wall, cheering for their victory, clad in armor stained with blood and soot. In a way, their sacrifice and struggle might have prevented the dawn of a much larger war.

As the reinforcement corps from the wall appeared, the Imperial main forces orderly withdrew, organizing their formation with perfect discipline and retreating. Even players eager for achievements dared not provoke such a composed army.

Nevertheless, with the retreat of the Imperial forces, the invasion of the wall was truly concluded.

Though the battle had ended, the aftermath lingered. The wounds of the invasion were severe. About one-third of the soldiers and knights stationed at the wall’s front lines had perished. Numerous temporary bases and supply routes, painstakingly established, were entirely lost.

Consequently, the special exploration team’s mission to block access to forbidden zones was a failure. As the Imperial forces retreated, they destroyed all the dungeon pathways and terrains they had secured, and the altered landscapes became havens for the undead and monsters.

In the end, supreme Commander Julius made a difficult decision. The wall’s allied forces abandoned Forward Base Gamma. They lacked the manpower to defend it and could not secure supply lines. It took nearly fifteen days to retreat to Forward Base Beta and complete minimal repairs.

During this time, the year changed, making Raul 18 years old, and it had been a year since Connect’s official service began.

***

“Supreme Commander Julius has arrived!”

The military headquarters within the wall.

In the largest conference room, dozens of people were gathered.


The attendees were distinguished. High-ranking officials from the wall, including Duke Hansley, duke Tavion, and Commander Adhart from Alpha, were present at the front.

To the left side of the room were Count Melvin de Ashton, Marquis Fidel de Greer, and several other nobles including Lawrence, Raul, and Dalton from the Ruben Kingdom.

On the right side were a few archmages and nobles from the Leslie Kingdom who had joined the reinforcements. Next to them were representatives from several families of the Brennan Republic and mercenary leaders from the Marcus Kingdom.

At the back center, members of the hero party, along with some Paladins and bishops dispatched from the Holy Empire, were seated.

Although the size was small, it wasn’t an exaggeration to call it a continental assembly of the Connect continent’s united forces, excluding the Empire itself.

The commonality among those gathered was that they had responded to the wall’s plea for reinforcements, regardless of how quickly or slowly they arrived. The reason for this gathering was Duke Julius’s request for a brief meeting and his gratitude.

“Thank you all for gathering here. On behalf of the Wall Allied Forces, I sincerely thank you for putting everything aside and responding to our desperate call,” Duke Julius said, bowing deeply at a 90-degree angle from the podium.

Truthfully, under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t have been necessary for him to bow so deeply. Sending reinforcements when the wall was in jeopardy was a duty of the kingdoms.

‘The issue was that this time, the reinforcements weren’t from the central armies of the kingdoms.’

Raul quietly clicked his tongue as he observed the gathered individuals. The expected central army generals or knights from any kingdom were nowhere to be seen in this meeting.

While the Marcus Kingdom couldn’t send troops due to its distance from the wall, kingdoms that bordered the wall like Ruben, leslie, and the Brennan Republic had no such excuses.

Even though there was a small number of central army border guards stationed near the wall, they hadn’t been mobilized. If they had, the troops could have arrived at least a day earlier than the current reinforcements.

‘But no one moved.’

It meant that the current reinforcements were entirely made up of private troops from noble houses, families, and mage towers.

“This is unacceptable! No matter how chaotic the internal situation of the kingdoms may be, the wall is the gateway protecting the entire continent. What are the royal families thinking?”

The conference, starting with the commanders of the wall criticizing the current situation, moved on to assessing the continent’s status, predicting future scenarios, and discussing what was needed to defend the wall.

Though they had managed to avert this crisis, there was a consensus that they might be in danger with another invasion if things remained as they were.

Duke Julius and the leadership of the wall concluded that they would formally protest to the royal families about this incident and seek new agreements for future support.

Everyone in attendance knew it wouldn’t be easy. But realistically, they had no other alternative. They couldn’t abandon or hand the wall over to the enemy just because the royal families neglected them.

Nonetheless, the attendees voluntarily offered their support for the wall and promised to assist in negotiations with the royal families, making the meeting not entirely without results.


As the meeting adjourned, Raul met separately with his father and his second brother Lawrence.

“Turmoil is coming.”

“What do you mean, out of nowhere?”

Lawrence asked, looking bewildered.

“Everyone is distracted by the fact that the wall was invaded, but a bigger problem has emerged.”

“More significant than the fact that the Empire almost breached the wall?”

“Yes. It’s already begun.”

Lawrence tilted his head in confusion, but Count Melvin de Ashton trusted Raul’s words.

“Explain it in detail. We need to be prepared.”

With a swish, Raul pulled something out and laid it on the table.

“A divine message has come. The Second Gate Incident is upon us, and the era of superhumans is about to commence.”

What Raul had laid out was a transcription of the global notice from the Connect system.

『Notice』

The third-stage ancient seals that had been suppressing the dimensional gates have all been lifted except for one. With the third-stage seals lifted, the gate encroachment accelerates.

A-Grade gates and below will now randomly appear.

Ancient races, long forgotten, will begin to reveal themselves through the gates.

The mana concentration in the world of Connect will increase significantly. Residents will find it easier to awaken mana. The likelihood of some residents surpassing their limits will rise dramatically.

The growth of flora and fauna will be significantly accelerated. Over time, new species may emerge. A significant amount of demonic energy has been introduced into the Connect Continent. Dark entities will soon roam the continent beyond the gates.

Caution is advised. As humanity’s growth accelerates, stronger and more terrifying enemies may emerge. With the third-stage seals lifted, new scenarios will be introduced.

The war with the Empire was not the main scenario. The critical point was that the Empire had unveiled ancient seals hidden near the wall. Though Raul had managed to protect the last sealing stone within the forbidden zone, it wasn’t enough to reverse the situation.


‘The wall may have been protected, but the Empire still achieved some of its goals.’

The Empire’s main forces likely withdrew orderly for that reason, knowing that the lifting of the seals would weaken the kingdom’s power over time.

“Is this… is this true?”

Lawrence’s eyes wavered slightly as he confirmed the information. Like Raul, lawrence had also joined the First Knight Order, thereby becoming a semi-player.

When they had met in the forbidden zone, Raul had almost forcibly enrolled his brother into the guild, helping him escape the trap of being a mere guardian.

Although Lawrence still viewed the Connect system as divine power, he understood the implications of Raul’s words.

“Dealing with the Empire is problematic enough, but now we have to worry about gates and demons too….”

Count Melvin’s brow furrowed slightly, but Raul was more concerned about another issue.

“It’s the kingdom that worries me more.”

“What do you mean?”

Melvin asked.

“If the divine prophecy is accurate, many will soon break through their limits—people who have been stuck at the same level for a long time will finally break free.”

“……!”

Count Melvin’s expression darkened.

“Why is that a problem? Isn’t it a good thing if more masters emerge? More skilled individuals would make it easier to fend off gates, demons, and even fight the Empire. Though, that means the Empire might also see an increase in superhumans, right?”

Lawrence asked, not grasping the full picture.

In simple terms, lawrence was correct. More superhumans among humanity would enhance their capacity to resist external invasions.

“…A war is imminent.”

“Yes, it’s highly likely,” Raul confirmed.

“…? A war? Suddenly?”

Raul calmly explained to the bewildered Lawrence, “How many masters are there in our kingdom?”

“Three, as far as we know—Sword Saint, Marquis McNeil, and Count Randal.”

Raul nodded and asked again, “Imagine if suddenly two or three masters emerged within a single noble house. What do you think the head of that house would feel?”

“…They’d probably think their house has become the strongest in the kingdom.”

“So would they stay put, or try to gain something?”

“Obviously, they’d try to gain something. Oh…!”

“And with the royal family currently lacking an officially designated heir, and many territories barely able to sustain themselves due to the gate overflow… What do you think will happen?”

Lawrence finally understood. The emergence of such power was too valuable to simply hold onto. The lords would not be able to resist their greed. And if such power emerged in a prestigious house, even moreso.

“But is it certain that masters will emerge concentrated within a single noble house? If multiple houses gain masters, wouldn’t balance be restored like now?”

Raul nodded at Lawrence’s query.

“That’s also correct. If they knew other houses had gained masters, there might be balance. But how could they know that? Heads of houses will not easily announce the birth of a master.”

“Why wouldn’t they? Achieving the supreme status of a master is a tremendous honor for any swordsman! Why keep it a secret?”

“If it were a peaceful time, you might be right.”

“…….”

“Even our house kept Father’s achievement of reaching master status a secret, didn’t we? And even if they did announce it, many issues arise. What do you think would happen if we announced that both you and Jake, along with Sir Kane, had all reached the supreme level?”

Lawrence fell silent. Though he was somewhat out of touch with the complexities of the world due to his focus on swordsmanship, he wasn’t ignorant of worldly affairs.

Flaunting strength beyond one’s means would only attract enemies on all sides. History had proven time and again how envy, jealousy, and blind fear could lead to catastrophic outcomes.

“A war will happen. We need to prepare for it.”

Lawrence bowed his head, clutching his hair at the decisiveness in Raul’s voice.

“Hah, it’s truly difficult. Instead of uniting our strength, humanity will be fighting each other.”

“I also hope such a situation won’t arise, but… sigh.”

Raul had already seen it. The title of the next main scenario was….

(To be continued)
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It had been one year and three months since Connect officially launched. The production of Connect access capsules increased rapidly, and the number of users surpassed 200,000.

Connect Inc. declared that they would distribute one million capsules by the end of the year, but even that wouldn’t satisfy the public’s hunger. As the advertisement tagline suggests, “Connecting to a new world” people were fervent about this new reality.

Moreover, studies revealed that being connected to Connect was almost akin to sleeping. This meant one could work during the day and connect to Connect at night without any disruption to their daily life.

Connecting to Connect means living twice the life others live. Such statements became common. It was no wonder people scrambled to obtain a capsule as soon as possible.

Seoul, South Korea.

With over 30 million people in the metropolitan area, it was a densely populated city. The digital signboards in the bustling business districts were now dominated by advertisements and videos promoting Connect.

“…There are discussions suggesting that Connect might not just be a virtual world but a real place. What are your thoughts, doctor?”

The screen on one of these billboards showed experts discussing Connect.

“Haha, rumors are just that—rumors. Do you really believe such a place exists and that our minds are transferred through capsules? Our understanding of the human brain is still full of mysteries…”

The host cut off the lengthy explanation.

“Yes, so you’re saying it’s impossible. But what about the theory that an NPC, a character from a game, has established a company in reality? Could you share your thoughts, dr. ***?”

“It’s not entirely impossible. For instance, the recently founded First Company falls under this category. The concept of a ‘corporation’ already exists. The law recognizes corporations as entities with rights and duties. So, this time the debate is whether to recognize a game character as a legal entity or not…”

Kim Ilwoo stared blankly at the program on his smartwatch until the cab driver’s voice brought him back to reality.

“No matter how advanced the world gets, it’s amusing to think that a computer program could become the head of a company, isn’t it? Don’t you think so, sir?”

“Oh, yes. I suppose so.”

Ilwoo replied, scratching his head awkwardly. He wondered what the driver would think if he knew Ilwoo was acquainted with that very computer program.

“And it’s getting so hot these days. Can’t breathe without the air conditioner on, and the fuel cost seems to have doubled…”

The cab driver’s incessant chatter continued, but Ilwoo took it in stride and engaged in conversation. Ever since connecting to Connect, he hadn’t had many opportunities to go outside and hear other people’s stories.

‘It’s really strange when you think about it.’

Though it was only March, the temperature felt well over 30 degrees Celsius. Amusingly, the Meteorological Agency’s readings showed it was only around 10 degrees. As he worried about how to cope when real summer came, the cab arrived at their destination.


“Thank you.”

After paying the fare and stepping out, the cab driver was about to leave but paused to look at the building’s signboard.

“First Company? Isn’t that from the broadcast? Since when has it been here?”

Like the cab driver, Ilwoo stood in front of the building, catching his breath. Despite having been here multiple times already, it still felt surreal.

The front of the building was bustling with people moving furniture and delivery trucks unloading supplies. Avoiding the busy main entrance, Ilwoo walked around to the quieter residents-only back entrance.

“Welcome!”

The guards and guides recognized Ilwoo’s face and greeted him with bows.

“Thank you for your hard work.”

Outwardly, it seemed like an ordinary high-end apartment’s security system, but in reality, it was much more sophisticated. The entire premises were covered with state-of-the-art security systems, almost excessively so.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.’

Ilwoo had already moved in a few days ago. He was returning from selling his previous two-room apartment. Living here felt more burdensome than comforting.

‘Do I really deserve to live here?’

The company’s headquarters. It was an officetel comparable to a suite in a luxury hotel. Living there without paying a single penny still felt like a dream to Ilwoo. He walked past the opulent marble-finished lobby towards the office elevator instead of the residential one.

Next to the elevator was a directory listing four companies:

First Company Inc. (31F~35F)

First Investment Inc. (26~30F)

First Management Inc. (16~25F)

First Security Inc. (5F~15F)

The entire 60-story building was occupied by the First Group. The offices spanned from the ground to the 35th floor, with residential officetels starting from the 36th floor.

‘So my office is….’


Ilwoo checked his email on his smartwatch again and pressed the button for the 25th floor.

“Twenty-fifth floor.”

The elevator announced as it opened, and Ilwoo hung his employee badge around his neck before stepping out. A quick glance at his badge caused another passenger to gasp and cover their mouth in surprise.

“Welcome, Vice President Kim Ilwoo.”

“Keep up the good work.”

Exiting the elevator didn’t mean immediately entering the office. Entering the company lobby required passing through several security checks.

‘Why does the management company need such a security system….’

Regardless, procedures were procedures. After following the security guard’s guidance and completing the checks, he was finally inside the company.

“Vice President, you’ve arrived. In 30 minutes, there’s a group-wide executive meeting scheduled. It will be held as a video conference. Where would you like to attend from?”

A secretary approached and informed him of his schedule as soon as he entered the lobby. Startled by the unfamiliar treatment, Ilwoo asked, “Have any of my friends arrived yet?”

“By ‘friends’, do you mean the directors?”

“Yes.”

“Five directors are waiting in the conference room.”

“Please guide me there.”

Following the secretary, Ilwoo entered the conference room.

“You’re here, Vice President Ilwoo! That suit looks great on you!”

“Good to see you, Ilwoo.”

“Mr. Kim, you look fantastic in person too!”

Han Seohyun, Wang Tianming, the American Louis Blake, the German Manninger, and the British Linda all stood up to greet him. These were the top executives of the Purple Guild and directors of First Management Inc.

After a brief exchange of pleasantries, they sat down.


“This is amazing. It’s slightly inconvenient, but simultaneous translation like this is impressive!”

“Indeed. I was worried that we wouldn’t understand each other when meeting in real life.”

Their earphones translated the languages, and the subtitles on their smartwatches made conversations easy. This was thanks to the real-time translation device developed by Connect Inc., extracted from the technology used in the capsules.

Despite four different languages being spoken, communication was smooth, though not as seamless as within Connect.

“I honestly still can’t believe it. Every morning when I wake up, I wonder if this is real.”

Ilwoo said, shaking his head in disbelief. The others nodded in agreement.

“When the chairman gathered us in Calix Castle and told us about this, I thought it was a joke. In Connect, maybe, but a company in reality? Then suddenly asking us to take on director positions? I thought Connect was pulling a prank on us.” the American Blake added with his characteristic exaggerated gestures and laughter.

For reference, the chairman Blake mentioned was Raul.

“I felt the same. I thought we’d just rent a modest office and put up a sign. Frankly, I’m amazed.”

Wang Tianming said with a serious expression. The room was filled with murmurs of agreement as they processed the surreal reality of their new roles and the scale of the company.

The First Group’s rapid ascendancy and the unexpected transition from the virtual world to reality were almost unfathomable. The high-level security, state-of-the-art facilities, and the sheer size of the company were testament to the influence and resources at their disposal.

“Now, let’s get to work.”

Ilwoo declared, rallying his friends and colleagues. A new chapter awaited them, filled with challenges and opportunities, both in reality and within Connect.

(To be continued…)
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“You’ve worked hard, or rather, thank you for your efforts.”

“No need for formalities in private.”

“Shall I? Hehe.”

In the office of Calix Castle, Raul and Rabel were sipping tea as they watched the setting sun. They had just finished a video conference via hologram.

While establishing the First Academy, they had planned an entrance exam called “Battle for Supremacy”. In the process, the first corporation they established was First Company Inc., rather than leaving it as a mere event-based corporation, they used it as a foundation to start actual business activities in the real world.

Initially focusing on gold sales, appearance fees through negotiations with Connect Company for broadcasts, and advertising fees, their next venture was establishing First Investments Inc., an investment company.

It was not difficult to grow their funds. Raul had at least the basic information about the next 15 years. Especially knowing the list of external companies Connect Company would contract for capsule production was a significant advantage.

They witnessed a miracle as the pre-acquired stocks soared dozens of times in value. Moreover, Raul had Rabel. A master hacker and information scavenger who navigated communication networks effortlessly.

The corporate secrets and government policies she retrieved from the sea of information were literal treasures to an investment company. Thus, with the capital they expanded, they founded First Security Company

It was a comprehensive security company established by acquiring and merging several professional security firms and internet security firms. It wasn’t a company that could generate significant revenue immediately, but it was an essential one for Raul.

In reality, branches were established not only in Korea but also in the U. S., China, Japan, various European countries, and around 20 locations worldwide.

Although many of these branches were small, considerable deficits had to be endured for their upkeep and management. Despite this, there was a reason for establishing the security company.

‘The more assets you have, the more people will try to take them.’

Provocations utilizing law and public authority were not a concern. With sufficient financial power, his greatest weapon, he could deal with it. However, not everything in the world operates legally and sensibly.

‘Rather, modern society makes people more vulnerable to primitive and simple violence.’

Unless Raul directly resided on Earth, protecting collaborators within Connect required more than just money. Within the bounds of the law, or even skirting it, it was essential to build actual power.

As a result, First Security Company recruited not only systematically trained bodyguards but also retired soldiers, special forces veterans, martial artists, police officers, and mercenaries.

These recruits were worldwide, not limited to Korea. Overseas branches even prepared armed combat units with firearms. Raul’s true goal was a private military company (PMC), not just a comprehensive security firm.

Although it was still in its nascent stage and personnel had not been fully secured, the clear fact was that preparations were steadily underway, and recruiting talent was not as difficult as anticipated.

“Rabel, did you check the list of new players?”


“Of course. The recruitable individuals have been categorized and their information has been delivered to the dedicated team.”

“Ensure that there are no spies among them.”

“Don’t worry, chairman. The security personnel are thoroughly checked multiple times. If someone manages to fool me and get hired, they must believe no one can detect them.”

Indeed, without trusting Rabel, the operation couldn’t proceed. With her skills, she could access any open electronic information, barring classified documents. According to her, she could even secure the highest state secrets if necessary.

‘But there’s no need to take such risks unnecessarily.’

No matter how genius a hacker Rabel was, if she drew too much attention, she could get caught. True geniuses, unknown to the general public, were hidden throughout the world.

There was no need to engage in such dangerous activities without any immediate threat. In any case, talent recruitment was progressing smoothly without Raul needing to be on Earth.

General personnel were recruited directly by the Earth-based staff, while key personnel were scouted within Connect. People believed capsule allocation was completely random, but the reality was slightly different.

When applying for a capsule through Connect Company, one had to provide their DNA, like a hair sample. Connect claimed it was necessary for inputting personal biometric information into the capsule, but…

‘In reality, it’s probably to check for synchronicity or mana compatibility.’

Given the limited capsule production, it would be wasteful to distribute them preferentially to those without aptitude. This meant that the early players maintaining top ranks for a long time was not just because they accessed it earlier.

Many people assigned capsules within the first three years possessed latent or manifest talents. Raul was further selecting talents from among these pre-selected individuals.

Those recruited under Raul were divided into investment, legal, security, and IT teams, collectively leading the current First Group. Over the past year, this recruitment had been ongoing, and the last company established was First Management Company.

To Raul, this was the most critical among the companies, designed to support the earlier ones. If the previous companies operated on Earth, the primary activity area for the management company was within Connect.

The goal was to make key rankers and guilds favorable towards First Estate. In other words, it was created to move players according to Raul’s wishes. The primary clientele was naturally rankers and influential guild executives.

Handling personal management for them was the basic duty. For example, editing and uploading their broadcast footage, finding sponsors to secure advertising contracts, and also arranging high-paying quests while providing necessary information.

‘But the real purpose is different.’

If Connect grows repeatedly like in the previous life, various conflicts of interest will inevitably arise. For rankers, they could face realistic threats, blackmail, or temptations that an individual might find hard to deal with.

In the previous life, large guilds used various methods to harass rankers in the real world when they couldn’t be defeated in the game.

‘Like what happened to me in my former life.’


In the worst-case scenario, someone like Bae Dohyun might face a real-life assault, and Raul had no intention of just watching it happen The existence of First Security Company addressed this concern.

Protecting Raul’s collaborators and employees on Earth. It was about thinking beyond legal and economic protection to include physical and direct bodily protection.

‘I will protect my people, whether it’s within Connect or on Earth.’

As he had felt in his past life, connect was not just a game no matter how one looked at it. If it was simply a game for people’s enjoyment and entertainment, why would corporations, political forces, and even nations strive to control it?

‘This time, I might find out.’

The various rumors that frequently appeared on forums in his past life. Raul felt he could uncover the truth now as a resident of Connect.

*

Somewhere in Seoul. A penthouse with splendid lighting and a stylish wine bar filling one side of the wall. With soft music playing in the background, the marble table was laden with delicious appetizers and expensive liquor.

“So, what are you going to do?”

Someone said, pouring golden liquor into a glass.

“Isn’t it obvious? If we miss this opportunity, we might be dragged around forever. Now is the last chance to turn the tables!”

The one who spoke was Han Gilju. The second son of Daesung Group and the guild master of Daesung Guild, his face was flushed.

“Really? I don’t think it’s necessary to rush so much.”

The person leaning on the sofa and leisurely sipping wine. With a delicate face and black rimmed glasses, he looked like a model student.

However, he was Kang Chungwu, the third son of Crown Group’s Chairman, Kang Eunsang, and the guild master of Crown Guild in Connect.

“Chungwu, don’t tease him too much. Even though he almost wrecked the guild, he’s still our friend, isn’t he?”

Playing the gentle critic, was Kim Leesung, the eldest son of New Star Group. Others present included the second and third-generation heirs of various conglomerates, all leading guilds in Connect.

Of course, the ones who had a real say were Daesung’s Han Gilju, crown’s Kang Chungwu, and New Star’s Kim Leesung.

“I’m not joking. Do you really plan to let that guy be? Have you all forgotten? Have you forgotten how we were humiliated by a mere NPC?”

“Whoa, calm down. We are gathered to talk about that problem, aren’t we?”


Kim Leesung patted Han Gilju on the shoulder. The common factor among those gathered there was that they were all denied admission to the First Estate.

“Well, I still oppose it. Why take the hard path when there’s an easy one? I didn’t have much attachment to that place to begin with.”

Kang Chungwu maintained his leisurely stance. Crown Guild had settled in the Brennan Republic, not the Ruben Kingdom. He had no intention of interfering in the affairs of another country beyond the border.

“Hmph. No matter how relaxed you act, it’s pointless. Didn’t you also get scolded by the Chairman? For not being able to properly control one free city?”

Han Gilju’s taunting made Kang Chungwu frown. He had no intention of entertaining the idiotic rambling, but it was true he had been rebuked by his father. If it weren’t for that, he wouldn’t have attended such a boring gathering.

“Alright, enough. Let’s hear the opinions of the others. But first, let’s sort things out. Secretary Choi!”

“Yes, sir!”

As Kim Leesung called, a secretary who had been waiting in the adjacent room entered and displayed a large screen on the wall. It was an announcement from Connect.

『Scenario: King Maker』

Explanation: The ancient seal has been broken, prompting the empire to mobilize its forces. But the kingdoms, which should have responded swiftly, have remained silent. Through the struggles of several great houses and factions, the barrier was successfully defended, yet unease lingers.

Devastated from the previous gate crises, the kingdoms’ royal families remain mired in helplessness, and the continent faces another threat. Factions that once dominated the kingdoms now set their sights on the next throne.

Ruben. Leslie. Brennan. Marcus.

All four kingdoms, without definitive heirs, are losing control over their territories.

Claimants to the throne from royal bloodlines.

And the various factions supporting them stand on the brink of conflict.

Choose wisely.

Who will be the next king of the kingdoms?

Your choices will shape the future of the Connect continent.

-『Warning』 A wrong choice might invoke the wrath of the new king.

-『Caution』 With the new scenario starting, player protection period has ended. All players will now incur a ‘Resurrection Penalty’.

-Participating in 『Scenario: King Maker』 is up to you. Players who do not wish to partake in human’s filthy wars are invited to enjoy 『Sub-Scenario: 〇〇’s Savior』.

The new scenario that emerged with the new year. The scenario clearly hinted at an internal war among the kingdoms. It had been two months since the scenario announcement, and now distinct factions within each kingdom were solidifying.

Players were choosing sides, knocking on the doors of noble houses or accepting requests based on their choices. Why, then, are guild masters gathering if individuals can simply choose their desired factions?

“The central force among Connect players is undeniably the First Knight Order. Does anyone dispute this?”

At Kim Leesung’s words, everyone nodded solemnly.

“Over the past year, we’ve all realized it’s not easy to take the initiative in such a one-sided scenario. But an opportunity has arisen. Secretary Choi.”

“Yes, director. I’ll continue the explanation. The method to take control from the First Knight Order is simple. We need to destroy the power base that supports it. The First Viscounty, and the Ashton County. Currently, these two places….”

Secretary Choi continued the briefing, followed by an in-depth discussion among the guild masters.

Eventually, they reached a conclusion.

By an overwhelming majority, the ‘Anti-First Knight Order Coalition’ was set in motion.

(To be continued…)
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“…So, currently, there are five princes in the Ruben Kingdom.”

In Calix Castle, the capital of Raul’s First Viscounty. All personnel considered key officers of the territory, along with the management of the Purple Guild, were gathered in the conference room.

General Administrator Bernard, and Chief Intelligence Officer Kane, were continuing a briefing from the podium using a magical screen.

The content revolved around the current situation of the Ruben Kingdom’s royal family and the anticipated reorganization of power.

“In terms of age, legitimacy, and support base, the most prominent candidate is undoubtedly the Third Prince, Herdian. As the eldest son of the First Queen and the current Crown Prince, he is at the center of the current administration. His most significant backer is Marquis McNeil. It’s natural since the First Queen came from the McNeil Marquisate.”

As Kane explained, a list of key officials aligned with the Third Prince appeared on the magical screen.

“…This is substantial.”

“Well, considering he has been holding the reins of the government in the king’s stead for the past year, it makes sense that he would have replaced many officials with his own close aides.”

While nobles were busy managing their lands and paying little attention to the central government, the Marquis McNeil and the Third Prince consolidated their power by replacing or recruiting a significant number of officials.

Of course, they couldn’t touch the most crucial positions. The McNeil Marquisate wasn’t the only noble house of old, and right next to the capital was the territory of the Kingdom’s strongest, Duke Templeton.

“…Currently, the power structure in the capital, thuriam, revolves around the McNeil Marquisate and the Templeton Dukedom, with the Count of Randal and other noble houses vying for the remaining positions.”

“What about the influence of the Ashton County and our Viscounty?”

At Sir Philip’s question, Kane shook his head with a troubled expression.

“To be candid, we hardly have any influence. Although the Master has been trying to foster good relations with the royal officials and noble houses in the capital, it’s mostly at the level of friendly exchanges. There are almost no houses that would remain loyal to us in times of crisis.”

Murmur, murmur.

The gravity of the situation led to murmuring among the officers. At this rate, the First Viscounty might end up as mere spectators to the events unfolding in the capital.

At that moment, someone raised a hand to speak.

“Hugh Bryson, acting Lord of Bates Castle. Given the current situation, shouldn’t we also clearly define our stance? Whether to support the existing forces or to rally the neutral factions who are still observing and form a third force.”

A seemingly logical suggestion. The attendees began to debate which faction to join or who to ally with.

Bang, bang, bang.


“Attention!”

Bernard called for order when the conference room grew chaotic.

“Everyone, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Let’s verify more information first and have a proper discussion. The crucial issue isn’t which faction to join, but who will be the next king, isn’t it? Sir Kane.”

“Yes. As mentioned earlier, the most likely candidate for the next king is the Third Prince Herdian. However, he is not the only candidate. There are two other princes currently under consideration.”

The magical screen displayed the profiles and histories of these individuals.

“First, the Fourth Prince Jonas. He is 27 years old and the son of the Third Queen. He has a calm disposition and decisive nature, and thus holds a good reputation within the royal family. During the last palace invasion incident, he was helped by the Master, making him somewhat favorable towards our territory. However, it seems he recently decided to accept the support of the Count of Randal.”

“Darn, Count Randal of all people?”

“It seems we were a step too late.”

Some attendees expressed their disappointment.

“The next is the Fifth Prince Edrad. He is 24 years old, the son of the Fourth Queen. He hasn’t had any notable external activities and is not well known. Moreover, no clear supporting force has emerged for him.”

“Then why is he being considered as a candidate?”

If he isn’t well known and has no support, what makes him a candidate for the throne?

“The only surviving queen in the royal family is the Fourth Queen, and she is the only one who freely enters and exits the seclusion chamber of the current king, thadeus II.”

“…I see.”

Everyone understood. The matter of royal succession is straightforward. Regardless of how the power structure or reputation may stand, once the king designates a successor, support is bound to follow.

The nobles maintaining neutrality will support the designated heir unless given a compelling reason not to. The Royal Knight and the Kingdom’s Central Army will also pledge their power to the successor.

The current chaos stems from the king’s failure to designate an heir for some unknown reason.

“Of course, the situation isn’t that simple. Even if the king announces a successor, too many factions have already consolidated their power for the other princes to just accept it quietly. And if someone other than the Third Prince is designated, the Third Prince is unlikely to stay still.”

“Are you saying he might defy the king’s decision?”

“Well, if the successor doesn’t gather significant support, that’s quite likely according to our analysis team. So, I must ask. Commander Dalton of the First Combat Unit. Where does the Templeton Dukedom stand?”


All eyes turned to Dalton. The Templeton Dukedom is indisputably the most prestigious and powerful noble house in the Ruben Kingdom. The choice of the Duke could sway the line of succession.

“My grandfather, the Duke Templeton, will not take any action. He has no interest in such matters. While my father or uncles might engage to some extent, they won’t take overt actions.”

Dalton’s words made the attendees nod in understanding. The Dukedom had rarely involved itself in royal succession matters, and the Sword Duke had shown no interest when the previous king was replaced.

“In that case, it will likely come down to a power battle between the McNeil Marquisate and the Randal County. Whichever side wins…”

“It won’t be a favorable outcome for us.”

The McNeil Marquisate.

The Randal County.

Both were not on good terms with the Ashton County. Especially after confirming that the McNeil Marquisate had meddled in the past Ashton household civil war, there was no chance of allying with them.

The officers were deeply troubled, and opinions were flying around.

“In this case, isn’t it better to take an independent path?”

“We’ve already fallen out with McNeil. It might be better to team up with the Randal County and aim for an upset…”

“How about convincing the Templeton Dukedom? After all, we have Dalton…”

Most of the suggestions were coming from branch managers or interim lords among the middle tier of officers. They seemed to be feeling a sense of crisis in the current kingdom situation.

This was understandable. Whenever a king changes, purges and power reconfigurations typically follow. Given the current government considers the Ashton County and the First Viscounty as outsiders, it was only a matter of time before trouble arose.

“Everyone is overthinking this.”

Raul, who had been quietly observing the discussions, finally spoke up.

“I understand your concerns. It is indeed unsettling to sit idly by and watch the succession race unfold. But in this battle for succession, we will not make the first move.”

“……!”

“Let me ask you this. Why do you think the Templeton Dukedom has maintained its noble strength despite always remaining neutral during succession periods?”

Raul’s question prompted the people to ponder.


“Isn’t it because of the power the dukedom possesses? The strength of the Sword Duke and the knights is something even the royal family cannot ignore.”

Raul nodded at Ken’s response.

“Exactly. The dukedom has avoided the tumult of political strife because of its power. So, how are we now? Do we really need to pay heed to them?”

“No! They should be the ones wary of us!”

“Our knight order is not weak!”

Swish.

Raul drew his sword. Simultaneously, the officers of the First Knight Order led by Sir Philip sprang up and drew their swords.

Vwoom.

And from Raul and the knights’ swords, dazzling aura blades surged forth.

“……!”

“My goodness, are those all aura blades?”

“Oh my!”

Raul, Philip, Jake, Pierce, Kane, and Dalton.

From the swords of these six, unmistakable master-level aura blades were shining brightly. Additionally, from the swords of other executive-level knights like Ken, homer, davidson, and Josh, temporary aura blades arose.

As the aura blades symbolizing superhuman prowess lit up the conference room, the executives of the First Estate, as well as the Purple Guild players, watched the scene in awe.

“We are strong! We have no reason to be swayed by the trifling succession games of princes. Therefore, I declare here and now. Regardless of who becomes king, we will walk our own path! I want you to believe in me, Raul de Ashton! And in yourselves, and to fulfill your duties in your respective positions.”

“Yes, Master!”

No embarrassing shouts or applause followed. The attendees finally understood the true meaning of today’s general meeting.

Pride.

It was a gathering to instill confidence and pride in the strength of the First Estate.

‘An estate protected by six masters.’

There would be no other family in the continent with such incredible strength. And their master, Raul.

A genius among geniuses who reached the rank of master at just seventeen. What was there to feel insecure about when serving such a master?

In truth, they struggled to suppress their swelling chests and heightened emotions. They didn’t want to dilute the current sense of awe with mere displays of giddiness.

The burden of the succession race that had unsettled them so far had completely vanished from their minds.

“Let’s continue with the meeting. The next agenda item concerns the newly appeared high-grade gates…”

The meeting continued, and the expressions of the officers leaving the conference room couldn’t have been brighter. Most of the attendees had left the meeting room.

Raul, accompanied by Kane and Bernard, had a separate conversation with the top brass of the Purple Guild. Unlike earlier times, these one-on-one meetings or specific conferences with them had become more frequent, so there was no awkwardness.

“Chairman, what should the players do then? If the policy of the First Viscounty is neutrality and non-intervention, shouldn’t we instruct the players not to participate in the main scenario…?”

“No. I’m not planning to exclude players from the main scenario just because of the viscounty’s policy.”

Raul addressed players and Earth staff with formal speech. It felt less awkward that way and helped eliminate any perceived distance. Raul’s firm response left Ilwoo looking puzzled.

“Then what should we…?”

“Mr. Ilwoo.”

“Yes.”

Raul looked into Ilwoo’s eyes and asked,

“Do you truly think our territory can completely avoid the war in this succession battle?”

Ilwoo pondered Raul’s question for a moment. It had been a year since he rose to the position of Purple Guild’s Vice Master. And six months since he became the president of the First Players’ Association.

Having operated from a position of responsibility rather than as an ordinary employee, he was beginning to get accustomed to reading the broader trends.

“…It will probably be hard to avoid war. If the Third Prince ascends to the throne, the McNeil Marquisate won’t leave us alone. If our territory’s power gets exposed before that, any faction will try to pull us in or counter us. Ultimately… this scenario foretells that the entire kingdom will get dragged into war. It’s hard to imagine we would come out unscathed.”

“Correct. It’s probably just a matter of time before we get drawn in. So what do you think is best for our territory?”

Ilwoo thought he knew what Raul was aiming for.

“Profiting from the conflicts. You plan to intervene after other forces have clashed and are weakened?”

“Exactly. So, do you understand how the First Players’ Association should act now?”

“Yes, I do.”

Ilwoo was suddenly curious about Raul’s mind. Honestly, having six masters is an incredible strength. One might think of taking initiative and leading something, yet this young chairman seemed to leave nothing to chance.

He waited, hidden till the last moment, aiming for the weakened prey with utmost precision. It was easy to say but not many could actually put it into practice. The composure and foresight amazed Ilwoo.

“Ah, and make sure not to deliver it too directly as instructions. You know that, right?”

“Of course. I’ll discuss it with the guild members and coordinate it so there’s minimal resistance from the players.”

The next day.

The notice from the First Players’ Association was delivered to the players.

(To be continued…)
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『First Player Association Announcement』

We are announcing the association’s official stance regarding the current scenario. The association has decided not to intervene in the players’ choice of factions. You are free to choose based on your judgment.

However, to improve players’ rewards and treatment, the association is negotiating with several factions and forces. Once the negotiations are completed, we will post group quests related to each faction, and those interested are encouraged to apply.

Even if you participate in factions not involved in our negotiations, the association will not penalize you.

<Notice>

For those participating in the Ruben Kingdom Scenario, here are some special notes:

This is a response to the most frequent inquiry:

‘Which faction will the First Knight Order and First Viscounty join?’

The First Knight Order will remain neutral and observe during this scenario. Players who intended to proceed with the scenario alongside the First Knight Order should consider selecting a different faction for now.

<Recommendation>

The power structure in the Ruben Kingdom is currently very complex compared to other kingdoms. We advise you to be cautious in choosing a faction and to consider forming short-term contracts.

Also, be aware that the McNeil Marquisate and Randal County are factions hostile to the First Knight Order.

You are free to choose, but be cautious, as any existing merit points earned from participation with the First Knight Order and estate might be lost. If you are having difficulty selecting a faction, we recommend participating in the association’s group quests.

-Players not participating in the scenario are encouraged to engage in 『Sub-Scenario』 quests provided by the guild.

As the announcement was made, players began preparing in earnest for scenario participation.

“We must have horses! Even if they are expensive, without being part of a cavalry unit, earning merits will be tough.”

“Let’s increase our numbers first. Without enough people, it’s hard to even meet with an official.”

Guild masters shared information to gain even the slightest advantage in negotiations and prepared for war. Ordinary players also recruited parties on the bulletin boards and fueled their enthusiasm for the scenario.

Of course, the main issue on the bulletin boards was:

-Which faction should we join?


The discussions were less intense for the Leslie Kingdom, Marcus Kingdom, and Brennan Republic. The power structures of these three realms, divided into two to three factions, had been analyzed and disclosed over the past two months.

The choice was whether to join a powerful faction for stable rewards or to take a risk and support a promising underdog for a potential big gain.

-Of course, you should join the strongest faction!

-Why get treated like cheap mercenaries when we can aim for a big win with a smaller side?

While some expressed their opinions:

-Why bother? Just follow the association’s quests for the best outcome.

-Exactly. Look at the negotiation targets. Even well-off guilds find it hard to meet with Barons’ chiefs, while the association negotiates with Viscounts and above. And the quest participant numbers are entirely different. Doesn’t it just make sense?

-Huh. What’s in it for us by being loyal to the association?

-Loyalty? Not about that. Don’t say there’s nothing in it. By accumulating merit points, becoming a full member allows you to move into the First Viscounty, get free equipment rental, trade fee discounts, special quest tickets, and various other benefits.

-All those benefits will become useless if the First Viscounty falls.

-Ridiculous. If you’re so sure, go against the association. I guarantee nine out of ten will stick with the association’s quests.

-Got issues with the First Player Association? The new 『Real Player Association』 is being established. Visit our website * and join as a full member now!

-What’s with the random ad?

-They’ve been spamming the boards recently. It seems some prominent guilds created a new association. Check it out if you’re curious, lol.

Most users on the bulletin boards leaned towards following the association’s quests. Despite over a year in Connect, players still didn’t hold a high status.

They were seen as temporary hires or half-status mercenaries. Even though the number of lords seeking players had increased, trust was another issue entirely.

“How can you trust drifters who might disappear anytime? If they cause trouble and flee, how do you catch them?”

Connect residents, at least, have families, friends, and acquaintances to hold accountable. But players could just log off and disappear.

Since it’s impossible to chase them to Earth, there were no countermeasures. Even if they were highly skilled and cheap, it was natural not to entrust them with crucial missions.

This is where the 『First Player Association』 came in. Unlike players with no solid presence, the First Knight Order and First Viscounty were parts of Connect.


Moreover, with a certain level of reputation and backed by the noble Ashton County.

“If it’s the First Player Association, it’s somewhat trustworthy. They’ve even pledged to send knights to resolve any issues. Of course.”

For nobles who valued face, negotiating directly with Raul, a viscount himself, was easier. And with an expert-level knight always in charge of negotiations, trust naturally followed.

Thanks to this, the First Player Association currently offered the best pay and a wide variety of quests. Despite the main scenario, few opted to take individual commissions over the First Player Association’s structured quests.

***

『Real Player Association: Recruiting Members!』

Do you seek an association solely for genuine players?

An association composed exclusively of real players, not NPCs, has been established.

Enjoy more liberated quests.

Experience a wider range of choices.

We invite you to a haven meant only for players.

Apply for membership at…

……

……

52 guilds, including Daesung Guild, New Star Guild, and Crown Guild, have already joined the new association.

Hurry up and apply! Become the protagonist of a new history!

With flashy images and special effects, it was a website clearly crafted with great care, filled with various videos and links.

Tap.

A young man in his early thirties gently placed the tablet with the homepage on the table. He was none other than Kim Leesung.

The eldest son of New Star Group, master of New Star Guild, and chairman of the Real Player Association.


“What’s the response?”

“…It’s not far from what we anticipated.”

“Secretary Choi, you know I appreciate honesty, right?”

Despite the gentle tone, secretary Choi’s face tightened slightly as he immediately replied,

“There seem to be very few players who seriously want to join. There were initially too few interested in the first place.”

“So how many members have joined so far?”

“Apart from the initial members, about 500.”

“…….”

Kim Leesung’s eyebrow twitched. He had already anticipated that the number of members might be low.

But just 500 out of 300,000?

That was virtually negligible.

“What’s the reason?”

“Well, it’s obvious that our association offers no merit to the initial wave of Connect players. We haven’t established proper infrastructure in Free Cities. As for the existing players, they seem to hold less animosity towards the First Player Association than we expected. They don’t see a reason to switch associations, forfeiting the benefits offered by the First Player Association. Additionally, our association is primarily based on Korean guilds, limiting appeal to players from other countries….”

“…Enough. Essentially, recruiting members won’t be easy until the First Knight Order or estate collapses?”

“I apologize.”

Secretary Choi deeply bowed. But it wasn’t his fault.

‘It’s an almost impossible game from the start.’

Shortly after the Real Player Association’s announcement, the First Player Association also released a notice. Guild membership was unrestricted, but the association did not allow dual memberships.

In other words, to join another association, one had to first leave the First Player Association, something almost no one was willing to do.

Even now, the bulletin board was flooded with posts asking how to become a full member of the First Player Association in the shortest time.

‘Honestly, if it weren’t for the paycheck, I wouldn’t have taken on such an absurd project…’

The excitement at being appointed as the personal secretary to the group’s successor had turned into regret. It was clear who would be held responsible if this project failed.

‘No wonder my predecessors all avoided this position.’

But what could he do now?

The milk had been spilled; the only option left was to do his utmost. A small chance remained that if the young masters’ wishes were fulfilled and the First Viscounty did fall, secretary Choi comforted himself by envisioning a brighter future.

“So how are the negotiations with overseas guilds progressing?”

“I’ve reached out to their masters, but their response is skeptical. Guilds from the U. S. and China have suggested they would rather form their own associations and have us join theirs instead.”

“Greedy bastards. Continue to focus on cooperation over membership. They still want the First Player Association to fail as much as we do.”

“Understood.”

“This is all just an investment. When the First Player Association collapses, the first to plant a flag will naturally reap the benefits. Now they ignore us, but! When that time comes, we’ll see who’s the fool.”

Secretary Choi silently prayed that things would unfold exactly as Director Kim Leesung envisioned.

***

Clop-clop, clop-clop.

Five horses galloped along the well-paved road. Cloaks adorned with golden falcons flapped in the wind. These riders were none other than Bae Dohyun and his fellow Purple Guild members.

“First time in the Brennan Republic, huh? Have you been here before, dohyun?”

Ilwoo asked from atop his horse. Bae Dohyun chuckled as he replied, “I’ve been here a few times on missions. It’s probably the most splendid and developed place on the Connect continent.”

“By the way, are we sure it’s okay to go on our own like this? Usually, at least one member from the First Knights accompanies us.”

Linda inquired in a cheerful tone. Linda, an archer player originally from England, was currently ranked 8th overall in Connect.

“Don’t worry. Everything’s been arranged. We just need to go and do our job.”

“How strange. Usually, they’re so strict about everything. I guess being Bae Dohyun has its perks?”

Linda gave a thumbs-up, and Bae Dohyun reciprocated with a grin.

“But are we confident going on our own? They number in the hundreds, don’t they?”

Han Seohyun asked with a hint of concern in her voice. On her shoulder sat the adorable fox cub ‘Eunbyeol’, and overhead, a black hawk glided lazily in the sky. Having grown significantly, she was now the top summoner in Connect and held the 6th rank overall.

“Don’t worry. I will protect you all.”

A man in his early thirties spoke with a stern expression. With short-cropped hair and a chiseled face, he was called Meininger.

A German, his main role was a tank. Ranked 9th overall, he always took the front lines in any Purple Guild party, serving as their reliable gatekeeper.

Bae Dohyun, Kim Ilwoo, Han Seohyun, Linda, and Meininger. The five of them were heading towards the Rayson City in the Brennan Republic.

Rayson was one of the cities owned by the Tenba family, one of the influential families in the Brennan Republic. Unlike the Ruben Kingdom, which still had no open confrontations, the other three kingdoms had already commenced their battles for the throne.

The Brennan Republic had recently entered a kind of civil war, and Bae Dohyun’s team was heading to one of these conflict zones. There were several reasons for coming to the Brennan Republic instead of staying in the Ruben Kingdom.

Delamian Household.

The family that had supported Jaden, Raul’s treacherous uncle and the traitor of the Ashton County. They were one of the five major families forming the core of the Brennan Republic, and a powerful contender in the current battle for the position of High Chief.

‘Daring to touch us and aiming for the High Chief position? That won’t do.’

This was the primary reason why Raul, transformed into Bae Dohyun, was riding out himself.

(To be continued…)
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The Brennan Republic.

A nation composed of five major families and over a hundred minor houses. Unlike typical kingdoms, it was governed by a High Chief rather than a king. And the method of electing the High Chief was, “Out of a total of 1,000 voting rights, the head of the family with the most votes becomes the High Chief.”

“At least it’s similar to Earth in terms of having elections.”

“But the voters are different. The voting rights belong to the cities, not individuals.”

Indeed, Voting rights for electing the High Chief were allocated not to specific individuals or families, but to cities.

In other words, the distribution of voting rights depended on who controlled the cities designated by the state as being above a certain size.

“I hear that the number of voting rights also varies according to the city size. A standard city gets one vote, but a major city under one of the five great families can have up to five votes.”

While the rules specifying the distribution of voting rights to various cities were complex, neither Bae Dohyun nor the players found this of paramount importance.

“According to the information provided by the First Knight Order, each of the five major families holds around 100 voting rights. This means the other families share the remaining 500 voting rights….”

In response to Ilwoo’s explanation, Linda clapped her hands and exclaimed,

“So, the five major families will be working hard to secure more votes.”

“Exactly. They’ll protect families already in their alliances and try to seize votes from neutral or opposing houses.”

The High Chief’s election happens every five years. There’s no law against re-election, so long-term governance is possible if they rule well. In fact, the Larsen family had monopolized the High Chief position for nearly 20 years.

‘But the recent gate incident changed everything.’

Like other kingdoms, the capital of the Brennan Republic was also struck by the Empire’s intelligence agency’s terrorism.

As a result, many key members of the Larsen family died, and with the blame for the capital’s defense failures, the High Chief position slipped from their hands.

“Currently, the power structure in the Brennan Republic sees two of the five great families at odds. The Delamian and Boyd families are allied, while the Gallegos and McGregor families are allied. We’re heading to Rayson City, which belongs to the Tenba family, allied with the Gallegos.”

“Ugh, isn’t this all so complicated?”

Linda scratched her head and stuck out her tongue.

“Well, despite the background, our job is straightforward. Protect the Rayson City under the Tenba family. And if possible, counterattack and target the city of Zeredu under the Delamian Household.”


“So, basically, we just need to fight and win, right? Why bother explaining the background?”

Linda pouted, causing Han Seohyun to laugh.

“It’s for the broadcast, isn’t it? We might get it, but the viewers need to know the background to enjoy it fully.”

“Oh! Hello, subscribers! Please keep watching LindaTV~ Mwah!” Linda blew a kiss into the air, prompting the team to chuckle.

“Ahem. Anyway, there’s something important to keep in mind.”

“What is it?”

Linda, now more enthusiastic as if for the camera, asked.

“In this battlefield, there are many players on the opposing side. So we won’t just be fighting the soldiers of the Zeredu family but also players.”

“Whoa.”

Purple Guild.

With 100 out of a maximum of 500 members, all ranked within the top 300 in Connect, and boasting 8 out of the 9 single-digit rankers, the guild had an incredible lineup.

As a result, no players had dared to confront them in quests or scenarios. This would be their first large-scale battle or faction war against other players.

After an unnecessary exclamation, Linda shrugged and asked,

“So what? Are there any strong players I need to worry about?”

Her face showed no sign of tension. Ilwoo sighed and replied,

“Not exactly. I’ll explain. The opposing side is a guild alliance centered around New Star Guild. They’re the ones who formed the 『Real Player Association』.”

“… Oh, the ones spamming annoying comments?”

“Not a group I’m particularly fond of.” even the usually taciturn Meininger added.

While the general guild members might not care, the Purple Guild’s leadership kept a wary eye on the new association.

“I’ve heard they’re targeting us in this scenario. They’ll likely take the opposite side if we get dragged into the Ruben Kingdom’s civil war.”


“Who do these upstarts think they are!”

“Linda! We’re still recording.”

Seohyun gently stopped her, and Linda pouted.

“Oh, sorry~. But I’m not wrong, am I?”

Indeed, from their perspective, it was a guild and guild masters they’d never heard of.

“Let’s not underestimate them. They have over 50 guilds and nearly 5,000 members. And among them are a few double-digit rankers. It seems the guilds based in the Brennan Republic have gathered to participate in this city battle.”

“So they’ve got numbers. So what do we do, just be cautious?”

Linda asked, raising an eyebrow. Ilwoo smirked meaningfully.

“Actually, the opposite. I want to crush them so thoroughly they can’t even squeak.”

“Wow~ So cool! I like it.”

Bae Dohyun continued, “This battle is a sort of prelude. We need to show them who they dared to challenge.”

“Absolutely, Guild Master!”

“We’ll do our best.”

Linda and Han Seohyun responded with confident and cheerful voices, while Meininger nodded silently in agreement. Another reason why they ventured far to the Brennan Republic was to deliver a message.

A vengeful declaration against the Real Player Association for daring to provoke the First Player Association. They likely intended to take the opposite side in any quest the First Player Association issued, to interfere at every turn.

‘We don’t have to play along with that.’

Withholding the announcement of the alliance quests in the Brennan Republic, and participating in this city battle with only five members, was all part of Raul’s plan.

Preemptive strike.

The first to act wins.

Isn’t that the basic principle of battle?


‘Our first strike is gonna hurt a lot.’

A slight smile played on Bae Dohyun’s lips.

*

Ziiiing, crash!

Rumble, boom!

Huge beams of light shot out from both sides with a thunderous roar over a massive city wall.

As the massive mana beams larger than a human body flew towards the city wall, a translucent shield formed, blocking the bombardment.

From the wall, beams shot back, hitting steel structures set up in the enemy’s front line. The structures had geometric patterns glowing on them, indicating they were magical items.

Boom, crash!

With both sides firing mana cannons, it was hard to believe this place was supposed to be medieval.

“Any update from the Gallegos family?”

“No, Patriarch. With multiple city battles happening, they’ve only asked us to hold on a bit longer….”

Bang!

Foreado Tenba, the patriarch of the Tenba family, struck his shield against the wall’s parapet in frustration.

“Damn it. How much have we contributed to their cause so far! What could be more urgent than this battle?”

It had been three days since the bombardment began. The shield was holding, but there was no telling how much longer it could withstand the relentless assault.

Though it seemed like an intense back-and-forth, the reality was that their side’s cannons were outnumbered more than two to one.

‘Damn Zeredu family bastards!’

This disparity shouldn’t have existed. Mana cannons weren’t easy to acquire, nor were they cheap to operate, requiring enormous mana stones. Yet both families operated cities of similar sizes, with comparably rated militias.

What accounted for such disproportionate firepower?

It had to be significant support from the Delamian Household.

“Honestly, can we hold out for another two days?”

Patriarch Tenba asked Vicious, the city’s defense commander.

“With our current reserves, we can hold out for no more than a day. We either need more mana stones or redirect the mana used for bombardment to our defensive shield….”

If they did that, the enemy troops wouldn’t remain idle.

Until now, the enemy had been kept at bay by the long range of the mana cannons, but if the cannons ceased fire, the enemy forces would advance and set up new positions within spell range, expediting the shield’s depletion.

‘If only we could hold out for another two days, we might have a chance!’

Brennan Republic’s city sieges followed strict rules.

First, bombardments last only five days.

Mana cannons are inefficient and burn through mana stones quickly. To prevent economic strain and price volatility of mana stones, unlimited bombardments are not permitted.

Second, if a city’s shield falls within the five-day span, it’s an immediate loss for the defenders.

Merchant families formed the backbone of the Brennan Republic. A family that couldn’t maintain a shield for five days was deemed unfit to manage a city.

Third, direct bombardment of the city or large-scale personal attacks are not allowed.

True to their merchant roots, they wanted wars where there was something to gain, not pointless destruction. For defenders, it meant surviving the five-day bombardment, after which the battle would hinge on troop strength.

“Commander Vicious. Hold out as best as you can. I’ll try to secure more mana stones. The city’s wealthier residents likely have some reserves. And if it seems the shield won’t hold, no, never mind.”

“We will do our utmost.”

After the commander returned to his duties, Patriarch Foreado Tenba bit his lip.

If the city were lost, who knew how long it would take for the Tenba family to become a ruling family (one that manages a city with voting rights) again?

‘Even if it seems humiliating, I must lower my head.’

Rayson was not solely home to the Tenba family. There were native families forming the city council, families now likely contemplating whether to stay and share the city’s fate or preserve their wealth for the future.

The thought of persuading those cunning foxes to hand over their mana stones gave Foreado a headache. Just then, someone rushed towards him.

“Patriarch! There’s news from the Gallegos family!”

Foreado’s face brightened.

“Really? What did they say? Are they sending reinforcements? Or at least mana stones?”

However, the messenger’s expression was peculiar.

“Um, they said they sent reinforcements.”

“Ooh! Thank goodness. Holding out for two more days will be a breeze.”

Hearing about the Gallegos family’s reinforcements, those crafty council members would surely hand over their hoarded mana stones.

If they won, the spoils would be distributed according to contributions, and those who had turned a blind eye might even be ousted from their positions by the citizens.

“So, who did they send, and how many? The Cannon Knights or the Galea Combat Unit?”

The Cannon Knights were the elite order of the Gallegos family, while the Galea Combat Unit was a top-tier mercenary corps they employed.

“Um, well… they’ve sent the Purple Guild, a group of mercenaries composed of outsiders….”

“…Purple Guild? Outsiders?”

Foreado’s face twisted in frustration. But holding onto a sliver of hope, he asked again,

“Alright. That’s possible. So how many? At least a thousand, right? Please, say it’s so.”

“…They said they were sending a small elite force, comparable to a knight order….”

“Damn it! Are you kidding me! Aaaah!”

An unheard-of outsider guild with just a handful of men. And outsiders being described as elite, knight-order level?

It was obviously a token gesture, just enough to claim they sent reinforcements.

“What am I supposed to do now?”

Foreado seriously began to consider abandoning the city.

(To be continued…)
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Screech!

The black hawk landed on Han Seohyun’s shoulder with a cry. Being a spirit beast, it folded its talons when perching on its master’s shoulder.

“Good job, Muga.”

Seohyun petted the hawk’s head with her fingers, and a portable magical map holographically displayed the terrain near Rayson for her comrades.

The map featured detailed information about the current positions and numbers of both sides, as well as the placement of mana cannons.

“This is better than satellite photos! It’s even three-dimensional.”

Ilwoo remarked, turning the holographic display this way and that, impressed by its detailed features. The map could even zoom in to the point of distinguishing individual faces.

“The enemy’s forces number around 4,000. Of those, about 1,000 are players from the Real Player Association. They have around 20 knights and 10 mages.”

Judging by the number of troops, it seemed similar to the scale of a barony or viscountcy in the Ruben Kingdom.

What stood out was the relatively low number of knights and mages compared to the size of the army, a characteristic of the Brennan Republic.

“They prefer investing in artifacts and magical weapons over hiring knights or mages.”

In the Brennan Republic, it wasn’t uncommon to see specialized units equipped with artifacts capable of neutralizing even power armor users.

These units typically didn’t appear in smaller battlefields, though.

“On the other hand, reysen’s regular forces number about 1,500. Including conscripts and mercenaries, they could muster around 3,000. Luckily, their number of high-grade forces like knights and mages is similar to the enemy’s.”

“Isn’t that quite a serious problem? The difference in overall strength is too significant.”

Seohyun frowned slightly, reflecting the concerns of the entire group. Linda and Meininger also showed signs of concern.

“It seems the people of the Republic still don’t fully understand.”

“What players are capable of.”

The minimum level to graduate from Free Cities and accept continental quests is level 30. Level 30 might sound low, but it’s enough for basic mana manipulation.

Moreover, players can wield sword aura skills equivalent to an expert-level knight.


“Among those 1,000 players, about 100 are above level 50. You could think of it as adding a full-fledged knight order plus 900 trainee knights.”

“Without us, they’d be wiped out in no time.”

Linda remarked, shrugging her shoulders. Without the residents of the Connect continent realizing, players had grown strong enough to influence the outcome of wars.

“That’s enough about numbers. The immediate concern is the mana cannons. If the clash ends with the bombardment, everything will have been for naught.”

Bae Dohyun said, and the others nodded in agreement.

“So our targets are here and here.”

Bae Dohyun pointed to the map, and the indicated regions turned red.

“Before we enter the city, we’ll need to prepare a little gift.”

“Okay~, got it!”

The map of the enemy Zeredu family’s mana cannon positions was marked in red.

*

Booom! Bang!

A mana cannon, with a bore larger than the trunk of a giant tree, fired a beam with a thunderous roar. As the cannon fired, the rear loading hatch opened with a clank.

“Quick, reload!”

“Yes, sir!”

Artillery crews scrambled to remove the mana stones, which turned into useless rocks, and cleaned the magic circle with brushes. Some used artifacts to generate wind and cool the overheated cannon barrel, while others cleaned the muzzle with blankets.

“Can’t you feel their panic? Just a bit more effort, and we’ll finish this war here and now!”

The artillery commander shouted encouraging words to his troops. There were only ten mana cannons positioned on the city walls, and the cannon he commanded alone could match that number.

Another ten cannons were on the opposite side. Together, their overwhelming firepower was pushing the enemy shield to its breaking point.

‘If I end this war, the rewards will be huge!’


Securing the city through bombardment could mean significant rewards and possible promotions. His voice held authority as he spurred his men on.

A lieutenant approached and reported, “Commander, someone is approaching our position.”

“What? Is there new instruction from the main unit?”

Two mounted messengers were rapidly approaching. Wearing regular army uniforms, the artillery commander had no reason to doubt their identity.

“Stop! What’s the matter?”

“Stop! Stop rig… Ugh.”

As the charging mounted messengers’ weapons began to glow, the artillery commander realized something was amiss.

“They’re enemies! Defend the position!”

How had they managed to penetrate deep into their ranks and reach this point?

Before he could contemplate further, the artillery position was thrown into chaos.

Boom!

Shunk.

“Argh!”

“Knights! It’s knights attacking us!”

The dozen or so daggers Bae Dohyun controlled pierced through the chests of nearby soldiers, while mana spears erupted from his spear.

“Roar!”

Seohyun’s summoned beasts rampaged from all directions.

Zoom~ Boom!

Linda’s arrows shattered the mana cannons. Ilwoo and Meininger shielded the group from incoming arrows and spells, holding off the enemy’s counterattacks.

Clop-clop.


Without wasting any time, they broke through the artillery position and rushed towards the city.

“No, this can’t be happening!”

Fortunately, the artillery commander, who had been at the far end, preparing a mana stone replacement, managed to avoid the worst. But he clutched his head and sank to the ground in despair.

All ten mana cannons under his command were destroyed, and over half his troops lay dead. His grand plan to end the battle with the bombardment was in shambles.

*

“Patriarch! Reinforcements have arrived!”

The office door burst open, and a knight hurried in.

“Ah, really? They arrived quickly. Find a suitable place for them to rest….”

Patriarch Foreado spoke absentmindedly while reviewing documents, not even glancing up. He was preoccupied with the urgent need to procure mana stones for the bombardment.

But the knight interrupted him urgently.

“This is no time to be looking over documents. Please come to the wall immediately!”

“…What’s going on?”

“The reinforcements have destroyed the enemy’s mana cannons!”

“What! Is that true?”

Jumping up from his seat in sheer astonishment, Foreado couldn’t even process the knight’s subsequent words.

“Where are they? I must see this for myself!”

For the first time since the city siege began, the furrows on his brow eased. Bae Dohyun’s group received an enthusiastic welcome, almost to the point of reverence.

Saving a city on the brink of defeat warranted such treatment, and Patriarch Foreado Tenba’s zeal added to the fervor. Considering he was so close to surrendering, he likely viewed them as saviors.

Hence, despite them being outsiders, he treated Bae Dohyun’s group with near-knightly respect.

“Hahaha, it feels reassuring to have you here! How did you manage to arrive precisely in our moment of need?”

It had been two days since their arrival. Rayson City had survived the bombardment thanks to the limited time restriction on the offensive.

Having lost half their artillery, the attackers made desperate attempts to break through the shield, but ultimately failed. Seeing how determined the defenders were, influential families of the city provided their hoarded mana stones.

This reprieve led to a temporary lull in the battle. It was merely a pause to prepare for a siege rather than a bombardment, and during this interval, Patriarch Foreado hosted a small banquet for Bae Dohyun’s group.

“This is a bit much, isn’t it?”

“If you don’t wipe that smile off your face, no one will believe you’re uncomfortable.”

“Oh, it’s all for business, for business.”

Linda and Ilwoo, dressed smartly, mingled throughout the banquet hall. Ilwoo escorted Linda away from the bothersome advances of some men.

On the other side, Meininger, surrounded by a group of young women, sipped his wine with a stoic expression, while Seohyun had already returned to her quarters, uncomfortable with the setting.

Meanwhile, Bae Dohyun was having a private conversation with Patriarch Foreado and General Vicious.

“Is it true?”

“It’s information we verified ourselves.”

Upon hearing Bae Dohyun’s report on the enemy’s strength, the mayor’s expression darkened slightly.

“General Vicious, what do you think?”

“If Sir Bae Dohyun’s intel is accurate, defending the city with our current forces will not be easy. But don’t worry. A siege isn’t won by numbers alone.”

Bae Dohyun nodded in agreement.

“We’ll take responsibility for dealing with the players, or rather, the outsiders. You, Patriarch, should focus on the enemy’s regular troops and their command.”

“Hmmm. You said there were a thousand of them, didn’t you? It’s not that I don’t trust you, but can five of you really handle that many on your own?”

Bae Dohyun confidently touched his chest with his fist.

“Not all outsiders are the same. We’ll demonstrate our capabilities tomorrow. So please….”

“…Very well. I’ll grant permission. It’s a situation where we must rely on your efforts. I wish you the best of luck.”

“Thank you.”

As Bae Dohyun departed, Foreado turned to General Vicious.

“Can we truly rely on them? This is an honorable position we’re entrusting them with.”

“Indeed it is, but we’re not like the knights of the Ruben Kingdom. We know what’s more important.”

“You are the only one I can truly count on. Even if Sir Bae Dohyun fails, I will depend on you, General.”

“Of course. We’ll protect this city ourselves.”

Honestly, taking out the mana cannon positions was impressive, but it was more a victory of strategy and luck than sheer skill. Confidence was good, but whether they could stand against real knights was questionable.

‘I hope they don’t just end up boosting the enemy’s morale.’

They still had no idea of the true capabilities of Bae Dohyun’s team.

*

The next morning, the Zeredu side advanced their forces early, preparing for a siege.

With 4,000 troops in formation, equipped with ladders, battering rams, siege towers, and other siege weapons, the soldiers on the city wall were visibly tense.

But just before the battle was set to begin.

Creak.

The city gate opened, and someone rode out to halt between the two armies.

Clamor, clamor.

As the sudden appearance of a knight caused a stir among the attacking forces,

Whirl.

Twirling his spear above his head and then pointing it at the enemy, he shouted,

“To the barbaric invaders I say this. My name is Bae Dohyun! Master of the Purple Guild and knighted by the First Viscounty! Is there anyone among you with the courage to face me in single combat?”

He was none other than Bae Dohyun, standing proudly in the middle of the battlefield, clad in white armor with a purple cloak adorned with a golden falcon.

“Bae Dohyun? Purple Guild? First Viscounty? Has anyone heard of these?”

In the Zeredu camp, A man with a long mustache, his face filled with amusement, asked. This was Kudre Zeredu, the head of the Zeredu family.

“Hahaha, where on earth is this place attached?”

“What, is he requesting a knight’s duel? Did he crawl out from some backwater of the Ruben Kingdom?”

The ten or so knights standing behind Kudre burst into laughter. Then an adjutant approached and reported to Kudre.

“That man is an outsider. And it seems he’s the one who destroyed our artillery a few days ago.”

“What! An insolent outsider pretending to be a knight! This is outrageous!”

Adding the insult of the sneak attack on their artillery, Kudre’s face turned red with anger.

“Someone, bring me that wretch’s head right now!”

Kudre commanded, but no one stepped forward.

‘Meeting a mercenary’s challenge to a duel would be a farce.’

The knights were reluctant, thinking they wouldn’t gain anything from it. Noticing this, Kudre’s anger began to rise.

At that moment, “May I take on that task?”

Kim Leesung, the guild master of New Star Guild, wearing a sly smile, proposed to Kudre.

(To be continued…)
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The Connect game had long been without proper Player vs. Player (PvP) content. There were unofficial tournaments, like the First Academy recruitment exams, but these had long since devolved into content meant primarily for beginners.

Naturally, people were curious.

-How strong are the rankers really?

It had been a year since the official Connect rankings were established. The criteria had been somewhat disclosed. Levels, skill proficiency, contributions via quest completions, reputation, and so on. This meant that rankings weren’t solely based on strength.

Moreover, experienced players understood a common point.

-As levels increase and get closer to the max level, the gap between top rankers narrows.

This was expected. In the beginning, levels and proficiency rose easily, but later, it became incredibly difficult, as if hitting a plateau. Connect was no different.

Currently, the average level of the top 300 high rankers was 65. Kim Ilwoo, ranked second overall, was at level 68. Just a mere 3-level difference.

Additionally, from ranks 5 to 50, all players were level 67. This meant that, in terms of levels, the gap between top-tier players was practically non-existent.

‘Of course, Bae Dohyun is a bit of an exception.’

Level 70. He was the only player to have reached level 70, maintaining a 2-level lead over the second ranker.

However, Kim Leesung, the guild master of the New Star Guild, did not put much weight on this fact. What had become increasingly clear was that—

-Bae Dohyun was a special target of the First Knight Order’s management.

Unlike other Purple Guild members, he rarely appeared in regular or group quests. Why?

Because he was monopolizing the highly lucrative quests that the First Knight Order provided exclusively for him. Analysts speculated as much. The rate at which he leveled up would have been impossible without such benefits.

‘In other words, he’s like their mascot.’

First Knight Order was showcasing that the number one player was with them, receiving special care. Thus, Kim Leesung didn’t think Bae Dohyun possessed anything extraordinarily unique.

‘He’s probably either a Connect Company affiliate or has some shady connections.’

However, this didn’t mean he underestimated him. The few videos of Bae Dohyun’s gameplay showed he wasn’t without skill.

But that was it. The level of skill Bae Dohyun displayed was something predictable for a player at his level. It wouldn’t have been much without the fanbase he developed early in the game.


Kim Leesung wasn’t alone in this belief.

“Leave it to me. I’m confident I can win.”

This came from Cho Minchan, a representative of the New Star Guild and ranked 93rd overall. Though his level was 66, he was brimming with confidence. Cho Minchan had connected to Connect three months later than the initial players.

Despite this, thanks to his extraordinary talent and the support of the New Star Guild, he rapidly grew in strength and eventually entered the double-digit rankers’ bracket.

‘If I had joined three months earlier, that top rank would be mine.’

In reality, he was a human weapon, holding a 5th dan in Kendo, a 4th dan in Hapkido, and more than 20 dan combined in various martial arts. He had also served in the military as a Special Forces operative and had been recruited by the New Star Group for his current position after a stint in private security.

But while Cho Minchan was brimming with confidence, Kim Leesung remained the rational strategist.

“Cho Minchan, Park Kyungbaek, Lee Sangwoo, Kang Dohun, Lee Jaehyun. You’re up. Show that fool what reality is.”

“…Understood.”

Although Cho Minchan wore a disgruntled expression, he eventually bowed his head. No matter his rank, Kim Leesung was his superior. Kim Leesung bared a smile at Bae Dohyun.

‘What an idiot. Did he really think we’d respond to a one-on-one duel like knights from a fairy tale?’

Perhaps some of the knights would frown upon such tactics, calling them dishonorable.

But what did that matter?

As they said, players were nothing more than lowly mercenaries.

‘Victory is all that counts.’

Even if Bae Dohyun decided to flee upon seeing five opponents, it wouldn’t matter. Running away after boasting about a duel would be amusing enough.

‘And if he takes the bait, even better.’

As announced, every player now faced penalties for dying. Losing one’s life meant diminished levels and skill proficiency, not to mention being locked out of the game for several days.

Critics might condemn the five-versus-one match, but many would cheer if the top-ranked player fell.

‘Either way, we don’t lose.’


The five players Kim Leesung had sent were all rankers above level 60. No matter how strong the top player was, he couldn’t possibly beat five high-ranking players single-handedly.

In the community, it was a widely accepted belief that there was almost no difference in skill among the top 500 rankers. While a one-on-one might be possible, a single player couldn’t take on two other top rankers and win—a conclusion reached by various guild assessments.

‘A hasty generalization.’

Kim Leesung was unaware that he had fallen into a common logical fallacy.

*

Murmurs spread. Five players rode towards Bae Dohyun from the Zeredu family’s ranks. The soldiers didn’t understand the situation at first, but they caught on when the five players aimed their weapons at Bae Dohyun.

“Boo!”

“Cowards!”

While the guards on the walls jeered, the soldiers of the Zeredu family fell silent.

“Is this really alright?”

“Aren’t they just lowly mercenaries? We should be grateful they accepted the duel.”

“Well, yes, but…”

The head of the Zeredu family, Kudre, showed interest rather than concern.

As a merchant, he appreciated Kim Leesung’s choice. But the knights wore disapproving looks.

‘This doesn’t seem right.’

Still, the situation was already unfolding. They waited to see what Bae Dohyun would choose.

“If you turn back now, we won’t pursue you.”

Cho Minchan pointed his longsword at Bae Dohyun.

“There’s no need to spare him. Let’s just take him down here.”

“We’re already going to be called cowards, why let him go?”


But the others seemed to think differently.

“Shut up! Don’t you have any pride?”

“…”

‘If you had a problem with this, you should have spoken to the guild master. Why complain now?’

Suppressing the discontent of his guildmates, Cho Minchan spoke to Bae Dohyun again.

“I’ll keep it short. Leave quietly, and we’ll meet again on the battlefield.”

In his mind, he was thinking of preserving Bae Dohyun’s dignity and proving his skill in a fair fight….

“My name is Bae Dohyun! Is there not a single knight in the Zeredu family with the guts to face me? If you have no will to fight, pack up and leave now!”

Bae Dohyun shouted fearlessly, as if no one stood before him.

‘This bastard…!’

Fury welled up in Cho Minchan at being treated as if he were invisible.

“Attack!”

“Kill the bastard!”

“Let’s see how good you really are!”

All five New Star Guild members charged at Bae Dohyun at once.

And then light flashed.

“Rolling Spin… Guh.”

“Power Smash… Gah!”

“Urk.”

Without much exertion, five yellow mana spears from the tip of Bae Dohyun’s spear pierced their hearts.

Thud. Thump.

The skills they were about to unleash didn’t even get to activate and vanished in vain.

From a distance, it was hard to see, but each of them had a small dagger embedded near what could be assumed to be their lower abdomens.

‘Idiots.’

Bae Dohyun clicked his tongue inwardly. If they had planned a five-person assault, they should have included archers or mages, not only close-combat fighters.

At least then he would have had to swing his spear a few more times. Binding their bodies temporarily with invisible psychokinesis and morphing his mana spear to finish them off wasn’t difficult at all for Bae Dohyun.

“My name is Bae Dohyun! Is there no one among you who can swing a weapon properly?”

His impassive voice echoed across the battlefield.

“H-how…?”

Kim Leesung stared at Bae Dohyun with his mouth agape, unable to believe what he was seeing.

“Is that even possible? All five of them were rankers!”

“Did anyone see what happened?”

Restlessness spread among the players. After all, the five that had just fallen effortlessly were some of the best rankers among the over a thousand players present.

On the other hand, the soldiers of the Zeredu family were not amused.

“What was that? If they were going out there, they should have at least swung their swords properly.”

“These mercenaries’ skills… What were they even doing out there?”

“Wouldn’t it have been better to just send out our knights?”

He cast a sidelong glance at the place where the players were and clicked his tongue. And the head of the Zeredu family, Kudre, was outraged….

“What idiotic fools! What a disgrace!”

Clang!

He flung the teacup he had been drinking from on top of the carriage, raging furiously.

“Bertio! Get out there and bring me that bastard’s head! Now!”

“Yes, my lord!”

Knight Bertio, who had been standing near the carriage, quickly adjusted his armor and spurred his horse onto the battlefield.

Although he was a beginner-level Expert, he was among the top five knights in the Zeredu family’s order.

“Come at me, you scoundrel!”

He shouted as he charged, wielding his spear.

“My name is Bertio! A knight of the prestigious Zeredu family’s Jexa Emerald Order! How dare a mere outsider claim to be a knight! I will teach you some manners!”

Whirl, whirl, whirl!

Bertio twirled his three-meter-long spear with ease, showcasing his skill.

“Come at me!”

Fwoosh!

Bertio infused his spear with a blue mana sphere and called out confidently. And in the next moment.

Bang! Crash!

With a heavy impact, Bertio was unseated from his horse.

‘… What just happened?’

Gasping for breath, he quickly regained his stance, his eyes filled with confusion.

“Hoho. An armor user, I see? I hadn’t expected that.”

Bae Dohyun looked down at him leisurely from his horse, resting his spear on his shoulder. Despite the humiliating situation, Bertio couldn’t afford to relax.

If not for his power armor, he might have ended up like the mercenaries who’d been taken down in a single strike.

“People say the Brenan Republic is wealthy, and they weren’t wrong. To give power armor to someone with such limited skill. Such a thing is unthinkable in the Luven Kingdom, tsk tsk.”

“You dare insult me! A savage outsider who can’t even handle armor!”

Bertio lunged with his spear, attacking Bae Dohyun. Unlike before, he was now utilizing the full output of his power armor, showcasing his true skills.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The force and speed behind his spear strikes were indeed formidable compared to his initial attack. Seeing this, Bae Dohyun also grasped his spear with both hands and seriously met Bertio’s attacks.

Then, Bae Dohyun’s hands began to demonstrate the Greer Marquisate’s spear technique, 『Fury Wave (A+)』.

Thwack! Bang! Babababam!

One minute was enough.

Caught in the net of a yellow mana sphere, Bertio couldn’t even stand properly, like a drunken man, and was beaten unilaterally.

The protective field of his power armor shattered like glass, scattering into the air, and Bae Dohyun’s spear had pierced Bertio’s heart.

“Waaaah!”

For the first time, a great cheer of victory erupted from atop the fortress walls. And from the Zeredu camp, “Kill that bastard! Get out there and kill him now!”

Following Kudre’s command, 4,000 troops began rushing towards Bae Dohyun.

The full-scale siege had begun.

(To be continued)
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Rrumble, rrumble.

The siege engines creaked and groaned as they lumbered forward.

“Waaaah!”

“Fire! Don’t let them return!”

Fwoosh.

The orderly ranks of soldiers began to advance with a resounding cheer, while some archers and mages unleashed arrows and spells.

“Hmm.”

Bae Dohyun, watching from atop his horse, lightly swung his spear to deflect a few arrows that had come near.

‘Impatient, aren’t they? I thought they’d fight at least once or twice more.’

Had they done so, he could have crushed their spirit even more thoroughly. While he considered this with slight regret, spells began to arrive near him.

Bang! Boom!

Of course, none of them reached Bae Dohyun. Over ten mana-infused daggers accurately intercepted the spell cores heading towards him, dismantling the attacks.

Thud, thud, thud!

Bae Dohyun theatrically twirled his spear to deflect the arrows, then swung it wide and shouted.

“I warn you! Anyone who sets foot on the walls of Rayson City will not return alive!”

Bae Dohyun’s voice, amplified by Rabel’s magic, swept through the enemy lines. Perhaps it was the forcefulness of his tone, but their footsteps seemed to hesitate slightly.

Bae Dohyun then turned his horse around without reluctance.

‘No need to go on a rampage here. This is Bae Dohyun, not Raul.’

He had achieved his goal. He had shown the presumptuous players that not all rankers are equal, and boosted the morale of his outnumbered allies.

There was no reason to fight them on the plains when he had the advantage of the walls. Some of the enemy knights gave chase, but as he neared the fortress, they gave up and retreated.


Screeeech, boom.

“Waaaah!”

As he returned through the slightly opened gate, countless soldiers and citizens greeted Bae Dohyun with cheers and applause.

“Amazing, sir Bae Dohyun! Truly impressive!”

“They were not difficult opponents. The real battle starts now, so I shall head to the walls at once.”

“Oh, as expected. Please take care of it!”

Head of the household, Foreado, handed a wine-filled canteen to Bae Dohyun with an expression of admiration. Bae Dohyun slightly bowed his head, accepted it, and ascended the walls.

Illwoo and the guild members standing at the gate gave him thumbs up.

“The plan remains the same. Even if armor users appear, there’s no need to worry. They’re much inferior to the First Knight Order.”

“Leave it to us. We’ll show them that Bae Dohyun isn’t the only impressive one in the Purple Guild!”

The guild members looked confident, and Bae Dohyun trusted them.

“Good. Let’s make them painfully realize who they’ve made enemies with.”

“Okay!”

They dispersed to different parts of the walls. The siege had begun.

***

Piiiiiing.

“Screech…!”

The arrow Linda lightly fired pierced the chest of an approaching enemy soldier about 150 meters away. It flew straight, almost like a crossbow bolt rather than a conventional arrow.

“Impressive. The level is certainly high.”

Linda licked her lips and muttered to herself. Of course, she wasn’t referring to the soldiers’ skills. She was talking about the quality of the soldiers’ equipment.


They looked like ordinary soldiers, but the arrow lost its force after penetrating just one body. Her arrows, which could pierce through two or three monsters with one shot, indicated that they were wearing quite high-quality armor.

“Now that I’ve tested the waters, shall we start in earnest?”

It was her time before they could approach the fortress walls.

Clank.

Three unusually large arrows, more than three times the size of regular arrowheads, were loaded onto the bowstring at once.

“Go!”

Thwack.

With a heavy sound that couldn’t be mistaken for the release of arrows, three arrows flew towards the enemy formation, leaving red trails in their wake.

Boom!

“Arrgh!”

“My arm!”

The scene was too destructive to believe it was caused by only three arrows. The arrowheads exploded just before impact, borrowing the power of mana to tear fragile human bodies apart.

The three arrows, which burst out in a fan shape, claimed the lives of over thirty soldiers in an instant. Dozens of nearby soldiers caught in the explosion bled from the shrapnel, and, above all, fear was evident in their eyes.

The problem was that those three arrows were not the only ones.

Boom! Boom!

Explosions continued wherever her arrows flew.

“Darn… they’re responding faster than I thought.”

Her 『Scatter Shot』 took down over a hundred soldiers but was quickly blocked. The enemy had deployed shield-bearers of squad leader level, who used mana to defend.

She switched arrows.

Unusually, the entire arrow from the tip to the shaft was black.


Clank, thud!

Thunk!

Her arrow pierced through the shield and embedded itself in the neck of an enemy squad leader. And in the next moment.

Boom!

Another scatter shot dug into the gap and swept through the enemy formation.

“Let’s see you block this.”

Her hands moved busily as she continued shooting arrows.

*

“Spread out! Shield-bearers, block those projectiles for sure!”

Commanders hurriedly spread out the formation to minimize damage. They knew that arrows infused with mana could easily pierce through shields, but they had never encountered arrows that exploded so broadly.

It was only when the squires, who had been on standby to counter magic, were deployed that the damage slightly lessened.

“The soldiers are taking too many casualties. What should we do?”

Casualties in a siege were expected. Frankly, the soldiers’ role was merely to place ladders against the walls and create pressure. The real task of seizing the fortress walls belonged to knights of at least apprentice level who could wield mana.

But at this rate, the soldiers might all be exhausted before they could even place the ladders or siege engines against the walls.

“Deploy the mercenaries.”

The field commander made a decision, frowning. Originally, the mercenaries were supposed to be deployed after the ladders were set to secure space on the walls, but the situation was dire.

Flap.

As a rider waved a flag, the formation of soldiers spread wide, creating a path. And through that path appeared the players.

The players from the Real Player Association began moving toward the fortress walls, each holding their respective weapons.

***

Whizz!

Bae Dohyun’s arrow pierced through the forehead of a player. The surrounding players, startled, hid behind their shields, fidgeting.

“As expected.”

Bae Dohyun looked down at the battlefield with a bitter smile. The attacking formation, which had approached with such momentum, was now in utter disarray.

The initial orderly advance was gone, and they were scattered haphazardly, advancing in fits and starts, hiding behind their shields. There was still a distance of about 70 to 80 meters between them and the fortress walls.

At this rate, one might wonder if they would ever reach the walls. The enemy’s strategy of pushing players to the forefront to mitigate long-range attacks wasn’t bad.

Unlike the soldiers, the players had effectively defended against Linda’s Scatter Shots and the magic attacks from the Tenba family mages. Their shields and armor were crafted from monster materials.

Shield spells and protective magic from mage players. Blessings and buffs from cleric players.

When combined, they efficiently blocked mana-infused arrows and magic spells. Their coordinated response in guild-formed parties was admirable, but…

“If the balance breaks, it’s all for naught.”

Whizz!

Bae Dohyun’s arrow pierced through a tank player’s shield and impaled two more players. Even without imbuing his arrows with aura, penetrating such defenses wasn’t difficult for Bae Dohyun.

“It doesn’t even stand out, so it’s easy to show my true skills.”

For players around level 50, Bae Dohyun’s prowess was overwhelming. Having surpassed level 100, known as the demonic wall, and reached the level of a master, even his ordinary arrows were extremely threatening.

When Bae Dohyun took down a tank, the mage and cleric players were exposed to attacks.

Boom! Swoosh!

As expected, a volley of fire magic and arrows rained down on them, turning them into sieves.

“Next is over there.”

Whizz~ Thunk!

Bae Dohyun’s arrow sniped the tank of the foremost party. The subsequent concentrated attacks wiped out that party completely. As this happened, the attacking formation fell apart entirely.

The players realized that stepping forward would make them targets.

“Screw this, why should I take the hit?”

“Let’s just pretend to walk.”

If they died first, the death penalty would outweigh the quest rewards even if the siege succeeded. It seemed like more trouble than it was worth. Who would want to volunteer as a target, even in a game?

“Run now! Don’t you know the faster you get to the walls, the less damage you’ll take?”

“Guild leader’s orders! Get out there, now!”

“Do you want to be kicked out of the guild? Follow the orders!”

Despite the shouts and threats from Real Player Association officers, the players remained unyielding. They reluctantly moved forward with their shields, but as soon as a few arrows flew their way, they recoiled and stopped moving again.

Some archers and mages tried to counterattack from behind the shields, but it was largely ineffective.

The defenders also had sturdy shields, and while the large barrier that blocked magical artillery had stopped, the basic magical defenses surrounding the fortress walls were still in place.

“The commanders must be losing their minds. Hehe.”

Indeed, the soldiers of the Jereedu family were belatedly rushing towards the wall. But with the players’ formation already in disarray and blocking the path like obstacles, it was no different from being stuck.

In short, it was a total mess. The only regret was not being able to significantly reduce the number of those foolish players.

Aside from Bae Dohyun and the members of the Purple Guild, there wasn’t enough firepower to deal with the players hiding tightly behind their shields.

“Well, does it matter?”

The outcome wouldn’t change anyway.

“Charge!”

“Get up there quickly!”

“Push forward!”

The attacking side, which had been hesitating for so long, finally reached the fortress walls.

Ironically, the ladders were set after the battering rams and siege towers arrived, meaning the soldiers had barely fulfilled their roles.

Siege ladders, large enough for three or four people to climb simultaneously, were set. Siege towers that allowed them to walk up to wall height and cross over via bridges.

These siege weapons clung to various parts of the wall, and as soldiers belatedly set their ladders, the real melee began.

The soldiers on the walls were desperately trying to push away the ladders, stab with spears, and fire crossbows to knock enemies off the walls.

“Do not allow them any space!”

“You don’t need to kill them! Just push them off!”

The walls were about 15 meters high. Falling from such height while armored would surely be fatal.

For a while, the soldiers attempted to assault the walls but were repelled, and finally, players began to set foot on the walls via the siege ladders and towers.

“Damn, now we’re all dead!”

“Don’t go for the soldiers, target the commanders first! We need to rack up the guild points!”

At least level 30, players, capable of wielding mana and armed with knight-grade skills, were a significant threat to the defenders. At least, they should have been.

“Good grief. I’m tired of waiting. Let’s finish this quickly.”

Pop, pop, pop.

“What the…?”

“…Damn you, Kim Ilwoo.”

Kim Ilwoo’s clones emerged from the shadows of the players inside the siege tower.

Swoosh, slash!

A bloody storm erupted within the siege tower. When the gray sword qi dissipated, the twenty-odd players on the upper levels were reduced to bloody heaps.

“Let’s see, where next?”

Kim Ilwoo’s figure seeped into the ground like a shadow.

Boom! Crash!

“Is that a tank?!”

“Someone do something!”

Whoosh! Crash!

“Argh!”

In front of another siege tower. A giant, nearly 2 meters tall, stood blocking the players with a shield as large as his stature and a morningstar bristling with menacing spikes.

He was Meininger, the main tank of the Purple Guild.

When he charged forward with his shield, players standing atop the siege tower toppled over like bowling pins, and when he swung his morningstar, three players caught in its trajectory were flung out, breaking through the siege tower’s wall.

Thud. Crash.

“Ugh.”

Meininger stomped a downed player’s head with his spiked iron boots, causing blood to splatter.

“…Come at me.”

The players unconsciously took a step back.

“Kreee!”

“Woof, woof!”

Among the players and soldiers climbing the siege ladders, dagger-wielding monkeys rampaged.

“The sword won’t pierce!”

“Agh! Their fur is prickly!”

Those who barely managed to climb the walls had their throats bitten off by fox and wolf summons.

“Flame Shot!”

Fwoosh~ Boom!

Han Seohyun, with a phoenix perched on her shoulder, fired a flaming arrow, setting an entire ladder ablaze.

“This is cheating! How can her summons be higher level than a master?”

One player shouted with eyes wide open after checking the information. Han Seohyun was level 67, but all her summons were over level 70.

Crunch!

But his head was soon crushed by the giant paw of a white bear.

“Aaah~ Nooo!”

Two more players, grabbed by the talons of a giant eagle with a wingspan of about 5 meters, were dragged screaming into the sky.

As Bae Dohyun had warned, none who set foot on the walls that day lived to tell the tale.

(To be continued)
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– Good day, viewers. Welcome to 『Connect Broadcasting Desk』, bringing you the latest from Connect over the past week.

– The broadcast about Connect was airing on a regular channel, not a cable network. People who were chatting about various topics shifted their focus.

– Today’s feature covers the urban battle in the Brennan Republic, specifically the much-discussed battle for Rayson City, involving many players. Our correspondent, Kim**, brings us the details.

– Yes, the siege of Rayson City, which garnered much attention due to the confrontation between the Real Player Association and the Purple Guild, concluded just two days ago. Many experts and community members predicted a sweeping victory for the Real Player Association, but what was the actual outcome?

Footage of the siege of Rayson City played on the screen.

– As you can see, the result was a decisive victory for the Purple Guild. Just five top-ranking members of the Purple Guild nearly massacred the thousand players from the Real Player Association…

The broadcast then showed the outcomes and follow-up information about the battle.

The community was ablaze with various discussions after watching the broadcast.

– Congratulations! Purple Guild’s victory! I always believed in them!

– Honestly, I was a bit worried, but after seeing the footage, I wonder why I ever doubted. You really can’t trust so-called experts.

– Despite the numbers gap, I thought it wouldn’t matter; Rankers are truly on another level.

– I knew this would happen when the no-name association tried to pick a fight with the well-established Purple Guild, haha.

I got chills when Dohyun started riding out alone. Forget those idiots who took him on 1-on-5; when he started beating up knights, it was incredible!

– Where are all those analysts who said players could never beat knights one-on-one?

– Seeing Dohyun gave me hope. It shows that with effort, players can surpass NPCs!

— Nope, still can’t.

— Anyone who has sparred one-on-one with instructors in the Free City without skills knows how absurd it is. The instructors aren’t even knights. If you meet a knight in a territory war, just consider yourself dead.

– Honestly, aren’t Bae Dohyun and Purple Guild Rankers way too strong? It felt like the average player stood no chance against them.

Even after a year and three months since the game started, players still viewed knights as an insurmountable obstacle.

– Of course, melee class players above level 50 could wield a mana blade (sword qi).


– If we can use mana blades and various skills, how are we different from knights?

Many second-job players thought like this until they clashed swords with knights on the battlefield.

Those expensive skills that players cherished. For NPC knights who wield mana blades, those are just variations of sword techniques.

Could a layperson beat a professional athlete if given the same physical capabilities and equipment?

Throw in power armor, and knights, especially power armor users, were unbeatable monsters to players. But Bae Dohyun shattered that belief.

And with scenes of Kim Ilwoo and Meininger bringing enemy knights to their knees during the siege, it was no wonder the community was in an uproar.

***

The siege of Rayson City concluded with a decisive victory for the defenders. The rankers of the Purple Guild, who revealed their true capabilities, were literally overwhelming.

Though Bae Dohyun was a trump card, the exploits of other guild members like Kim Ilwoo and Han Seohyun were also remarkable.

They not only swept away the players from the Real Player Association but also took down the enemy knights. They even finished the battle by themselves.

When the fight on the walls turned favorable, the enemy command tried to flee, abandoning their troops.

Bae Dohyun, who anticipated this, chased them with Ilwoo, using psychokinetic platforms, while Seohyun’s gigantic summoner, the black hawk ‘Muk,’ carried Seohyun and Linda to flank the enemy.

In the end, the enemy leadership was captured alive by the Purple Guild, thus concluding the city battle.

The Tenba family not only defended the Rayson City but also achieved the best possible outcome by annexing the city of the Jereedu family, who had initiated the war.

With the Jereedu family’s leader and high command captured and their forces decimated, they had no choice.

Clip-clop, clip-clop.

Bae Dohyun and his party were once again traveling down the official road. Their number had increased to about twenty. Other members of the Purple Guild had joined them.

“Tsk. I expected it, but I can’t believe they escaped so quickly.”

Linda clicked her tongue in disappointment. They had missed catching Kim Ilsang and other senior members of the New Star Guild and the Ripple Association.

They stayed in the rear throughout the battle and teleported away just as defeat loomed and their main forces showed signs of retreat.


Their guild members and association members were still fighting at the walls.

“Let it go. Those small fry are not worth our concern anymore. Killing them once wouldn’t deal a significant blow anyway. In fact, their escape might turn out to be better for us.”

Ilwoo’s words made sense. Had they stayed and fought to the end, taking care of their members, they might have lost their lives but would have retained their trust.

But they chose to escape, which would be fatal for a fledgling association.

Players wouldn’t trust their leaders, and the nobles of Connect who observed the battle wouldn’t see them as more than mercenaries.

“Still, it really irks me. It reminds me of a former boss who dodged responsibility after making us do all the work. Next time, I’ll definitely take his head off.”

Linda’s sharp tone caused Ilwoo to only shrug his shoulders.

“Guild master, who’s our next opponent?”

Meininger asked, and Bae Dohyun replied with a grin.

“Our next opponent in the city battle is…”

***

– Purple Guild. Unstoppable 6-game winning streak in the Brennan Republic civil war!

– King Maker! Witness the terrorizing march of the Purple Guild!

– Brennan Republic civil war. The Gallegos-McGregor alliance gains the upper hand thanks to the Purple Guild’s exploits.

A month after the battle for Rayson City. The activities of the Purple Guild, led by Bae Dohyun, were dazzling.

Though not grand battles, they participated in five city battles for small towns that had voting rights and emerged victorious each time.

Rankers of the Purple Guild, with participants ranging from a minimum of five to twenty depending on the situation, fully showcased their skills.

Double-digit rankers tore through local city knights as if they were nothing, demonstrating their overpowering strength.

Even mid-to-low-tier rankers, while not overwhelming knights, proved that they could at least stand toe-to-toe with them.

In the Brennan Republic, the Purple Guild began to be referred to not just as mercenaries, but as a knight order.


Naturally, their value and treatment rose, and the Purple Guild’s branch in the Brennan Republic was bustling with emissaries from various noble families.

The First Player Association also began their full activities. Right after the siege of Rayson City, the association unveiled their recommended group quest.

Purple Association Recommends New Quest!

– Once again, all experts’ predictions missed the mark! The association kept its promise.

– Purple Association. Negotiations completed with all factions in the four kingdoms equally. The choice is left to the guilds and players!

After the association’s announcement.

Many experts predicted that the Purple Association would offer quests biased towards certain factions. They thought the quests would be centered around factions similar or friendly to the First Knight Order’s alignment.

Those who disliked the Purple Association were vocal, claiming the association would manipulate players to suit their agendas.

However, the association’s actions were completely different. The association negotiated with all factions vying for the throne. And all factions unanimously accepted the Purple Association’s proposals.

To them, the association was no different from a mercenary guild.

Just as mercenary guilds do not enter exclusive contracts with specific kingdoms or factions, the Purple Guild kept its doors open to all.

And as promised to the players, significant rewards and treatment were guaranteed. The factions that observed the battle of Rayson City recognized the players’ abilities and potential.

Naturally, the players were thrilled.

Although participating in the association’s quests required meeting various conditions, the rewards were on a different scale compared to what individuals or guilds could typically earn.

Of course, not everyone welcomed this situation.

– Ripple Association. Claims “Purple Association is deceiving players. Offering choices is merely a facade!” and criticizes the Purple Association.

Some experts evaluated the Purple Association’s quests as mere window-dressing.

– Players following the Purple Guild’s choices. Is this true freedom of choice?

– Some major media outlets began to criticize the Purple Association collectively.

The reason was the Purple Guild. Regardless of the association’s quests, the Purple Guild began their activities in specific factions in each country.

Their 100 guild members were divided into units of ten to twenty and participated in territorial battles across different countries.

The result: victories in 18 out of 19 battlefields.

The one loss was in a minor battlefield where regular knight orders appeared, escalating the war, resulting in an unresolved territorial battle.

This naturally birthed the perception that following the Purple Guild guarantees victory.

Initially, many participated on the opposing side of the Purple Guild, but a month later, no one stood against them.

This was why opponents of the association and some media began to criticize it. However, the players’ reactions were quite different.

– Why are there articles criticizing the association? Shouldn’t they be praising it instead?

– You’re right. Thanks to the association, quest rewards have been great. Is there still anyone playing alone and missing out on these association quests?

– Criticizing the association isn’t entirely wrong. Honestly, everyone is just following the Purple Guild, right? It’s almost like we don’t have real choices.

– Got you, spy! Real Player Association agent, get lost~

– There are still people who think the Purple Association and the Purple Guild are the same. The association and guild are separate entities. The Purple Guild isn’t a puppet of the association.

– The person above is right. If I were Kim Ilwoo, I would have skewed all the quests to favor the guild. Allowing the other side to choose shows great generosity. It’s practically a declaration that the association won’t draw the guild into its affairs.

– Those Purple Guild bullies. They let you choose the opposing side and then crush you. They’re no different from thugs!

– What are you talking about, you moron? Of course, you clash with opponents in a war. If you’re upset, then fight and win.

– There are always people asking for more no matter what they’re given. Being allowed to choose your side under great conditions should be enough. Turning against the Purple Guild was your ‘choice’, you idiot.

Raul and Kim Ilwoo’s strategy was working effectively. Instead of stripping or forcing players of their choices, they let the benefits of certain choices be self-evident.

This resulted in the association gaining a reputation for fairness, with players naturally moving in the desired direction.

“Of course, all of this was possible because of the power behind it.”

Without the presence of the overwhelming force that the Purple Guild represented, these tactics wouldn’t have been possible.

This precise outcome was what Raul had invested over a year into. The gap between members of the Purple Guild and ordinary rankers was wider than anyone could imagine.

Mastery of skills.

Bae Dohyun shared the expertise that had raised him to the pinnacle in his previous life with the Purple Guild members.

Also, the best experts, whom ordinary players rarely even saw, personally taught them swordsmanship and weapon skills.

They were equipped with top-tier gear made from materials processed from dungeon loot, and provided with high-end information and quests that ordinary people couldn’t access.

The members of the Purple Guild were already becoming as formidable as the First Knight Order.

“But now. It’s time to see some reaction….”

The Delamian-Boyd alliance must have understood the reason for the shifts in power battles.

Wouldn’t they want to get rid of the thorn in their side, the Purple Guild, at any cost?

And the moment they reveal their claws.

“I will end this futile power struggle.”

Bae Dohyun’s eyes turned cold.

(To be continued)
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Tak.

A golden rose model was placed on the map spread out on the table. Various models were scattered across the map.

The golden rose, emblem of the Delamian Household.

The purple amethyst, representing the Boyd family.

The blue eye of the Gallegos family.

The orange fist of the McGregor family.

Models representing the cities of the Brennan Republic clearly illustrated the current power dynamics.

“Hmm.”

An elderly man with snow-white hair stroked his beard as he looked down at the map. Next to him, a young man placed a sheet of paper with numbers on it.

『Estimated Votes』

Gallegos – 435

Delamian – 396

Larsen – 64

Neutral Others -105

“This is troublesome. I don’t want to give those Larsen brats any leverage.”

Despite his words, the old man’s face appeared unbothered. His voice also seemed calm.

“At the moment, we are trying to pull as many neutral houses to our side as possible. We must ensure Larsen doesn’t hold the casting vote.”

The young man pointed to several neutral families as he spoke, and the old man nodded slightly. The old man’s name was Exard Delamian.

The head of the Delamian Household and an ambitious man aiming for the title of High Chief in this election.

The young man beside him was Lipork Delamian, his eldest son. Lipork was highly regarded in the family for his considerable skills and was recognized as the heir.


Despite their votes being fewer than their competitors, there was no hint of anxiety on their faces.

They simply looked at the map with an expression of interest.

“It was within our expected range, but we suffered a bit too much loss. What do you think?”

“In the short term, it is certainly a loss. However, the overall trend still leans in our favor. Neutral votes will eventually side with the strong.”

For some reason, he seemed confident of their victory.

“Yes. The outcome is more important than the process. The losses so far can be considered investments. But still…”

Bang.

A new model was plunged into the map. Placed in front of the blue eye models was a purple hawk.

“A small variable can sometimes ruin a big deal. What do you plan to do?”

“I’ve already asked Sir Elderwick to handle it. Using such a force against mere outsiders might be overkill, but we must ensure the job is done properly.”

“A wise choice. It’s standard to make efficient investments, but sometimes a bold bet is necessary. It’s about time we showed our hand.”

The Delamian Household’s sword began to target the Purple Guild.

***

Southern Brennan Republic, near the city of Dreyni.

“Charge!”

“Kill them!”

Bang! Clang!

More than ten thousand soldiers collided on the plains in a massive battle. In the middle, where the two armies faced off, both vanguards clashed.

“Are you going to let these foreign mercenaries push you back? Don’t fear them, their fancy skills are nothing special! Push forward!”

A rough-looking man, likely a mercenary captain, swung his poleaxe while urging his men forward. Other mercenary leaders, similarly distinctive in their armor, goaded their troops on.


“Those guys are walking treasure chests! Just grabbing one of their items will set you up for life! So don’t hold back and tear them apart, you damn bastards!”

Amid a sea of harsh curses and violence, rookie mercenaries were driven to the front lines, serving as human shields while seasoned mercenaries looked for opportunities.

These were the mercenary forces hired by the Delamian Household.

When players rallied behind the Purple Guild to support the Gallegos family, the Delamian Household recruited their forces through the Mercenary Guild.

“Don’t underestimate them just because their gear looks shabby and their levels are low!”

“Stay in formation and don’t take them lightly!”

Guild officers on the player’s side shouted frantically to maintain order in their ranks.

However, the front-line players seemed swept up by the heat of battle, ignoring their commanders’ orders and diving headlong into the mercenaries.

“Die, you bastard!”

“Back off, you low-level scrub! You’re not worth anything!”

In terms of individual combat ability, the players had the upper hand. They had superior physicality, equipment, and less fear of death, as expected.

However, the rate at which both forces depleted was not significantly different.

“… Ahh, these treacherous scum!”

“Healer! Where’s the healer!?”

In the mêlée, especially one involving many combatants, the mercenaries’ real-world experience and battle tactics shone through. While players focused on the immediate opponent, mercenaries assessed the entire battlefield around them.

They exploited openings in the flanks when opportunities arose, and the players’ responses to sudden ambushes were woefully inadequate.

“What are our guys doing? Why does it feel like I’m fighting three alone?”

“Seriously. Can’t people handle the enemies they’re marking? Is it that hard to take down one mercenary?”

Issues with coordination and lack of combat experience prevented the players from utilizing their strengths fully.

Boom, boom, boom.


Drums sounded from the main camp, causing both players and mercenaries to glance around before cautiously falling back.

“Retreat signal! Don’t all pull back at once, withdraw slowly!”

A commander on the player’s side shouted while the Delamian mercenaries orderly retreated without needing instructions.

“It’s the second day, and we haven’t achieved much. It’s another stalemate today, and our casualties are higher than anticipated.”

Han Seohyun, cradling her fox familiar, Eunbyeol, watched the retreating players with a disappointed look.

“It’s a kind of psychological warfare. If one side had buckled, reinforcements would have been sent immediately. It’s frustrating but understandable.”

Bae Dohyun’s words were met with a nod from Seohyun.

“Do you think the outcome would’ve changed if we had joined the battle?”

“Maybe. But this battlefield is different from the previous ones. There are more troops and knight orders involved. Let’s trust the command’s judgment for now.”

Bae Dohyun, Han Seohyun, and other Purple Guild members had not yet been deployed in the battle.

Unlike other players, they were staying in the camp where the knights resided.

“Excuse me! Where can I find Sir Bae Dohyun?”

A messenger from the main camp arrived. After hearing the news, Bae Dohyun gathered the guild members.

“Looks like we’ll finally be getting into the thick of it tomorrow. Prepare for deployment.”

“Whew~. Finally, we get to fight? I was getting restless.”

It seemed the guild members were bored from merely observing for the past two days. As rankers, many were concerned about their standings.

Taking a day off meant they could fall behind their competitors, so it was natural for them to be anxious.

Of course, they had brought various training tools and spent their free time sparring to keep their skills sharp. But nothing compares to the experience gained from real combat.

“We will be facing the enemy’s cavalry and knight order. Set up your equipment primarily for mounted combat. Prepare for the possibility of clashing with knights, so steel yourselves.”

The guild members had varying reactions to Bae Dohyun’s words.

Some seemed eager for the challenge of fighting knights, while others appeared apprehensive about facing such formidable opponents.

“You all know there’s no need to be greedy for merits, right? If an unbeatable opponent appears, hold on as long as you can and report to your team leaders. I trust there are no fools here who would throw their lives away out of foolish bravado.”

“Yes, Master!”

“Understood!”

The Purple Guild was no longer just a mere player guild. They were the representatives and the face of the outsiders who had entered Connect; every action they took was under scrutiny.

Their gameplay would be watched by countless viewers back on Earth, and the ruling elites of Connect would gauge the players’ capabilities through them.

Bae Dohyun wasn’t just nagging; he was emphasizing their responsibilities. As the strategy meeting concluded, Bae Dohyun called Ilwoo aside.

“Tomorrow, I’d like you to lead the guild members.”

“… Huh? But you’re here, so why?”

Ilwoo looked puzzled, and Bae Dohyun spoke in a low voice.

“Tomorrow I might have to move separately. If I leave during the battle, I want you to take care of the guild members.”

“Got it. I’ll handle it.”

Bae Dohyun’s occasional solo actions were nothing new. Ilwoo didn’t pry or ask unnecessary questions, knowing this was typical behavior for Bae Dohyun.

After giving Ilwoo some instructions, Bae Dohyun returned to his tent.

Ssshhh.

From the seemingly empty tent, a shadow emerged and transformed into a human figure.

“Is the information solid?”

“Yes, I confirmed it myself.”

“Looks like the Delamian Household is getting desperate. They’re making bold moves.”

The person handing documents to Bae Dohyun was Kane. Anticipating that the Delamian Household would make a move, Bae Dohyun had called Kane to the Brennan Republic.

“This should be interesting. I’m curious to see what the new superhuman is like tomorrow.”

Kane silently lamented for their enemy while looking at Bae Dohyun’s mischievous expression.

‘To think they’d make Master their enemy, such bad luck. Just when they’re probably feeling invincible after reaching a new height.’

On the top sheet of the documents Raul handed over, there was the face of a stern-looking elderly man with white hair and the name ‘Elderwick Drwyn’ written below it.

***

The next day.

According to the command’s strategy, a full-scale battle began. Regular army troops were deployed instead of players, prompting the enemy command to also deploy their regular forces.

Clang! Boom!

Under the hot sun, the regular armies of both sides clashed in the center of the battlefield, while players and mercenary bands once again faced off on the left and right flanks.

With equal numbers, the battle maintained a tense balance.

Thud, thud, thud!

Suddenly, a cavalry contingent emerged from the main camp of the Delamian side. Leading the approximately five hundred cavalry were half a dozen knights in armor marked with the golden rose emblem.

“Enemy cavalry and knights spotted!”

Following the urgent call of the observers, the cavalry of this side also began to mobilize.

“Sir Bae Dohyun, we entrust this to you.”

“Yes, we will handle them.”

The Purple Guild members joined the cavalry ranks, positioning themselves in two columns.

Thud, thud, thud.

The cavalry formed a wedge formation, led by the vanguard knights, charging vigorously toward the enemy cavalry. Seeing this force approaching, the enemy turned their horses around.

“Lances ready! Prepare for impact!”

Whir.

The 4-meter-long spears hanging from the saddles were aimed forward, and the Purple Guild members adjusted their weapons and shields.

20 meters, 10 meters, 5 meters.

The distance between the two sides closed rapidly, and their spears intertwined towards each other.

Snap! Thud! Bang!

Neigh!

The impact shook the entire formation. Some knights in the front ranks were knocked off their horses by the spears, and horses with broken legs tumbled to the ground.

Clang! Cling!

Thanks to the knights in the front line, there were hardly any casualties from the lance charge.

However, the formation itself was disrupted, and the cavalry’s speed was entirely killed.

Knights who fell to the ground drew their swords and struck the enemies, while the cavalrymen on horseback switched to spears and thrust them at their opponents.

“Lowly Delamian scum! Think you can buy skill with money?”

“Southern bumpkins should just stay in the countryside and graze!”

Knights of the Delamian Household with golden roses and cannon knights of the Gallegos family exchanged insults as they clashed.

As befits knights of large families, each was a intermediate-level expert or higher.

But their numbers combined were not even in the tens, and the battlefields were filled with knights and cavalrymen from regional families.

“Don’t charge recklessly! Support our allies!”

“Don’t interfere in the knights’ duels; focus on keeping the enemy at bay!”

Regular cavalrymen without mana blades would be nothing more than meat shields in a knight’s duel. But on this side, there was the Purple Guild.

“Charge! Don’t hold back, crush them all!”

“Let’s go!”

“Come at me!”

With the Purple Guild members joining the fray, the enemy cavalry began to falter, and the knights were gradually pushed back.

“Good, keep pressing them!”

“3rd and 4th squads, circle around and encircle the enemy!”

Buoyed by the momentum of the Purple Guild members, the cavalry commanders attempted to surround and form an encirclement around the enemy.

‘Here they come…’

Bae Dohyun, recovering his lance, glanced toward the rear of the enemy formation, where five knights were approaching swiftly, raising a dust storm.

“Ilwoo, I leave this to you!”

“Got it. See you later!”

Bae Dohyun broke away from the formation and rode toward the approaching knights.

(To be continued)
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A knight with a long scar on his face and white hair. Despite his hair being completely white, his skin was taut and firm, with thick wrinkles but barely any fine lines visible.

This unnatural impression was because he had recently ascended to the rank of Master, causing his body to be reconstituted.

Elderwick Dwyn.

A 57-year-old veteran knight who had served the Delamian Household for 40 years, he reached the Master rank after intense training and real combat.

However, due to the family’s precarious situation ahead of the election for High Chief, this fact had been kept secret.

‘Hmm. It’s been a while since I’ve been on the battlefield.’

It had been two months since he ascended to Master rank.

In his heart, he wished to showcase his new prowess immediately, but the family had positioned him not in the battlefield but on the political front.

He accompanied negotiations with neutral families, demonstrating to the heads of those families that a new Master had arisen. Frankly, it wasn’t an ideal situation for him.

Using his newfound prowess as a political tool understandably annoyed him.

However, his loyalty to the family and the presence of another newly ascended Master in the family forced him to comply with the head’s requests.

‘To think the timing overlapped…’

The emergence of two Masters in a single family is a once-in-a-century occurrence. Yet, within just one month, the Delamian Household saw the birth of two new Masters.

This gave the Delamian Household a total of three Masters, including Sir Gruis, the previously existing Master.

With three Masters, it was almost certain the family would secure the High Chief position. Elderwick had no intention of falling out with the family head, who was almost certain to become the High Chief.

Once this mission was over, it had been promised that his status as a new Master would be officially announced.

“There they are.”

The adjutant pointed out the foreign cavalry among the enemy ranks.

“Is that so?”

Elderwick barely showed interest. After all, foreign warriors who practiced mere tricks hardly registered in the eyes of someone who had ascended to the Master rank.


Frankly, he questioned why he had to deal with such mercenaries at all. He had brought only four escort knights to the battlefield for that reason.

The family head’s request to avoid revealing his Master status and to deal with them discreetly was laughable.

‘Did they really think I’d have to use aura against mere mercenaries?’

Thinking this way, the repressed dissatisfaction began to resurface.

“Let’s deal with this quickly and return.”

“Yes, sir Elderwick.”

Thud, thud.

Elderwick and his four escort knights rode towards their target.

‘… Hmm?’

Suddenly, a single horse broke away from the enemy lines and headed towards them. Initially thinking it was just another pawn to cut down with one stroke, the adjutant urgently spoke up.

“Lord! That’s Bae Dohyun!”

Upon hearing this, a vague memory surfaced in Elderwick’s mind.

The leader of the mercenaries. The one the family head had specifically ordered to be taken down.

“Good.”

It would have been troublesome if he had hidden and tried to escape, but here he was, riding out in plain sight. But then…

Whizz~ Clang!

Arrogantly, the man fired an arrow from horseback and then abruptly changed direction.

“Follow him.”

Elderwick’s face hardened slightly as he pursued Bae Dohyun.

“Damn it…! Kitan, Zered, take care of the ones remaining. Trass, you come with me to assist Sir Elderwick. Hiya!”


The head of the escort and adjutant, Iotir, hurriedly followed Elderwick.

‘Elderwick Sir isn’t usually this impulsive.’

He wasn’t the type to chase after someone just because they fired an arrow and tried to escape. But Elderwick seemed oblivious to his subordinate’s thoughts as he single-mindedly pursued Bae Dohyun, who was leading them away from the battlefield.

‘This guy….’

Feeling a tingling sensation in his hand wielding the weapon, Elderwick frowned.

*

‘So, two of them took the bait.’

It seemed drawing all five knights was too ambitious.

‘But I can handle two.’

A quick glance using his analytical eye confirmed that the escort knights were high-level experts not to be underestimated.

However, if Ilwoo and the guild members didn’t push too hard, they should be able to hold them off.

Thud, thud.

While his horse panted heavily as it galloped, they were steadily distancing themselves from the battlefield.

Whizz~!

Bae Dohyun kept firing arrows intermittently to provoke his pursuers. The white-haired veteran knight Elderwick followed closely with a fearsome expression.

“You there! Stop right now!”

His shout was thunderous enough to seem as if it was coming from right behind Bae Dohyun. But aided by psychokinetic power and mana, Bae Dohyun’s horse maintained a speed that made it hard for his pursuer to keep up.

‘This spot should do.’

They passed several hills and traversed a forest for quite a while. Bae Dohyun was confident that any sounds of battle from here wouldn’t carry back to the main battlefield. He turned his horse around at the foot of a cliff.

Neigh.


He slapped the foamy, exhausted horse on its rump, sending it into the forest. Standing serenely with just a spear, he watched as Elderwick also came to a halt.

“Is running away finally over? Let’s see what you’ve prepared! Come out, all of you!”

Elderwick’s shouted command echoed off the trees and cliffs. He was clearly expecting an ambush. Nevertheless, he had followed, trusting in his own mastery.

“…….”

Despite Elderwick’s bellow, the surroundings remained silent. There was no sign of anyone else, only his two escort knights who arrived belatedly.

“Did you catch him?”

Iotir, the adjutant, asked, but Elderwick did not respond and instead continued to glare sharply at Bae Dohyun.

He spread his senses slowly, scanning the surroundings, but even Elderwick’s sharp perception as a Master could detect nothing.

“What are you thinking?”

Confirming that Bae Dohyun was indeed alone, Elderwick asked, almost incredulous.

“Sir Elderwick Dwyn.”

Bae Dohyun placed his fist on his chest and bowed in respect.

“As a fellow knight, I pay my respects to a Master of your caliber.”

“… How did you know?”

Elderwick’s eyebrows twitched as he questioned him, and his adjutant, Iotir, stepped forward.

“Are you thinking of defecting? If so, you’ve made a wise choice. The Delamian Household can reward you handsomely.”

Knowing that Bae Dohyun had drawn them here alone while knowing about Elderwick’s Master status could only mean he intended to switch sides.

Thump.

However, it became clear that wasn’t the case the moment Bae Dohyun took his fist from his chest and leveled his spear at them once more.

“Unfortunately, you won’t be leaving this place alive. We cannot allow the Delamian Household to seize the High Chief position.”

Silence followed. They were stunned by the unexpected declaration.

“Kuh, kuhuhu. Hahahahaha!”

Elderwick laughed robustly, his body shaking, and then.

“You rascal! Let’s see if you have the skills to back up those words!”

Fwoom.

A deep blue aura blade erupted from Elderwick’s poleaxe.

Shiiing.

Golden armor encased Bae Dohyun’s body.

‘… Huh? I thought outsiders couldn’t use power armor? And what is that power armor?’

Before he could shake off the uneasy feeling, he encountered yet another strange phenomenon.

Shiiiing! Whirr.

Hundreds of weapons sprang up behind Bae Dohyun, their blades glinting as they surrounded him. Though surprised, Elderwick didn’t feel particularly threatened.

Smirking, Elderwick bellowed.

“They say foreigners have strange abilities. But tricks are just tricks! Can you really stand against a Master?”

Bang!

Propelling himself off the ground like a cannonball, Elderwick and his aura-imbued poleaxe seemed poised to decimate Bae Dohyun.

Boom!

Elderwick’s eyes widened in shock.

“How, how is this possible?”

The spear that blocked his poleaxe radiated a golden aura, wielded by none other than Bae Dohyun.

***

Drip. Drip.

Red blood trickled down the blade of the spear. Bae Dohyun casually moved his arm to retrieve the spear.

Thud.

As the spear, which had pierced through Elderwick’s heart and out his back, was pulled out, Elderwick’s body collapsed lifelessly to the ground.

Bae Dohyun bit his lip slightly as he looked at the fallen Master who had vanished into nothingness. Perhaps it would have been better to keep him alive?

Was it too cruel to a man who had honed his martial skills for decades?

Various thoughts swirled in his head, but he soon shook them off.

‘… This was necessary.’

The ideal of everyone joining forces to oppose common enemies like the Empire or the Gates was just that—an ideal. He had already witnessed this in his previous life and was experiencing it again now.

Even when the Gates appeared and slaughtered humanity. Even during the Empire’s invasion when the walls were on the brink of collapse.

The rulers prioritized their interests over the greater good. And that included him.

‘… I’m no different.’

Bae Dohyun, or rather Raul’s, goal wasn’t something grand like ‘continental peace’ or ‘the protection of humanity.’

It was survival.

The survival of himself, who had awakened inside this game called Connect.

The survival of the Ashton County, now felt like his real family.

The survival of his subordinates and fief folk he was responsible for.

It was merely a struggle to stay alive. He simply wanted to protect those within his reach in the process.

In the end, he was just another self-serving decision-maker among many.

‘Just because I have some power and leeway now doesn’t mean I aspire to be a hero. Nor should I.’

He only hoped that his path, taken for his own survival, would also have significance for others.

“… What should we do now?”

Kane, who had been quietly watching Bae Dohyun, asked. In a cold voice, Bae Dohyun answered.

“Clean it up. Leave not a single trace, erase everything perfectly.”

“Yes, Master.”

Kane carried away the corpses of Elderwick and the two knights. Likely, they would disappear from this world without leaving even a single bone fragment.

It was a bleak and hollow end for someone who might have left their name in history. But it was necessary.

‘Leaving some doubt is more advantageous than confirming his death.’

The Delamian Household would be thrown into chaos. They would wonder if Elderwick had died, disappeared somewhere, or been swayed by another family.

The more thoughts one harbors, the slower one’s judgments become; and the more variables there are, the lower the probability of making the right choice.

The Delamian Household, having lost a Master. Seizing the position of High Chief would not be easy for them.

‘Even if they still don’t abandon their ambitions…’

Grip.

Gripping his spear tightly, Bae Dohyun’s eyes glinted with a fierceness akin to a predator.

*

King Thadewus II is critically ill. The King has named the 5th Prince, Edrad, as his successor. The capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium, was abuzz with various rumors and news.

Conversations about who the next king would be were endless wherever people gathered.

Bang!

“Who is it! Who’s spreading such nonsense!”

The chair that the 3rd Prince, Herdian, had thrown shattered into pieces. The fury in his bloodshot eyes was unmistakable.

“Please calm down. It’s just a rumor.”

Viscount Brayden tried to soothe him, but it seemed Herdian wouldn’t be easily pacified this time.

“Is it that wench Ariella? Tell me! Is it the rumor she spread?”

“Your Highness, there are ears listening!”

Brayden hastily tried to quiet him, alarmed. Ariella was the sole surviving queen of the royal family and the mother of the 5th Prince.

“Let them hear! You know as well as I do what that fox of a woman is scheming sticking close to Father! Just wait until Father passes away. I’ll start with her neck…”

Herdian spoke without hesitation, spewing words bordering on blasphemy. Brayden’s eyes held a peculiar glint as he tried to restrain him.

(To be continued)
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In a lavish room. Warm sunlight streamed in through the terrace. A vibrant teacup set lay next to a multicolored vase.

“Sigh.”

The woman in her late thirties, who had just taken a sip from the steaming teacup, let out an enigmatic sigh.

Ariella.

The only remaining queen of the Ruben Kingdom and the mother of the 5th Prince, Edrad. Although she still boasted remarkable beauty, what was the point?

Her husband, Thadeus II, was bedridden and on the verge of death, and the royal family was precariously walking on thin ice.

‘Can I never live a comfortable life…?’

She hadn’t sought the position of queen, nor did she have any particular desire for power or wealth. All she longed for was a life free from worry, a peaceful and ordinary existence.

It didn’t take long for what she once believed to be a given to crumble. Perhaps this fate was sealed the moment she stepped into the royal family.

As she was immersing herself in a bittersweet cup of tea, footsteps approached.

“Mother, enjoying your tea time?”

Her only child, the 5th Prince Edrad, approached with a smile.

“Yes, Edrad. Would you like to join me for a cup of tea?”

Edrad, who turned twenty-four this year, was, in truth, quite ordinary. Swordsmanship, academics, appearance, personality.

He excelled at none but lacked in none, often deemed average. In a peaceful era, he could have led an uneventful life. However…

“Grandfather visited again last night. He said we need your resolve, Mother.”

“…….”

Ariella’s lips tightened. Edrad’s maternal grandfather and her father. Beortio de Edmer was one of the three marquises in the kingdom.

Unlike the Five Great Martial Families, the Edmer Marquisate excelled in administration and commerce.


Because of this, it was said that if one considered their wealth, number of bureaucrats from the family, and the size of their territory, they could surpass even the Templeton Dukedom.

Their only shortfall was that, unlike the Five Great Martial Families, they had never produced a Master.

But in the Ruben Kingdom—a kingdom of knights—that single shortcoming was a significant shackle.

Perhaps that’s why. Marquis Beortio was determined not to let this opportunity slip away. He was eager to see his grandson ascend to the throne and to hear their family hailed as the greatest in the kingdom.

‘… Sigh.’

To Ariella, this was a heavy burden.

Her dying husband.

Her father, who desired even more despite already being part of an esteemed family.

Her young son, unable to hide his youthful vigor.

She could understand them, but she couldn’t help but worry. Having lived in the royal palace for a considerable time, she could sense it.

A formidable predator was laying in wait, ready to pounce on its prey. It wasn’t the 3rd Prince. Behind her stood the current head of the Marquis McNeil family, Clifford de McNeil, whom she feared greatly.

“Mother, I know what you’re worried about. But you also know we have no choice. It’s time to make a decision.”

Her son Edrad grasped her hand, speaking with a firm voice.

‘… He’s grown so much.’

Having always kept him close, she hadn’t realized the change. Seeing the resolute look in her grown son’s eyes, she understood she couldn’t hold him back any longer.

Shhh.

A richly decorated envelope emerged from her bosom.

“Take this. And… be careful.”

“Thank you, Mother! Please stay safe in the royal palace for a while.”

The envelope’s identity?


It contained King Thadeus II’s final will to pass the throne to the 5th Prince, Edrad. Though she thought it might be better to pass the throne to the 3rd Prince as was the order of things, her father and son thought otherwise.

Watching her son leave after kissing the back of her hand, she felt an instinct that this might be the end. Hoping her concerns were merely unfounded worries, she blinked back tears.

*

Whirr.

A group of figures in black nightclothes dashed through the dark underground waterway.

「Despite the previous invasion of the royal palace, these underground passages still remain. How fascinating.」

「These underground passages were built over centuries, both openly and in secret. Completely sealing them off without burying the entire underground of the palace would be impossible.」

Jake and Kane chatted through the guild communication line.

「How far does this passage lead?」

「This time, it will lead directly to the royal residences of the princes.」

Raul asked, and Kane responded with a meaningful smile. After the previous invasion of the royal palace, most of the underground passages were sealed off.

But if one passage was blocked?

Then a new one could be created.

This was something Raul entrusted to the First Knight Order’s capital branch and something Kane had been handling intermittently.

‘All for today.’

If there had been no significant incident, they would not have used this passage…. As the saying goes, bad predictions rarely miss, and the situation at the palace had turned to the worst.

Mid-April.

Raul hurriedly returned to the Ruben Kingdom. This was due to reliable news that King Thadeus II was critically ill.

Fortunately, the situation in the Brennan Republic was unfolding as Raul had intended. While the Delamian Household, who had lost a Master, was in disarray, the Gallegos family launched a full-scale offensive.

And in that process, new Masters emerged from each family….


The Delamian (2)-Boyd (2) alliance had four Masters in total.

The Gallegos (3)-McGregor (1) alliance also had four.

The number of Masters in the republic increased from three to nine in total (including one from the existing ruling Larsen family).

The balanced number of Masters restricted each family’s movements, and with the already superior number of votes, the Gallegos-McGregor alliance gained the upper hand.

Excluding Bae Dohyun, the members of the Purple Guild remained with the Gallegos side, ensuring no new variables emerged. Thanks to this, Raul could return to his homeland without major concerns.

Not long after Raul returned to his territory, events quickly escalated. King Thadeus II passed away.

The problem arose immediately after. The faction supporting the 5th Prince Edrad and the Edmer Marquisate revealed the King’s will.

The ministers and officials who confirmed the will, naming the 5th Prince Edrad as the successor, were shocked by two facts.

Firstly, the much-rumored will actually existed, and the 5th Prince had indeed been named heir.

-If that’s the case, shouldn’t the King have empowered the 5th Prince instead of the 3rd Prince from the beginning?

But with the King now deceased, no one could provide answers.

Secondly, a new Master had emerged in the kingdom.

Simultaneously with the disclosure of the will, it was announced that one of the Edmer Marquisate’s bloodline had become a Master.

The new Master demonstrated their aura blade on the spot, making it impossible for the nobles of various factions present, including the 3rd Prince, to easily deny the existence of the will.

It seemed the 5th Prince would smoothly ascend to the throne, but…

That very night.

Clang! Clang!

“Arrest the traitor, 5th Prince Edrad, and Marquis Beortio!”

“What the hell… Ugh.”

The retainers of the 3rd Prince Herdian and the forces of the McNeil Marquisate stormed the palace. The Royal Knight Captain and the Royal Knight Knights, who were supposed to protect the palace, did not obstruct their path.

Only the 5th Prince’s guard and the private soldiers of the Edmer Marquisate resisted. The Royal Knight Captain and Royal Knight Knights had already been co-opted by the 3rd Prince’s side.

Swish~, thud!

“You scoundrels! How dare you defy the King’s will! I, Metaor de Edmer, shall not forgive this!”

The prowess of a Master was indeed unparalleled. The invaders who recklessly intruded into the prince’s palace, whether they were soldiers or knights, bled under his aura blade.

Clap, clap, clap.

“Indeed! So, that incompetent Edrad had a reason to covet the throne, huh.”

“You are….”

The one clapping and revealing himself in front of the blood-soaked Metaor was none other than the 3rd Prince, Herdian.

“I like your swordsmanship. How about considering working under me? Kneel now, and I will forgive your past offenses and use you well.”

The 3rd Prince spoke nonchalantly, kicking aside the corpse of a knight that lay at his feet, seemingly unbothered by the fact that the knight had died following his orders.

“You jest. You should have never shown yourself before me!”

Swish!

Metaor had no reason to converse with the instigator of this invasion.

Launching himself off the ground, Metaor charged at the 3rd Prince, slashing fiercely with his aura blade.

“Tsk tsk. Fools never recognize opportunities even when they’re handed to them.”

Despite the imminent threat of the aura blade, the 3rd Prince stood unfazed, with his hands clasped behind his back. Indeed, his pluck and courage were commendable.

Chazzza!

Boom!

“… Krrgh. Who the…”

Not only was his aura blade blocked, but the substantial rebound force pushed Metaor several steps back. His words of inquiry about the enemy’s identity were cut short.

Whirr. Flash.

Behind the 3rd Prince Herdian, four fearsome aura blades flared menacingly.

“… Ha.”

Metaor let out a sigh of frustration. But soon, the aura blade on his sword began to burn fiercely again.

“Hamond, finish this. Ah, and bring Edrad and Marquis Edmer in alive.”

Herdian nonchalantly sat on a chair brought to him by his servant, crossing his legs and holding his chin in a smug posture as he looked down on the scene.

“Haah!”

Boom! Thud!

The final flames of resistance flared up in the 5th Prince’s palace.

The next morning.

In the plaza of the Second Outer Wall. Guarded by the Royal Knight and the Royal Knights, a multitude of citizens and nobles gathered before the stage.

And onto the stage were dragged two individuals, bruised and bloodied from head to toe.

“… have been clearly revealed. Therefore, the 5th Prince Edrad and Marquis Beortio de Edmer are condemned for regicide and forgery of the royal will. They are to be executed!”

Murmurs and gasps spread through the crowd. There was no time for the public to assess the situation.

As the executioner raised his greatsword to behead the two, someone on the stage seized the weapon.

“Whoever defies Us shall meet the same fate!”

Swish! Swish!

The 3rd Prince Herdian executed his brother and the marquis with a single sweep of the greatsword. The sight was broadcasted not just across the capital but throughout the entire kingdom.

-This is an outrageous act of tyranny!

-Claiming the will is forged? On what grounds?

-My God! How can we serve such a tyrant as our king?

Naturally, there was an outcry of opposition, but it did not last long.

Swish.

Another execution. This time, it was the former queen, Ariella.

The combined forces of the central army and the knights of the Marquis McNeil family raided the Edmer Marquisate.

Despite being one of the largest military forces in the kingdom, the Edmer family’s troops and knights were significant in number.

Yet, the subjugation took only a few days. As a result, Queen Ariella, who had taken refuge with the Edmer family, was captured.

Even though she wasn’t his biological mother, it was shocking to see Prince Herdian personally execute the former queen.

But what was even more shocking was the presence of five Masters standing behind him. Clifford de McNeil, the head of the McNeil Marquisate.

The Royal Knight Knights’ commander, hammond. And the three newly ascended Masters from the McNeil Marquisate.

Nobles in the capital and across various domains could only keep silent in despair, witnessing the aura blades emerging from the swords of the five Masters.

“In fifteen days, there will be a coronation in Thurium. All nobles with titles are to come to the capital unarmed to swear loyalty to me. Those who do not attend…”

Crack.

The head of the former queen burst under Herdian’s boot. The 3rd Prince’s threatening proclamation.

It was why Raul and his group, dressed in nightclothes, were forced to traverse the underground passageways of the royal palace.

(To be continued)
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‘How fortuitous. Am I really this lucky?’

Raul pondered as he walked through the dim underground passage.

The passage that Kane and his subordinates had secured led to the Warhorse Palace, located on the eastern side of the royal palace complex.

This was the residence of the 6th Prince Gerard, who was a friend and academy colleague of Raul. And as luck would have it, the surviving royal family members were currently imprisoned in the Warhorse Palace.

With the execution of the 5th Prince Edrad and the 4th Queen, only four princes remained alive.

3rd Prince Herdian.

4th Prince Jonas.

6th Prince Gerard.

8th Prince Aenbad.

Considering that the 8th Prince was only fourteen and not yet an adult, the most significant threats to Herdian were Jonas and Gerard.

Leaving the two brothers, potential future threats, alive might have been a sign of confidence from the victor or a strategy to prevent intervention from the likes of the Templeton Dukedom.

In any case, the three princes were currently held together under strict surveillance in the Warhorse Palace.

“We’re here.”

Kane stopped and announced.

Next to a dead-end sewer passage, an iron ladder, seemingly newly installed, led up to the ceiling.

“Everyone, attention.”

The group turned their eyes to Raul. Raul made eye contact with each of them.

First Knight Order Captain and overall commander of the First Domain, Philip.

Vice-Captains, Jake and Pierce.


Head of intelligence and guard captain, Kane.

First Combat Unit Commander and head of the First Academy, Dalton.

Five knights who had ascended to the level of Master stood by Raul.

“Let’s confirm our mission objectives one last time. The top priority is the rescue of the 4th Prince Jonas. The 6th Prince Gerard is the second priority. The 8th Prince Aenbad will be abandoned if the situation does not favor his rescue.”

“Understood, Master.”

The 4th Prince was given top priority due to the Count Randal household. Count Randal had already declared support for the 4th Prince but couldn’t act while he remained a hostage to the 3rd Prince Herdian.

‘That cannot be allowed.’

There was the potential for a worst-case scenario where the McNeil Marquisate and the Count Randal household allied. The key to preventing this alliance was the 4th Prince.

To stop the 3rd Prince’s unchecked ascent to the throne, a rival was necessary. In that respect, the 6th Prince Gerard was a kind of insurance policy.

‘Depending on the situation, he could become a new alternative.’

For now, it was imperative to prevent the 3rd Prince from ascending the throne.

“Let’s move in! From now on, all communication will be through the guild channel.”

「Yes, Master.」

Thus, with Raul leading, the six superhumans infiltrated the royal palace.

***

“Yaaaawn.”

A man sprang up from a makeshift bed, letting out a long yawn.

“You’ve arrived?”

Stretching briefly, he reached out and grasped something heavy.

Chink.


It was a pair of large battle axes connected by chains. The axe blades, reflecting the moonlight streaming through the window, glowed a dangerous blue.

The man, appearing to be in his mid-forties, was named Delo. The leader of the McNeil Marquisate’s “Hatchet Knights” and one of the three new Masters to emerge from the House.

Stomp, stomp.

Opening the door of his room, he stepped into the hallway where about twenty fully armed knights were already waiting for him.

“Intruders.”

He said no more. As he began to walk, the knights followed, their destination clear—the room where the 4th Prince Jonas was held captive.

‘I suspected they would come eventually, but to think it would be on my watch. Tsk.’

The security of Warhorse Palace was maintained by the three new Masters on a rotating basis.

Having the Marquis himself standing guard made no sense, and Royal Knight Captain Hamond was on 24-hour duty protecting the 3rd Prince Herdian, so it was inevitable.

For intruders to infiltrate the palace undetected, they must be quite skilled.

‘…Or perhaps they have inside help. Either way, it doesn’t matter.’

Judging by the few presences detected by his senses, it was likely a small team or experts in stealth.

Halt.

Delo suddenly stopped in his tracks.

“Show yourself.”

Raising his axe, he intoned.

“You’ve got good instincts. Well, a Master should at least be that perceptive.”

A voice emerged from the shadows, and a man stepped out from behind a pillar. Standing around 2 meters tall. Even in nightclothes, the outline of his muscular frame was evident.

His sharp eyes peered from behind a mask. He was Philip, the commander of the First Knight Order.

Thud, thud!


Two knights in armor emblazoned with axe symbols charged at Philip.

Swoosh.

With a swift motion, the yellow gleam of a sword traced an arc through the air.

Thud, thud.

The two knights split in half, falling to the ground without a word. Delo’s eyebrows twitched as he watched.

Thud, thud.

As more knights prepared to charge the intruder, Delo raised his arm to halt them.

“Where are you from? Templeton? Randal? Ashton?”

Philip didn’t answer, only raising the corner of his mouth in a slight smirk.

“Well, it doesn’t matter, does it?”

Delo slung one axe over his shoulder and spoke.

“You’ll die by my hand anyway.”

Vroom!

An aura blade, dark navy and exuding a cold chill, formed along Delo’s axe blade and shot towards Philip.

Bang, boom!

Blocking the weighty axe was a seemingly ordinary longsword. Although the yellow aura blade protruded from the end of the longsword, Delo was not particularly surprised.

No one in their right mind would face a Master alone unless they were confident in their abilities.

‘It’s confirmed that the Dukes of Templeton, Count Randal, and Count Ashton are in their territories… Is this the emergence of a hidden Master?’

He’d heard rumors that there might be hidden Masters within other families but didn’t expect to encounter one so soon.

Clang! Clang! Boom!

The two battle axes and the single longsword clashed, filling the hallway with thunderous noise and shards of aura energy, creating utter chaos.

In less than a minute, after exchanging over a hundred blows, the two Masters distanced themselves, pointing their weapons at each other.

“…Who are you?”

Delo couldn’t help but ask, though he knew the opponent wouldn’t answer. Because the swordsmanship the opponent was using—

It was the advanced common swordsmanship of the Empire. Philip was the most knowledgeable about sword techniques after Raul within the First Viscounty.

It was common practice for him to use borrowed swordsmanship to hide his true identity, but his proficiency was exceptional.

‘Why is a Master using Imperial swordsmanship here now? The Empire… no, it doesn’t matter.’

Who the enemy was didn’t matter. The issue was something else.

Squeeze.

Delo gripped his axe handle tighter and charged forward.

Whirr! Boom!

It seemed like this time he was going all out, as his axe now held a much larger and denser aura blade, and his movements were noticeably more agile.

But nothing changed.

The opponent continued to parry his axe using only the advanced common swordsmanship of the Empire, without even a break in his breathing.

‘… I can’t believe this. Is he really taking his time with me? Me, Delo?’

-Not all Masters are the same.

-Even if they can use an aura blade, their skill depends entirely on how they wield and utilize it.

These words from Clifford de McNeil, head of the McNeil Marquisate, flitted through his mind. And the truth of this statement had been proven in his recent duel with Master Metaor.

Despite having the advantage of a 4-to-1 ratio, they didn’t all fight him together. Instead, they took turns facing him one by one, resulting in a landslide victory.

Although they were all novices in Mastery, the Masters of the McNeil Marquisate toyed with him. This was thanks to the aura management techniques imparted by Marquis Clifford and the aura duels they were accustomed to through training.

But what was this opponent before him?

‘The strength I feel from him isn’t any different from mine. Yet, why?’

It was unthinkable for him to be blocking his nearly flawless axe techniques with mere common Imperial swordsmanship. It was intolerable. For his pride and for the honor of the McNeil Marquisate.

“You scoundrel!”

Whirr, rumble!

He flung one of his battle axes towards Philip. The chain connecting the handle of the battle axe glowed with a dark blue aura, resembling a massive blue marlin darting with its dorsal fin raised.

Bang! Boom!

***

「Wow, seems like the captain had a lot of pent-up frustration.」

「He hasn’t been able to join any battles recently because he’s been busy overseeing the territory.」

Jake and Dalton shook their heads as they communicated. One of the reasons Raul sent Philip to engage the enemy Master was due to this.

Of course, the main reason was Raul’s trust in Philip’s abilities.

‘He is the strongest among us, except for my father and me.’

Philip had demonstrated the most outstanding skills among the newly ascended superhumans of the Ashton and First Viscount territories.

This was likely due to his S-Grade potential combined with his long experience assisting Raul and becoming familiar with the ‘Connect system’.

In just three months after surpassing the Master barrier, he had reached level 115, surpassing the threshold of a beginner Master.

For reference, the level stages of a Master were as follows:

Beginner Master: 100~114 Lv.

Intermediate Master: 115~129 Lv.

Advanced Master: 130~139 Lv.

Top-tier Master: 140~149 Lv.

Raul was currently at level 126.

He had been steadily progressing toward Advanced Master.

‘The wall combat and the subsequent appearance of high-level Gates were a great help.’

Although not officially recognized yet, Raul used his knowledge from his previous life to locate several B-rank and A-rank Gates.

By exploiting the characteristics of these high-level Gates, which allowed free entry and exit, he had been hunting high-level monsters, slowly but surely leveling up.

「Found it! Over there.」

Rabel shouted from the skills compendium, adjusting his glasses.

「Let’s hurry.」

Raul sprinted forward, gliding like an arrow, followed by his team. They arrived at a room resembling a storage area on the sixth floor.

「This place has a barrier set up. They tried hard, but it’s nothing once you leave it to me.」

Rumble.

A small vibration shook the area, mana flaring up and sparking from various points. Then, like a mirage disappearing, the room’s appearance changed instantaneously.

Bang, bang, bang!

“Here, here!”

A small storage room had a prison cell installed with iron bars. Inside were the gaunt figures of the three princes, each confined separately.

“Such a morbid taste….”

It was clear this was meant as a warning to the younger princes. On the table in the center of the storage room were the decomposing heads of the executed 5th Prince and Marquis Edmer, along with the broken head of Queen Ariella.

Swish. Clang.

Raul’s sword sliced through the iron bars.

“Have you come to rescue us? Who sent you?”

4th Prince Jonas asked with a suspicious look. It seemed he had grown wary after experiencing all sorts of ordeals.

But there was no time for a leisurely conversation. And Raul had no intention of revealing their identities just yet.

“You must escape immediately. We will explain everything later. Please forgive any rudeness in the meantime.”

Kane spoke on behalf of the group, and it was the 6th Prince Gerard who moved first.

“Brother, now is not the time to hesitate or question. Even if it’s a trap, I choose to leave this place. Staying here will not change our fate.”

Reluctantly, Jonas nodded and headed out.

The 8th Prince Aenbad looked too weak to move on his own. It seemed he hadn’t been eating properly, as vomit stained his clothes and the cell.

“Pardon me.”

Jake lifted the 8th Prince onto his back, and the group hurriedly started running downstairs.

「Sir Philip, we have successfully completed the mission. Join us at the escape route.」

「Yes, Master!」

Boom.

A loud noise erupted as Warhorse Palace shook.

“Argh! You wretch!”

Ignoring the distant roars of anger, the group quickly reached the underground escape route.

「Proceed! I’ll cover the rear.」

Raul confirmed Philip’s approaching presence and entered the underground passage with the group.

‘Strange. This seems too easy…’

The thought briefly crossed Raul’s mind, but he quickened his footsteps nonetheless.

(To be continued)
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Thunk. Thunk.

Rattle.

The floor hatch opened, and Raul’s group emerged from the underground passage.

“Well done.”

Alias, the head of the First Knight Order’s capital branch, greeted them.

“…Where are we?”

4th Prince Jonas asked, slightly frowning as if displeased with the dingy basement of an old mansion.

“This is one of the safe houses prepared by the First Knight Order. It’s located on the outskirts of the 4th Outer City.”

As he answered, Raul removed his hood and mask, then bowed his head.

“I apologize for the discourtesy, Princes. Given the urgency of the situation, please forgive the rudeness.”

4th Prince Jonas and 6th Prince Gerard’s eyes widened in surprise as they recognized him.

“My goodness. Isn’t it Viscount Raul? How is it that you…”

“Just as with the previous Imperial invasion, it seems we owe you a great debt once more. Thank you.”

Being men of propriety, they openly expressed their gratitude to Raul. Even the ever-suspicious Jonas relaxed his expression, beamed brightly, and patted Raul on the shoulder in recognition of his efforts.

Since they were acquaintances, they moved to the drawing room and shared stories of what had transpired. But the idle talk couldn’t last forever.

“So, what do you plan to do now? Although we escaped the palace, it’s still not a safe situation.”

A shadow crept across the 4th Prince’s face. Though they had escaped, the future was still fraught with uncertainty.

‘I’m grateful for the rescue, but…’

Jonas’ mind was in turmoil. Their enemies were the 3rd Prince Herdian and the McNeil Marquisate.


No matter how much protection the Ashton household provided, could Viscount Raul alone handle them?

To Jonas, it seemed nearly impossible.

‘…I would have preferred to be rescued by the Randal household.’

If that had been the case, he wouldn’t feel this anxious. If Raul and the Ashton household intended to use him for their own purposes….

The 4th Prince Jonas’ expression grew even stiffer. At that moment, Raul spoke calmly, as if reading his thoughts.

“There’s nothing to worry about. I have no intention of doing anything.”

“……?”

“As I mentioned, I have no intention of further involving myself in this matter once I help you escape the capital.’We do not interfere in royal affairs.’ That’s the policy of the Ashton household, and I wholeheartedly agree with it.”

There was no trace of deceit in Raul’s words.

The princes seemed momentarily bewildered by this unexpected situation.

But soon, the 6th Prince Gerard asked.

“In that case, why did you even bother rescuing us in the first place? If the family’s policy is non-interference, why didn’t you just leave us here?”

His question hit the mark, and Raul sighed deeply.

“… Hah. I won’t lie. Although my family speaks of neutrality, I personally believe that the 3rd Prince Herdian should not be king. That’s why I rescued you.”

“Wise judgment! The moment Herdian becomes king, a bloodbath will sweep across the kingdom. It’s madness to allow someone like him to ascend the throne! It must never happen.”

4th Prince Jonas raised his voice, cursing Herdian. Indeed, considering the recent atrocities committed by Herdian, Jonas wasn’t wrong.

“In any case, my intention is to see you safely out of the capital. So, please tell me, where would you like to go?”

Raul’s question made Jonas and Gerard fall into contemplation. The 8th Prince Aenbad still sat motionless, unable to utter a word.

‘His spirit seems broken. It will take quite some time for him to recover.’

What the fourteen-year-old had experienced was indeed too overwhelming. While Raul looked at the 8th Prince with sympathetic eyes, the 4th Prince Jonas appeared to have made a decision.


“I will head to the Randal household estate. Count Randal has the strength to oppose Marquis McNeil. Is that possible?”

“Understood. We will find a way to get you to Count Randal’s estate.”

“Thank you. I won’t forget this debt.”

Jonas was well aware of the strained relationship between the Ashton household and the Randal household.

Therefore, he appreciated Raul’s gesture.

“Gerard, what are your plans?”

“I…”

The 6th Prince Gerard turned his gaze and looked intently at Raul.

“If I asked to go to the First Viscounty, would you take me in?”

“… Of course, if you come, we will do our utmost to take care of you.”

Raul responded calmly, meeting Gerard’s gaze. After maintaining eye contact for a while, Gerard chuckled.

“I’m just joking. I’m not so clueless about the situation. I’d like to go to the Templeton Dukedom. Is that alright?”

Gerard then glanced at Dalton, who stood on one side of the room. Dalton met his eyes, smiled slightly, and shrugged.

“That can be arranged. And if I may suggest, wouldn’t it be wise for the 8th Prince to accompany the 6th Prince to the dukedom?”

The 8th Prince weakly nodded and then returned his gaze to the floor.

“Then it’s decided. We should move immediately. The longer we wait, the tighter the security will get.”

A short while later. After escaping the capital of Thurium through a secret passage, the group split up to head their separate ways.

Kane escorted the 4th Prince Jonas to the Randal estate. Dalton escorted the 6th and 8th Princes to the Templeton Dukedom.

The remaining members, including Raul, stayed near the capital to monitor the situation.

***


“Any news on them?”

“Not yet, sir. There have been no sightings reported.”

“I see.”

Standing on a terrace with an expansive view of the capital, Thurium, was a man with his hands clasped behind his back. Around ten individuals knelt, bowing their heads toward him.

The man standing with his hands behind his back was about 170cm tall, but his broad shoulders and solidly built muscles made him appear much larger.

“What should we do, my lord?”

“Hmm.”

Stroking his half-white beard, the man finally spoke.

“The plan proceeded as expected; there’s no need to exert effort in chasing them. I wished to confirm their tail, but it’s unfortunate.”

Thud.

“Forgive me, my lord! It was my incompetence that allowed them to escape….”

The man bowing his head and pressing his forehead to the floor was none other than the Master Delo, who had lost Raul and his group the previous night. A streak of blood trickled down his forehead.

“It’s fine. Ensure the next phase of our plan proceeds smoothly. You all may go now.”

“Yes, my lord.”

The kneeling individuals retreated.

Crunch.

“Fools.”

The man, Clifford de McNeil, head of the McNeil Marquisate, crushed an iron wine goblet with his palm.

“Indeed, it shouldn’t have been such a difficult task…”

Crunch.

A massive war hammer appeared out of nowhere, pulverizing the black shadow that had appeared behind the terrace.

“…but it seems hasty decisions are a constant problem.”

Thunk.

Another black shadow’s upper body was obliterated.

“I warned you not to appear behind me silently.”

This time, a black shadow materialized in mid-air in front of the terrace where Clifford was looking.

“You seem displeased. Perhaps you should have left it to us from the start.”

Clifford, uninterested, asked monotonously.

“So what’s your report?”

“Well, they were no pushovers. I didn’t expect them to reuse the underground passage we had previously employed.”

Moonlight revealed a cold silver mask beneath the hood of the shadowy figure.

“…….”

Clifford stared wordlessly at the masked man, who then waved his hand dismissively.

“…They seem to have already escaped the capital. We couldn’t identify them. I do have a guess, but it’s likely inconsequential.”

Clifford’s eyebrows twitched.

“Waste of time. Begone.”

“Yes, I’ll take my leave now.”

The masked man’s silhouette began to fade away.

“As promised, I will relay the princes’ locations to you soon. Farewell.”

Poof.

The man disappeared, and the corpses crushed by Clifford’s hammer vanished without a trace. Displeased, Clifford glared briefly at the empty air and then turned to walk back inside.

***

The news of the princes’ escape spread quickly, reaching every corner of the kingdom beyond the capital, Thurium.

There were no details about how or by whom the princes were rescued. But it was clear that this wasn’t what the 3rd Prince wanted.

As evidence, dozens of lower-ranked officers who were on guard that day were executed and their heads displayed throughout the capital.

“Where could the princes have gone?”

“Whoever rescued them, thank goodness! I thought that mad prince would become king for sure.”

“Rumor has it that the Templeton Dukedom was involved. Could it be true?”

“Whoever it was, just please, not the 3rd Prince…!”

The mood in the capital was grim. After the king’s death, the capital became heavily restricted, with a curfew imposed.

The disruption in supply lines made prices soar, and soldiers with fierce demeanors roamed the city.

Soldiers from the inner city regularly intruded into noble families’ residences, and dozens were executed publicly in the plaza every day.

Citizens felt their blood run cold and wished desperately for the situation to change. And a few days later, the whereabouts of the princes were revealed.

Count Randal’s estate questions the 3rd Prince’s succession, declaring, “4th Prince Jonas is the proper successor to the throne.”

A declaration of war on 3rd Prince Herdian and the McNeil family.

The Templeton Dukedom, protecting the 6th and 8th Princes, expresses strong disapproval towards the 3rd Prince, stating, “The will was not a forgery.”

Reports of new discussions among prestigious families about the method for selecting the next king.

Rip! Rip!

“You miserable wretches! Guards! Go out there and arrest every one of those journalists who wrote this nonsense!”

The 3rd Prince Herdian tore through the piled newspapers, shouting furiously.

“Y-yes, Your Highness!”

A palace servant hurriedly dashed out of the throne room. Several staff members had already lost their heads for hesitating when Herdian was in such a foul mood.

But even so, it was unlikely that any journalists would actually be arrested. Matters outside the palace were overseen not by the 3rd Prince but by the McNeil Marquisate.

“Brayden! Where is Brayden?”

Viscount Brayden, who had just patted the servant on the shoulder, adjusted his collar and stepped into the throne room.

“Your Highness, you called for me?”

Swoosh.

A torn piece of newspaper flew at his face.

“Explain yourself. This happened because you insisted on sparing my siblings! What do we do now?”

Even in the face of Herdian’s bloodshot gaze, Brayden remained calm.

“I don’t understand why you’re upset. Isn’t this actually a good thing?”

“What? A good thing?”

“I advised sparing your siblings because there was no justification to harm them. But now, look. They’ve provided us the justification themselves.”

“……. Continue.”

Herdian, calming down, gestured for him to go on with interest.

“The 4th Prince has dared to rally a count’s estate against the royal family, and the 6th and 8th Princes are again pushing the false will narrative. Now, if we were to capture and punish them, who would dare to criticize?”

Though it was a contrived and baseless argument, it seemed to make sense to Herdian.

“Oh, I see. So, when are you bringing them in? Capture them immediately and present them before me!”

At this, Brayden took a document from his breast pocket and handed it to Herdian.

“Here’s the decree to form a punitive expedition to capture Count Randal and the princes. With your seal, we can apprehend them as soon as possible.”

Swish.

Herdian pretended to glance over the document before immediately stamping it with the royal seal.

“You know I hate waiting, right?”

“Of course, Your Highness.”

As Viscount Brayden left the throne room with the document, a slight smirk curled on one side of his mouth.

And a few days later.

Baang~!

With a resounding blast of trumpets, a large force marched out from the capital in a grand departure ceremony. The civil war for the throne of the Ruben Kingdom had officially begun.

(To be continued)
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The clash between the McNeil Marquisate and the Randal County. The battle for the throne between the 3rd Prince Herdian and the 4th Prince Jonas.

Many hoped for Jonas’s victory over Herdian, but realistically, it seemed unlikely. The McNeil Marquisate had been one of the kingdom’s four great martial families for a long time, gradually expanding their influence.

Having seized control of the capital, the central army, and the royal knight, their strength was unparalleled in the kingdom.

In contrast, the Randal County had only recently been included among the five great martial families. As a rising power, they had been actively expanding their influence throughout the capital and the kingdom.

Centered around Count Hudson de Randal, the young knight order was making a name for itself, but compared to the McNeil Marquisate, they were still considered inferior by the public.

Moreover, the McNeil Marquisate had five Masters on their side. Some even said that the Randal County’s challenge was too reckless.

“What do you think?”

Raul asked, putting down a newspaper that analyzed the current civil war. The editorial estimated the chances of the 4th Prince’s side winning at less than 10%.

“Well, I don’t think the analysis is wrong per se… But if Hudson, the Count I know, is involved, he wouldn’t engage in a losing battle. He’s not someone to take risks without a chance of success.”

Philip reflected on past events. Before Raul came of age, the Randal County’s rise was partly due to Count Hudson achieving Master status, but that wasn’t the entire story.

‘He’s a highly calculative and political individual who knows how to leverage his strengths.’

Count Hudson pressured neighboring territories into his sphere of influence and involved himself in various kingdom enterprises to bolster his family’s power.

Frequent clashes with the Ashton County were often due to him trying to seize their entitlements.

Philip believed that Hudson had a specific strategy if he was willing to challenge the royal authority with the 4th Prince as his figurehead.

“I agree. That sly fox wouldn’t dig his own grave.”

“Hm…? Do you know Count Hudson well?”

Philip’s question caught Raul off guard momentarily. He had almost mixed up the information he had gathered from his previous life. But Raul’s experience allowed him to recover quickly.

“I’ve done extensive research on him, given that the Randal household could be considered our arch-rival.”

“Of course. The Master would undoubtedly be well-informed.”


Philip nodded in agreement. Raul’s intelligence network had long surpassed even the Ashton County’s main house.

The presence of a capable person like Kane, Raul’s comprehensive support, and his systematic training of agents were key elements driving the success of the First Domain.

“Anyway, this war won’t be an easy ordeal for the 4th Prince’s side, either.”

“So, who do you think will win?”

“Naturally, the McNeil Marquisate will win.”

Raul’s answer was resolute. Philip had been hoping for a different answer, feeling slightly disappointed.

‘Of course. There’s a fundamental difference in their capabilities.’

However, Raul’s certainty wasn’t purely due to the disparity in strength between the two families. He was already aware of who the McNeil Marquisate had allied with.

“Of course…”

“……?”

“It’s only if we don’t intervene.”

“Could it be that you’re planning to get involved?”

Philip asked with a surprised expression, and Raul responded with a curious smile.

“No, not yet. The war hasn’t even really begun.”

And there was no need for Raul to intervene directly. He had plenty of people to act on his behalf.

*

-Breaking: Civil War Erupts in the Ruben Kingdom! 3rd Prince vs. 4th Prince.

-The Clash Between McNeil Marquisate and Randal County. Who Will Emerge Victorious?

-Experts Predict an Overwhelming Victory for the McNeil Marquisate, while the Community’s Mood Is…

-Purple Association: “Carefully Consider Your Faction in the Ruben Kingdom Civil War.”


Advises Against Aligning with the McNeil Marquisate.

The community was ablaze once more.

More than half of the total players had chosen a free city in the Ruben Kingdom as their starting point, making the outcome of this civil war significant.

Given that influential player-friendly groups like the First Knight Order, Purple Association, and Purple Guild were involved, it naturally drew significant attention.

-So who should win? The 3rd Prince or the 4th Prince? I heard neither side is particularly friendly with the First Domain.

– LOL, time to cut ties. Acting rashly has left them ostracized among the nobles. The First is declining, so everyone escape the Ruben Kingdom!

— Stock market troll, go back to your board.

– The First Domain seems to be maintaining neutrality, but can they handle the aftermath? Might be better to swallow their pride and side with one faction.

– Not sure. Maybe it’s better to stay neutral than to haphazardly support one side. It’s a game for us, but for NPCs, backing the wrong team could ruin their entire family.

– What should we do, folks? They helped me a lot when I was a newbie. How can we support them?

— Low-level players should stay out of it and go hunt instead.

— I’m not low-level, though. Level 63 shield warrior here. 『Screenshot』.

— Oh, sorry. Maybe you could spare some items…

— Me too, please…

-Don’t make hasty decisions. Just wait. We have an excellent guide, don’t we? Hint: Purple.

– Sounds right.

– True, but will it work this time?

The players were also uncertain about what stance to take. As previously announced, the Purple Association had opened up faction quests in the Ruben Kingdom for both sides.

They were keeping their promise of neutrality.

However, they strongly urged everyone to choose their faction carefully. As a result, even though the war had begun, players were still hesitant to commit.


‘The faction chosen by the Purple Guild always wins.’

Many were curious to see if this formula would hold true once again.

***

“Charge!”

“Breach the walls!”

Boom!

A siege was underway at a mid-sized fortress. Countless soldiers clung to the walls, and battering rams and other siege weapons pounded relentlessly against the fortress.

The attackers were comprised of the Royal Central Army and forces from local nobles supporting the 3rd Prince.

Since it was still early in the siege, the initial assault was being led by the local troops rather than the elite Central Army.

Perhaps this was why the fortress’s resistance was so fierce, preventing the attackers from gaining any foothold on the walls.

“…This is unexpected.”

An officer from the Central Army, who was overseeing the soldiers, looked troubled. This was not a strategically important location, nor was it even within Count Randal’s territory.

It was just a mid-sized noble family cooperating with the Randal County; such fierce resistance seemed unreasonable.

‘Do they not see the overwhelming numbers against them?’

Their forces numbered close to thirty thousand. In contrast, the fortress garrison had at most five thousand. The command assumed they would surrender.

This place was too far from Count Randal’s main territory for reinforcements to arrive in time, and it wasn’t governed by any of Randal’s blood relatives.

‘It’s problematic if we get bogged down here.’

The punitive force had a strategy to advance in five divisions to encircle the Randal County. Each division comprised a combination of Central Army and local forces, totaling thirty thousand each.

An army close to one hundred fifty thousand strong. While local troops were mainly conscripted with minimal training, the fifty thousand Central Army soldiers were the kingdom’s most elite.

The plan was based on the assumption that even if Count Randal concentrated his forces in one place, they could hold out until the other divisions joined.

‘If it starts like this, it’s going to be a headache.’

They would need to pass through at least five territories to reach Count Randal’s domain. If every territory resisted like this, the plan would be disrupted from the start.

Bwoooo!

Just then, a horn blast from the main camp signaled a retreat.

‘… What’s going on?’

It was still far from sunset. The elite Central Army, intended to seize the walls, hadn’t even been deployed yet. There was no apparent reason to pull back the troops, but orders were orders.

The officer gathered his soldiers and began the retreat to the main camp.

“What’s going on?”

Entering the command tent, he immediately noticed the grim faces of those inside. A close comrade pulled him aside and spoke quietly.

“Scouts have spotted enemy troops heading this way. An estimated twenty thousand.”

“Twenty thousand? Local troops numbering twenty thousand shouldn’t be a problem, should it?”

His comrade sighed at the question.

“That’s just one group. There are three forces converging here. A total of over sixty thousand.”

“……! So the enemy’s main force is heading this way?”

“The thing is….”

The punitive force advancing along five routes halted and retreated. Despite mobilizing an army of 150,000, they were forced to stop due to the overwhelming force of their enemy.

300,000.

Count Randal had mobilized a massive force of 300,000 to block the advance of the punitive expedition. In the main operations room of the Randal County.

A meeting was in full swing amidst dozens of seated officers.

“Ha! Just thinking about their astonished faces lifts my spirits.”

“They never imagined we could muster such a force.”

At the center of the room, alongside Count Hudson de Randal, were two other counts and about a dozen viscounts.

Count Beortio.

Count Lansis.

There were seven count-level families in the Ruben Kingdom. While Ashton and Randal were the most prestigious, the others weren’t small in influence.

And right next to the three counts sat a child who seemed out of place in the high-stakes meeting.

“Isn’t that right, Marquis Edmer?”

“Indeed. If we had more time, I could’ve mustered even more forces. It’s a pity.”

The child, appearing to be about thirteen, had a look full of life. More importantly, there was a fiery determination burning in his eyes.

Haras de Edmer.

Recently elevated to marquis after the execution of Beortio de Edmer, he was the nephew and adopted heir of the former marquis.

With the direct lineage of the prior marquis executed, thirteen-year-old Haras was the new leader. The swift punitive raid led by the 3rd Prince had failed to clean up thoroughly.

The strike aimed at the marquisate was sudden, focusing on seizing the main castle before they could respond effectively.

Given that the marquisate held the kingdom’s largest territory, occupying it fully required more time and troops.

Consequently, parts of the marquisate forces rallied under Haras, the new marquis, and Count Randal did not hesitate to extend his hand to them.

With the combined forces of the marquisate, three count families, and several supporting families, assembling an army of 300,000 was not difficult.

“Furthermore, the foreigners have proven useful. There were rumors that the Ashtons control the foreigners, but that doesn’t seem to be the case based on recent events.”

“Exactly. Thanks to the foreigners managing the Gates, we could mobilize our forces quickly. In some ways, they’re more useful than mercenaries.”

As the two counts pointed out, players played a significant role in establishing the defense lines. After the appearance of Gates, lords were required to assign a substantial portion of their forces to manage them.

With the grade of Gates increasing and their frequency rising, the situation became more dire.

Then stepped in the Purple Association.

The Purple Association utilized 『Sub-Scenario: Saviors of X』. The sub-scenario aimed to handle newly appeared Gates. Many players preferred this over the main civil war scenario.

The society provided lords aligned with the 4th Prince with players to manage the Gates, allowing for rapid mobilization of troops.

“So, shall we discuss the next plan?”

Contrary to expert predictions, the war entered a standoff. But neither side wanted a prolonged conflict. Inevitable clashes were on the horizon.

(To be continued)
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If the capital, Thurium, was central to the Ruben Kingdom, Count Randal’s capital city, Scoden, was situated in the kingdom’s east.

Therefore, the standoff between the forces of the 3rd and 4th Princes stretched north to south along the eastern territories.

‘Has it already been two weeks?’

Raul stroked his chin as he looked down at the magical map displayed on the large table. The map, which depicted the terrain and features, provided detailed information about the current positions on the front line.

It showed troop dispositions, estimated numbers of knights, and even identified which noble families the soldiers belonged to, giving a comprehensive view of the situation.

The detailed information was possible because informants had been planted within both factions. Deploying informants among the hundreds of thousands of troops wasn’t a difficult task.

Additionally, Raul received help from Seohyun’s summoned creatures and players specializing in reconnaissance.

Given the significance of this battleground, many broadcasting companies and individual streamers had come to cover the event, transmitting video footage.

‘Thanks to them, there’s no shortage of general information.’

The battlefront was tense, with the 4th Prince’s forces making a slow but steady push. Although the Central Army was formidable, the sheer difference in numbers couldn’t be ignored.

Both factions continued to reinforce their troops, but the attrition matched the reinforcements, maintaining the balance at 150,000 versus 300,000.

“They’re moving slower than I expected. I thought they’d want a quick resolution,” Jake said, crossing his arms in puzzlement.

“They’re being cautious. In a large-scale battlefield like this, a single significant defeat could drastically shift the balance,” Raul explained.

“I get that, but what’s the point of continuing this stalemate? They should just clash decisively and get it over with,” Jake replied, snorting in frustration and shaking his head.

“They’ll make a move soon enough. Kane?”

“Yes, Master. I’ll display it.”

The map’s display shifted slightly. The holograms of the soldiers disappeared, replaced by icons representing the knight orders, with large sword symbols appearing in various locations.

“… Hmm. What’s this?”

Jake asked.


“It shows the positions of the Masters in each faction.”

Five Masters on the 3rd Prince’s side were marked with dark blue swords. Three were in the capital, Thurium, and two near the front lines.

In contrast, the 4th Prince had only one Master, marked by a single red sword within Count Randal’s main force.

“Hmm. The disparity is striking.”

Five Masters versus one. While the number of knights on the Randal side was about 1.5 times higher…

“It doesn’t look easy, especially considering this place.”

Philip pointed his command baton at a location on the map. It was the McNeil Marquisate. The number of knights and soldiers not yet deployed to the front lines but staying within the territory was formidable.

“Let’s focus on the front lines for now. Kane, add the additional info.”

Bzzzz.

White swords appeared on the map.

“… What does this mean?”

Jake asked.

“What do you think?”

Raul replied. Two white swords were on the 3rd Prince’s side. Four on the 4th Prince’s side. As Philip mulled over it, he slapped his palm.

“Could this be marking the hidden Masters?”

“Correct. These are likely individuals who have reached the proficiency level to become Masters.”

Master.

The realm of martial prowess beyond the limits of human capability. Only a select few could achieve this status, with many failing to surpass the threshold.

Even in the Ashton County, individuals like the head, Melvin, the Golden Bear Knights’ commander, Viscount Hesse, and the overall commander, Viscount Vogel, had all lingered for decades at the peak of the Expert level without advancing.

“…Well, it’s not like the blessing of mana is exclusive to us.”


Jake accepted this with a calm expression.

“They include those who have remained top-tier Experts for at least three years. The actual number of Masters could be more or less than indicated.”

The counter for Masters showed seven for the 3rd Prince’s faction and five for the 4th Prince’s faction.

“When you look at it like this… it feels like something big is about to happen.”

The 3rd Prince’s side had evenly distributed their five Masters across the divided frontlines.

“Count Randal is definitely planning something.”

Four white swords were clustered beside the red sword marking Count Randal’s position.

*

“Extra, extra! The 4th Prince’s forces have defeated the 3rd Prince’s army at the Brandal Plains and are advancing towards the capital!”

“Four new Masters have appeared in the 4th Prince’s army! They defeated the McNeil Marquisate’s Masters Delo and Gervainen in the battle of the Brandal Plains!”

Early in the morning, the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium, was bustling.

Young boys hawking newspapers moved through the streets, spreading the unbelievable news. Citizens scrambled to buy the papers.

“Is it true? The 4th Prince’s army won?”

“That’s not all! They’ve defeated two of the punitive force’s legions and are advancing towards the capital!”

“New Masters! Heaven hasn’t abandoned the Ruben Kingdom after all.”

The citizens couldn’t conceal their joy at the news of the 4th Prince’s victory. However, concerns were also prevalent.

“What happens if the war reaches the capital? Are we going to be dragged into the fighting?”

“Surely not. There’s no way a siege could happen in the capital, right?”

“You never know. Who can predict what madness the 3rd Prince might unleash?”

Beep! Beep!


Suddenly, a whistle sounded from the end of the street as soldiers appeared.

“Oh no, run!”

“Let’s get out of here!”

The newspaper boys and citizens scattered in all directions. The intensity of the soldiers’ demeanor was unusual; it wasn’t the usual half-hearted enforcement.

Anyone caught could end up as an example of the 3rd Prince’s harsh rule. The deserted streets were now littered with scattered newspapers.

The security chief picked up a newspaper and frowned.

‘The news spreads fast. This will surely cause more unrest among the citizens.’

Hardly anyone expected the 3rd Prince’s side to lose. Even he, an officer, was taken aback, so the citizens must be in shock.

“Chief, what should we do?”

The soldiers had captured a few newspaper boys and citizens.

“P-please spare us! We were just selling papers like we always do.”

“We were just passing through. Please have mercy!”

Some of the boys had even wet their pants in fear, though nothing had been done to them yet.

“Bring them to the detention center according to protocol.”

Yes, sir!”

“Please, spare us!”

Those being dragged away by the soldiers struggled and shouted. The security chief sighed inwardly, trying to ignore their pleas.

‘What is the point of all this?’

Once orders were given, there was no way to disobey them. Of course, he had no intention of truly harming these people.

‘I’ll just have to keep them locked up for a few days and then release them.’

What crime had they committed, after all?

As someone who was supposed to protect the citizens, it felt wrong to imprison innocent people. The chief couldn’t help but feel a sense of self-loathing.

“Lieutenant, it’s Area 3, block C today.”

“Yes, understood.”

Following his orders, the lieutenant led about fifty soldiers off to somewhere. They would capture various troublemakers and criminals from the back alleys.

Then, these wrongfully detained citizens would be hung on the gallows in their place tomorrow.

‘If someone has to die, there’s no other choice.’

It was frustrating that this was all he could do. Suddenly, the image of a golden hawk insignia flashed in his mind.

‘Would things have been different if they were here?’

*

Royal Palace Conference Room.

A large dark blue banner with the crossed axe and hammer emblem hung on the wall behind the platform. It was the symbol of the McNeil Marquisate.

Beneath it, Clifford de McNeil, the Marquis, sat with a stern expression on a luxurious chair.

“I seem to have overestimated you gentlemen. I didn’t think these orders were particularly difficult.”

“My apologies, sir.”

“We’re truly sorry, cough.”

Two knights knelt on the floor beneath the platform. These were the newly minted Masters of the McNeil Marquisate, Delo and Gervainen.

Their condition was evidently poor. Their faces were pale, and the bandages wrapped around their bodies were soaked with blood.

Additionally, Master Gervainen’s left arm was missing below the elbow.

“Both of you, go and rest.”

Following the Marquis’s command, the two Masters weakly bowed their heads and left the room. A thud was heard outside, indicating that one of them had collapsed.

However, the Marquis did not blink an eye and asked his adjutant.

“Have the casualty reports been compiled?”

“Yes, sir. Significant casualties were incurred in the recent battle and subsequent retreat. Out of the 60,000 troops, there were 15,000 casualties, including the deceased. 20,000 were captured, and 5,000 deserted. Thus, combat-ready personnel are estimated to be just under 20,000.”

Murmurs spread through the room. Losing 40,000 troops and two Masters in a single engagement was an unforeseen and catastrophic loss.

“Silence!

“…….”

The Marquis’s stern warning brought silence to the room.

“What about the retreat?”

“We are organizing a retreat centered around the Central Army. We should be able to reach the outskirts of the capital within three days.”

“Hmm.”

The Marquis closed his eyes briefly, gathering his thoughts.

‘We intended to draw them closer to the capital from the start, but the losses were greater than expected. Incompetent fools.’

He had anticipated that the 4th Prince’s side might have undisclosed Masters. Therefore, he had ordered his knights to avoid direct confrontations as much as possible and lure the enemy.

Regardless, the overall plan hadn’t derailed. Marquis McNeil rose from his chair and walked over to the map of the terrain in the center of the room.

“We will settle this battle here.”

Thunk.

The Marquis stabbed a dagger into the map and table.

Kerden Plains.

A vast expanse of open land a little ways from the capital, Thurium. Apart from a small river and clusters of woods, nothing obstructed the view.

“Are you considering a pitched battle? Our current forces might be insufficient for a direct confrontation.”

One of the tacticians asked cautiously, and the Marquis nodded.

“We will not be short of troops. The main forces from the Marquis’s estate are heading here as we speak. This battle will end the war! Prepare a detailed plan and present it.”

“Yes, sir!”

The officers and tacticians gathered to begin a full-scale planning session. Watching them with cold eyes, Marquis McNeil turned and left the room.

Their plans were merely supplementary. The real strategy had been set in motion long before the war.

‘Hudson. You should have abandoned your greed and taken my hand.’

If he had, he could have lived out his days enjoying the status and privileges of a noble family. The word ‘defeat’ seemed nonexistent in the Marquis’s mind as he walked away.

*

“…Hmm. So, he wants a pitched battle? It seems he’s lost his touch after not being on the battlefield for so long, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Hahaha, indeed. It appears he hasn’t properly assessed the situation. This will work in our favor, won’t it?”

“A siege in the capital would be detrimental to both sides. Prepare accordingly.”

“Understood, my lord.”

4th Prince’s camp.

Count Randal’s forces were marching towards the capital with their entire army. Their numbers had swelled to 350,000, with no more opposition in their path.

Reports indicated that 70,000 to 80,000 reinforcements had departed from the McNeil Marquisate.

‘Even so, that brings their total to 200,000. We have the advantage in both soldiers and knights, not to mention we’ve matched them in Master numbers.’

Count Hudson felt confident about any Master confrontations.

‘The Sword King might be a challenge, but Clifford? He won’t be difficult. This is my chance to show who’s stronger.’

Previously, the kingdom had prohibited duels between Masters. With so few Masters, any injury could have widespread repercussions, entangling various families in conflicts.

But now, those restraints were off, and it was time to see who truly was the strongest.

‘Kerden Plains, huh.’

Count Hudson’s lips curled into a grin.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 246

				
Chapter 246

Boom, boom, boom.

Cheers erupted!

On the vast Kerden Plains, countless soldiers were lined up, shouting in unison.

210,000 for the 3rd Prince’s army.

350,000 for the 4th Prince’s army.

A total of 560,000 troops faced each other in battle formations, an awe-inspiring sight. The 3rd Prince’s army was divided into left, center, and right wings, each forming two lines, creating six large formations.

Similarly, the 4th Prince’s army divided into left, center, and right, but with their superior numbers, they formed three lines, resulting in nine formations.

Clang! Whoosh!

Aagh!

The front lines engaged in several small-scale skirmishes, serving as both reconnaissance and preliminary clashes, maintaining a balanced tension.

But amidst the tumult, certain individuals stood out prominently….

“Maintain the formation correctly!”

“Tanks, watch out for thrown attacks in the front!”

“Who shot the arrow before the signal?!”

Various distinctively dressed figures were actively participating in the center of the battlefield. These were the player units.

Boom, boom, boom.

“Looks like we’re calling it a day.”

As the drums signaled a retreat, Kim Ilsang glanced back towards the main camp. He was the head of the Ripple Association and the master of the New Star Guild.

Despite being thoroughly beaten by the Purple Guild’s rankers during the territorial wars in the Brennan Republic, the Ripple Association hadn’t disbanded.


In fact, harboring a deep-seated grudge, Kim Ilsang expanded the association despite the costs.

Moreover, many large guilds across various nations, having suffered at the hands of the Purple Guild, joined forces, recognizing that individually, they couldn’t stand against the Purple Guild.

A alliance of 20,000 players gathered under the banner of the Ripple Association and guilds from other nations. Naturally, they chose the 3rd Prince’s faction led by Marquis McNeil.

The Purple Association had warned against supporting the McNeil faction, making their support almost inevitable.

‘Hmph. So they’re really not joining, huh?’

The standoff on the Kerden Plains had persisted for several days, yet there was no news of the Purple Guild.

He didn’t mind, though. In fact, he saw it as a favorable turn of events.

“Guild Master, here is the list of new members applying to join the association.”

Upon returning to the main camp, he was met with new player applications. This battle could potentially decide the fate of the Ruben Kingdom’s throne.

Many players were restless because the Purple Guild was still abstaining.

Ultimately, they had two choices: join the 4th Prince’s side through the Purple Association’s collective quests or enlist with the Ripple Association and fight for the 3rd Prince.

Even though more players sided with the 4th Prince, the 3rd Prince’s faction still had a significant number joining their ranks.

The size of the Ripple Association continued to grow over time.

‘And if the 3rd Prince’s side wins this battle…!’

They would be able to completely wrest control in the Ruben Kingdom away from the Purple Association.

The Purple Association had chosen neutrality, likely because they were unsure who would win.

‘Kim Ilwoo, right? You can see the limitations of someone average when they reach higher positions.’

A true leader must make bold decisions no matter the situation. If they failed, their group was bound to stagnate.

‘Only those, like myself, chosen to lead, can guide this world.’

Foolish commoners often delude themselves into thinking that all humans are equal and that hard work alone can achieve anything.


‘Nonsense.’

Humans were ranked from birth. Lineage, family, wealth, talent. With everything being different, how could they expect the same treatment?

There was no need to debate who deserved to be a leader: an elite groomed to lead a corporation from childhood or an ordinary person who received basic education to survive?

Thus, the need to restore order, whether in a game or reality, was evident.

*

On a hill quite a distance from the battlefield. Around a hundred individuals on horseback were observing the battlefield.

“They’re taking too long to engage. I thought they’d clash immediately after forming battle lines. Cowards.”, Jake grumbled.

“They have to be cautious. This battle could decide everything. And for the 4th Prince’s side, dragging out an attritional fight isn’t a bad strategy.”

Raul remarked. Unlike the 3rd Prince’s forces, who wanted an immediate confrontation, the 4th Prince’s army seemed more patient.

It was a benefit of having the initiative and superior numbers. In an war of attrition, the side with more soldiers naturally had the advantage.

“… But could the 4th Prince’s side actually lose? Right now, it’s hard to tell who will win.”, Kim Ilwoo asked cautiously.

Standing behind him were Purple Guild rankers Han Seohyun, Wang Chunmyung, and Linda, among others.

“Well, everyone should know. The 4th Prince’s side has little chance of winning this battle. In fact, they are guaranteed to lose. Two reasons.”

As Raul spoke, not only the Purple Guild members but also Jake, Pierce, and other Purple Knights pricked up their ears. Even they did not know why Raul was so confident.

“First. The alliance gathered by Count Randal. Are they really all on the same side?”

“……! You mean there’s a traitor? But…”

Count Randal and the two supporting counts were known for their longstanding alliance. And the young Marquis Edmer bore deep grudges against the McNeil Marquisate.

“Not everything is as it seems.”

Raul recalled memories from his previous life. Back then, there had also been a power struggle between the McNeil Marquisate and Count Randal for the throne.

Though it wasn’t the same setup, someone had betrayed Count Randal. Someone who seemed to have no ties to the Marquis McNeil at all was, in fact….


“Second. Behind the McNeil Marquisate lies the Empire. Or rather, it’s more accurate to say they’ve aligned with them.”

“The Empire…!”

“Good heavens! Why would the Marquisate side with the Empire….”

“Damn traitorous wretches!”

Some reacted with shock, while others were enraged by Raul’s statement. What was surprising was that no one doubted the truth of Raul’s words. It showed how much his subordinates trusted him.

“Now I understand why you were so sure of the McNeil side’s victory, Master. But are you really going to stick with the plan? Wouldn’t it be better to…?”

Philip asked, his voice tinged with concern.

“No, there will be no change in plans.”

Raul’s tone was firm.

Sensing his resolve, Philip did not push further.

“Alright, everyone heard that? Get ready, we might have a big fight on our hands!”

Jake shouted, and those who had been dubious now braced themselves, focusing on the battlefield.

*

“Catch them!”

“Don’t let the traitors escape!”

Neeeigh!

The horse, foaming at the mouth, struggled with exhaustion.

‘… How did it come to this?’

His head swam from the continuous blood loss from his side and thigh.

“Ugh. Protect the lord until the end! Haa!”

The faint voice of his loyal escort knight, who had always had his back despite their limited skill, echoed in his ears.

Thump.

“Father, stay with us! You can’t fall here!”

Someone caught him as he nearly slipped off his horse.

‘Hmm? Which one is this again?’

The face of the son desperately supporting him was unfamiliar. In retrospect, he hadn’t really paid much attention to his children. Now, it seemed like a trivial matter.

Smack.

A stinging sensation spread across his cheek.

“Snap out of it! Are you really planning to die here!?”

Did this brat just slap his father?

The pain jolted him back to his senses. He quickly circulated his mana to staunch the bleeding and steady his breath.

“Haphael. We’ll talk about this later.”

“Father, are you okay now?”

His son’s voice carried both relief and confusion. The fourth son. He had always been more flashy than skilled, and thus, not one he’d had high hopes for.

But amidst his over ten sons, only this one remained by his side.

“…What’s the situation?”

“…The pursuit seems to have slowed for now. But we don’t know the details yet.”

‘So, we’ve lost?’

Count Hudson, the head of the Randal household, was slowly coming to terms with the reality. Where had his army of over three hundred thousand gone? Now, only about thirty knights followed him.

The tide of the battle had turned in an instant. The 3rd Prince’s forces had launched an all-out attack. He had moved his forces to counter and had rushed to the front lines with his Masters.

‘Betrayal….’

Count Lansis, who was supposed to guard the main camp, had turned traitor. The 4th Prince’s head was swiftly taken, and the main camp’s headquarters and the command flag were set ablaze.

This threw the various units into disarray, and the balance of the Master duel at the front lines was broken.

Not only had Count Lansis’s Master, Fulkus, betrayed them, but new superhumans had also suddenly appeared in the 3rd Prince’s camp.

‘Clifford, you vile fiend!’

Though he had masked his swordsmanship cleverly, Hudson knew the truth.

The Empire.

How could a marquis of a prestigious martial family ally himself with the Empire?

Count Hudson bit his lip hard. Though they lost the battle, he couldn’t let it end here.

‘No matter what, I must survive and reveal their filthy deception to the world.’

Thanks to the sacrifice of many, Hudson had managed to escape the battlefield. There was a pursuit team, but if they could reach the forest ahead, they might find a way out.

But maybe he had judged too hastily.

“Well, well. Where is this esteemed gentleman off to in such a hurry? Like a rat scurrying away?”

Boom!

Neigh!

The ground exploded, and the horse’s legs buckled under a mana blade that flew in from the front.

Bang! Crash!

Count Hudson, leaping off his horse, struggled to gather mana to block the incoming blades.

‘Damn it…!’

Standing in his way were the traitorous Master Fulkus and a Master from the Empire. Had he been in peak condition, handling these two at the novice Master level would have been easy, but….

Thunk! Clang.

With each clash of swords, blood welled up within his stomach. His mana channels were undoubtedly damaged.

“Aaah!”

“You scoundrels!”

It was the worst possible scenario. The relentless pursuit unit had caught up from behind and was assaulting his followers.

‘…Is this the end?’

A bleak despair filled Count Hudson’s eyes.

“Leave none alive! Kill them all!”

“No survivors!”

The enemies had issued a brutal death sentence. But just then.

“Oh? I was thinking the same thing. Quite the coincidence.”

“Who’s there!”

“When did…?”

A masked figure stood behind Master Fulkus and the Imperial superhuman, arms crossed casually.

“Wipe them out.”

Barely had the masked figure spoken those words when—

“Ah!”

“Who are, urk.”

Boom! Clang!

Screams and the sounds of battle erupted from behind the encirclement.

“Hmph! I don’t know who you are, but your struggles are meaningless now! Die!”

Master Fulkus charged at the masked figure with an aura blade blazing on his longsword.

Thunk!

But his sword was effortlessly blocked by the masked figure’s spear.

Whoosh! Popopopopop!

The spear’s blade whirled like a tornado, splitting into dozens of blades that flew towards Fulkus.

“As if that could—”

Fulkus swung his aura-covered sword to parry the spear, but—

Thump.

“What…? Aargh!”

Drdrdrdr! Boom!

The vortex of spear blades easily deflected his sword and ferociously tore through his armor’s protective barrier. In the blink of an eye, Fulkus retreated, but the spear still managed to slash his torso.

“Cough.”

It all happened in a single exchange.

“You scoundrel!”

The Imperial superhuman belatedly swung his halberd at the masked figure, but it was effortlessly deflected as well.

“I told you, don’t think of leaving here alive.”

With the masked figure’s declaration, aura lights burst forth from all around. Fulkus and the Imperial superhuman turned pale.

4th Prince was slain, and Count Randal along with several Masters went missing.

The Battle of Kerden Plains concluded with a resounding victory for the McNeil Marquisate and the forces of the 3rd Prince.

(To be continued)
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‘This is unsettling.’

Marquis Clifford de McNeil rested his chin on his hand, tapping the armrest of his chair with the other. The atmosphere in the conference room was cold as a result.

‘What is he so displeased about?’

‘Wasn’t it a complete and perfect victory? The 4th Prince is dead too.’

The commanders, who had returned triumphantly after a great victory, were puzzled by the incomprehensible situation.

“Is it Count Randal that bothers you?”

It was his fifth son, Viscount Brayden. Although his swordsmanship was average, his cleverness and strategic thinking were exceptional, earning the Marquis’s favor.

“Who do you think it is?”

Despite the abrupt question, braiden answered without any hesitation.

“I heard the marks on the corpse were from a spear. Naturally, one would suspect the Greer Marquisate, but do they have any reason to help Count Randal? Perhaps…”

Brayden paused for a moment, his eyes gleaming.

“Most likely, it’s the Templeton Duchy. Or it could be the Ashton household.”

“Indeed. My thoughts align with yours.”

The Marquis abruptly stood from his seat.

“Clean up the battlefield and return to the royal capital. There is still one more hurdle to overcome.”

“Yes, Your Grace!”

The Marquis’s gaze turned in the direction of the Templeton Duchy.

*

The results of the war were spread throughout the kingdom. Battle of the Kerden Plains. Astonishingly, concluded with an overwhelming victory for the 3rd Prince’s side.


– Will the next king of the Ruben Kingdom be the 3rd Prince?

– The first-ever grand master duel. Yet, there was no chivalry to be found.

– The disappearance of five masters, including Count Randal. Where have they gone?

– 3rd Prince Herdian. Immediately after the victory, an envoy was sent to the Templeton Duchy.

– The Templeton Duchy rejects the 3rd Prince’s order to escort the 6th Prince Gerard and the 8th Prince Aenbard. Is another war on the horizon?

Alongside the news of the 3rd Prince’s victory, various revelations were published in the newspapers.

Perhaps because of the one-sided nature of the victory, the tone of the media was cautious, and citizens became more careful with their words and actions.

There were also articles questioning the identities of the newly emerged superhumans, but they were quietly buried.

The newspapers that carried those articles were completely recalled, and some press companies were shut down overnight due to actual enforcement of what seemed to be threats to press freedom.

The protests from the Tower of Magic and the Press Association barely managed to rescue those who had been detained, signaling the advent of a world truly dominated by 3rd Prince Herdian.

A few days after the war ended. Raul stood somewhere, striving to suppress the overwhelming tension.

– Grandfather, no, the Duke, wants to see you.

This was the message Dalton had delivered two days prior.

‘As expected, it won’t just pass like nothing happened.’

Raul passed through the castle gates, mentally preparing himself for the questions he anticipated. The Templeton Duchy’s main residence.

A small fortress located to the northeast of the kingdom’s capital, Thurium.

Generally, one would imagine the duchy’s capital to be a grand and splendid city. However, in reality, it was merely a small fort town with a population of less than thirty thousand.

The crucial point was that most of this population consisted of knight aspirants and swordsmanship trainees.

They gathered, hoping to catch the eye of the ducal family, get taught even a single sword technique, or join the knights.

The Ruben Kingdom, the kingdom of knights.


At the pinnacle of those numerous knights stood Marquis de Templeton. The fort belonging to the ducal family, known as Weaverly, was built upon the Sword Saint’s fame and the respect and admiration his name commanded amongst the knights.

“It’s just as I’ve heard. Fascinating.”

Jake said while continually scanning his surroundings. From children to elderly people walking on the streets, most wore swords at their waists.

Blacksmith shops were everywhere, and signs and slogans advertising various swordsmanship academies filled the fortress.

“They aren’t just carrying swords; the auras they emanate are significant. Could it be due to the ‘Mana Return Phenomenon’?”

Josh, serving as a guard, also took in the surroundings with an impressed look.

Mana Return Phenomenon.

This was the term scholars coined to describe the sudden surge in atmospheric mana following the recent barrier incident.

Based on research indicating that mana was more abundant and mana life forms were more prevalent in ancient times, there were predictions that the lost mana was returning and would restore those levels.

As a result, many people had become more sensitive to mana, and the number of those awakening to it was increasing.

“Well, one of them might become a Sword Saint in the future.”

If the duchy were ever engulfed in warfare, most of them would likely join the battle.

‘They could easily form ten knight orders or more….’

It made sense why the duchy was deemed the greatest house in the kingdom. After walking for a while, they arrived at the fortress’s center, where a low, long wall stretched out.

“It’s peculiar. Why is it a wall instead of a fortress wall?”

Josh looked puzzled as he glanced at the wall extending beside the main gate.

“One, two, one, two!”

“We can do it! We can do it!”

The sight of many people jogging along the duchy’s wall was impressive.

And beyond the wall, inside the mansion,


“One hundred downward strikes!”

“One hundred strikes! Hah!”

From the various training grounds scattered around, one could vaguely see the trainees of the duchy training under the guidance of their instructors.

“It seems to be a form of communication. Aspiring knights probably build their dreams by watching this.”

At Kane’s words, Raul nodded in agreement.

“And it’s also a matter of pride for the duchy. It signifies that they can protect themselves with just a wall, not a fortress wall.”

Dalton’s words came to Raul’s mind.

‘Training at the mansion was so boring. I used to sneak over the wall sometimes.’

The wall was indeed easy enough to climb over.

Creeeeak.

The gate opened, and a neatly dressed man in a suit came out to greet them.

“Welcome to the Templeton Ducal Mansion.”

There were no separate servants in the mansion, and the trainees and knights handled miscellaneous tasks, just as he had heard.

‘Even the guide is an expert. Interesting.’

Raul discreetly activated his analysis skill and clicked his tongue. After passing through more than ten training grounds spread across the garden, they arrived in front of the main building.

“Welcome. The head of the family is waiting.”

Dalton, who had returned to the main house, greeted Raul as a friend and guided him with a grin. Taking a sly look around, he moved closer to Raul and whispered in his ear.

“Don’t be too surprised if the old man suddenly swings his sword. It’s his way of greeting. And I didn’t say much, so don’t be too nervous.”

Dalton winked as he spoke, but it wasn’t particularly comforting. Instead of the reception room, Dalton led Raul to the underground training ground.

“Good luck then!”

Dalton waved his thumb and stayed behind with Raul’s attendants outside the door.

“Whew.”

Raul took a deep breath and confidently stepped inside.

The ceiling was over 10 meters high. Despite being underground, the numerous magic lights made the interior as bright as day.

The walls, coated with Tantalium, were engraved with special defensive magic circles that could block both sword qi and a certain level of aura.

Such things honestly did not catch Raul’s attention at all. What caught his eye was the white-haired old man seated in the center of the training ground.

A low growl filled the air.

Marquis de Templeton.

The strongest character in the world of Connect, standing at the pinnacle of countless swordsmen. He opened his eyes and spoke to Raul.

“Let’s see your skill.”

Raul reflexively pulled out his greatsword from his inventory and swung it in the air.

Clang!

He heard a sound of something shattering.

‘Ugh.’

Raul frowned at the tingling in his hands and was pushed back a few steps.

“Hoho.”

The Sword Saint still in his seated position, let out a low sigh of admiration. And in the next moment.

Clang! Crash! Boom!

The air in front of Raul shimmered with the sounds of impacts bursting one after another.

This time, Raul, who had been firmly prepared, planted his feet solidly on the training ground and swung his greatsword calmly. While he didn’t get pushed back like before, his expression was far from bright.

‘I expected it, but this is too much.’

A golden aura blade had somehow formed on his greatsword, but the Sword Saint remained unmoved, still in his seated position.

Invisible mana blades.

These flying mana blades, created out of thin air without a sword, were rushing towards him without any warning. In some ways, they were quite similar to Raul’s psychokinesis.

‘Facing them directly is tricky.’

Since they were invisible and noiseless, he could only sense them through his ki. Moreover, each blade carried considerable power.

‘But it’s not beyond my capability.’

Raul’s spatial awareness surpassed that of typical superhumans. His senses and control, developed to the point where he could move thousands of objects simultaneously, naturally picked up on the several intangible mana blades the Sword Saint wielded, even without him trying.

Realizing this, the Sword Saint suddenly halted his attacks.

The Sword Saint rose from his seat and said, “Come at me.”

Though he hadn’t even drawn his sword from its sheath, there was no opening to be found. Nevertheless, Raul was undeterred and focused his mana into his greatsword.

“Here I come.”

Swish.

A huge golden aura blade filled the training ground and surged toward the Sword Saint. What seemed to be a random swing of the aura took on a distinct shape as it reached the Sword Saint’s eyes.

Boom.

Like a roaring bear swinging its claws, the golden traces curved into claw shapes, splitting into dozens and sweeping through the space.

It was the secret sword technique of the Ashton household. Bear Crush was beautifully executed from Raul’s hands.

“Good! Hahaha.”

The Sword Saint grinned brightly, blocking the golden aura’s barrage with his sheathed sword.

Bang! Crash!

Fragments of the aura burst across the vast basement, revealing translucent magic circles on the walls that blocked them.

If such a special mechanism had not been in place, the ducal mansion might have already collapsed.

Moments later.

As the aura fragments and the sound of impacts subsided, the figures of the two men became visible again. The Sword Saint was smiling satisfactorily, while Raul had a somewhat discontented expression.

‘To block everything without moving a single step…’

Even though only pure swordsmanship was used, Raul realized the immense gap between himself and the Sword Saint. Yet, he couldn’t help but admire it.

‘What I felt in my previous life was really just the tip of the iceberg….’

Back then, he had only watched from a distance, barely able to see. He had thought that the Sword Saint was just a bit stronger than other masters.

‘The level is different.’

As much as he could see now, surpassing his former level, Raul felt the Sword Saint was nothing short of a monster.

It was astonishing how such immense power could reside within a human body, and the ability to control it without wasting even a tiny bit of strength was truly remarkable.

But the Sword Saint was just as astonished.

‘Seventeen years old, huh? How could anyone achieve such feats at that age?’

When his usually adorable grandson had suddenly declared he wanted to join an unheard-of knight order one day, the Sword Saint had allowed it with a laugh.

The boy, who had lost interest in swordsmanship after barely reaching the Expert level, had shown some motivation, which was a welcome change.

In his view, all knight orders were similar, so he thought he could call the boy back and teach him properly when the time was right.

However, his grandson’s achievements were extraordinary.

Within just half a year, he skipped two levels, and a bit more than a year later, he reached the inconceivable realm of a master.

He wondered if his grandson had gained power through unscrupulous means or had done something he shouldn’t have. He even collected information on Raul and the First Knight Order through all his connections.

The results were simply astonishing. The various miracles and accomplishments were only possible if he truly had divine blessing.

The reason he called Raul today was to conduct his final verification. And the result was not disappointing.

‘There is not a trace of foul energy. And such pure soul light….’

It was partly due to honing his spiritual power, but Raul’s aura felt purely innocent to the Sword Saint.

‘It’s audacious to withhold his true strength even before me….’

However, it also meant that he was a deeply thoughtful boy.

“This will be the end of the test. Now, tell me. What on earth were you thinking, pulling the Templeton Duchy into the midst of a power struggle!?”

The killing intent emanating from the Sword Saint’s roar made Raul gulp.

(To be continued)
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“So, are you suggesting we delay the coronation, Marquis?”

“I am deeply sorry.”

In the grand chamber of Ruben Royal Palace, the 3rd Prince Herdian lounged on the throne, legs crossed, chin resting on his hand, looking down at the assembly.

Kneeling on one knee and bowing his head was none other than Marquis Clifford de McNeil. Behind him, his son Viscount Brayden and various ministers also knelt.

“Well, fine. I know you’re doing your best, Marquis. But remember, I can’t wait forever. I’m giving you just one month. In that time, bring that arrogant and discourteous Duke Templeton before me.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Hmph.”

Herdian cleared his throat unnecessarily, looked briefly at the Marquis, and then retreated to his private quarters.

As the ministers dispersed, only Marquis McNeil and Viscount Brayden remained in the grand chamber.

“Isn’t it amusing?”

“What do you mean, father?”

Viscount Brayden inquired with a blank expression, prompting the Marquis to point at the throne.

“It’s just a well-made chair, isn’t it? Yet, everyone in the kingdom must kneel before it.”

“…….”

Marquis McNeil slowly walked up to the throne. He placed his hand gently on the armrest.

“Fifty years. I’ve served under three kings for fifty years. And now a fourth is about to be crowned. But you see…”

Rumble.

Mana swirled around the Marquis. Viscount Brayden glanced around the chamber, a bit alarmed. It would be troublesome if anyone witnessed this scene.

However, he quickly dismissed his worries. There was no way the Marquis would fail to notice any spies, and by now, no one in the palace would dare oppose the Marquis.


“How many of those who’ve sat here have truly known how to wield a sword?”

Whoosh.

With a flick of his hand, a gust of wind shook the chandeliers, making them rattle and scream.

“Tendarion de Ruben, the founding king, was undoubtedly a great knight. But look at his descendants. They inherited this seat merely because of their royal blood—those foolish braggarts!”

“You’re absolutely right, Father. It’s the noble families, especially our McNeil Marquisate, that have truly led this kingdom.”

At Brayden’s words, Marquis McNeil nodded.

“Exactly. The kings have only sat on this seat and puffed themselves up while we shed blood and sweat to protect the kingdom. And now, history is repeating itself. What do you think?”

“The time has come for that merely decorative seat to be occupied by its true owner.”

“Yes. It must be so. For the sake of the kingdom and its people.”

The Marquis coldly stared at the throne before turning and descending the steps.

“Prepare the army. Once Templeton is on its knees, nothing will stand in our way.”

“As you command.”

Brayden bowed his head deeply.

“And when I return victorious, I don’t want to see the fourth one alive.”

“Of course, Father. By the time you return, the people will be ready to welcome their new king.”

Step by step.

As the Marquis left the grand chamber, knights in dark blue armor surrounded him.

Over thirty knights wielding swords paraded through the palace, yet not a single member of the royal knight dared to obstruct them.

***

-3rd Prince Herdian issues an ultimatum to the Templeton Dukedom: Surrender 6th and 8th Princes and enter the capital unarmed.


-Templeton Dukedom responds: They do not oppose the 3rd Prince’s ascension but will protect the 6th and 8th Princes.

-The 3rd Prince’s forces prepare a punitive expedition once again. The Templeton Dukedom also stations troops at their borders, closely watching the situation.

It seemed war was inevitable. Barely a fortnight after the conflict with the 4th Prince had ended, the drums of war began to beat once more.

In the study of the Templeton Dukedom.

Raul and the Sword Saint were seated across from each other, sipping tea. While Raul’s expression remained calm, the Sword Saint looked slightly disgruntled.

“So, it turns out you were right after all. Are you satisfied now?”

“Not at all. I, too, hoped for a peaceful resolution.”

Raul sipped his tea, recalling the events of a few days prior. The Sword Saint was displeased that Raul had drawn the dukedom into the royal succession conflict.

“That was never my intention. I only wanted to protect a friend I studied with. Tell me, is there anywhere else in the kingdom where the Princes would be safer?”

“…….”

The Sword Saint remained silent for a moment. Ultimately, it had been his decision to protect the Princes.

However, he was not one to back down easily.

“Hmph. Perhaps the true mistake was rescuing the Princes in the first place. Look at the outcome. Thanks to you, the 4th Prince is dead, a civil war raged, and countless innocent soldiers lost their lives. And now, another war is on the horizon…. Can you truly claim you’re not at fault for all this?”

The Sword Saint’s words were not unfounded. If Raul hadn’t rescued the Princes and the 3rd Prince had ascended to the throne, perhaps none of this would have happened.

The 4th Prince might not have died, and the civil war might have been avoided.

‘But.’

Raul gazed back at the Sword Saint with resolute eyes.

“I had no intention of interfering in the royal succession. However, what if the ‘Empire’ is involved in this matter? Should we have just stood by?”

“The Empire! Do you even realize what you’re saying?”

As the Sword Saint’s fury erupted, the entire training hall seemed to quake. His aura felt like it could choke the life out of Raul.


The idea that aura alone could kill someone seemed plausible at that moment, but Raul stood his ground.

Summoning his mana, Raul countered the Sword Saint’s aura head-on and shouted.

“Marquis de Templeton! Open your eyes! While you remain complacent in this small dukedom, focusing solely on swordsmanship, the world has changed and continues to change!”

Raul unleashed his hidden psychokinetic powers, directing them back at the Sword Saint.

Rumble, crash!

Raul’s psychokinesis collided with the Sword Saint’s invisible sword aura, driving both men backward. Raul then drew a longsword from his inventory, readying himself.

It was not the ‘Bear Crush’ of the Ashton household but the ‘Infinity Sword’ of Caldenas.

“……! Where did you get that?”

The Sword Saint shouted in surprise as Raul revealed his hidden moves.

Whoosh.

The ‘Radiance Aura’ enveloped Raul, swirling with a warm divine force.

Clang, clang, clang.

The ‘Field of Arms’ manifested, filling the training hall’s ceiling with an arsenal of weapons emerging behind him.

“Haah!”

With a brilliant golden aura blade, Raul charged at the Sword Saint.

Boom! Boom! Clang!

‘Ugh. What is this…?’

The Sword Saint frowned slightly at the intense pressure he felt in his grip.

This power and speed were on a completely different level from their earlier exchange.

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Moreover, the relentless weapons striking at his openings like predatory beasts added another layer of challenge.

Although most of the weapons carried only traces of mana and divine power, which his invisible sword aura could fend off…

Clang!

Occasionally, a weapon emitting a full aura required him to block it with his sword.

‘And this swordsmanship. Could it really be his…?’

The pressure was different from when facing the swordsmanship of the Ashton household. The deceptive lightness and sudden changes in sword paths made reading the blade’s trajectory almost impossible.

The smooth integration of each sword movement, with no awkward transitions, was unmistakable.

‘This is definitely his… Ugh.’

Raul’s sword grazed the Sword Saint’s cheek. The erratic sword movements combined with Raul’s psychokinesis created completely new and perfect sword paths unseen in conventional swordsmanship.

“Hah!”

Boom!

Raul, spotting an opening, spun in the air and brought his longsword down.

Crack.

The scabbard of the Sword Saint’s blade shattered, exposing its sharp edge. And at that very moment.

Shiver.

Raul instinctively felt a chill and retreated with all his might. But the Sword Saint did not counterattack.

‘What was that just now?’

When Raul looked down at his hand, he saw goosebumps.

Thunk.

“Let’s stop here. Or do you wish to continue? I can’t guarantee your life if we do.”

The Sword Saint spoke as he planted his sword into the training hall’s floor, his face deadly serious. Raul shook his head, withdrawing his weapons and power.

“Of course not. Thank you for showing mercy.”

There was no reason to continue the match to the point of a life-and-death struggle.

‘I’ve achieved what I wanted.’

The Sword Saint’s perception of Raul had changed from merely being a friend of his grandson or a promising junior.

Acknowledging Raul as a fellow practitioner of the martial path, the Sword Saint’s tone became earnest.

“Tell me. What is this Empire, and what don’t I know?”

“Before that, there’s someone I’d like to introduce to you.”

Shooosh.

Regnator activated, wrapping around Raul’s right arm, and a knight in armor appeared a short distance away.

“It’s been a long time, Marquis.”

“……! Could it be, Caldenas?”

A look of astonishment crossed the Sword Saint’s face. Upon hearing about the various events currently unfolding on the Connect continent through Raul and Caldenas, the Sword Saint’s reaction was unexpectedly calm.

“So, these ongoing events are indeed linked to the McNeil Marquisate. But even so, I cannot move our troops.”

“Why not? If left unchecked, they will manipulate everything to their advantage.”

Raul asked, confused, but the Sword Saint remained steadfast.

“Since the kingdom’s inception, the Dukedom has always remained neutral in succession disputes. This neutrality has ensured smooth transitions of power thus far.”

“But the situation now is….”

“Different? No, it is not. If the 3rd Prince has emerged victorious in the succession battle, then he rightfully ascends to the throne. Right, Caldenas?”

“He’s right, Raul.”

This was unexpected. Raul thought Caldenas would side with him, given his understanding of the circumstances.

“The Dukedom is the ultimate guardian of the kingdom. A sword exists for its purpose. Sometimes, an unmoved sword can be more fearsome.”

“Then are you saying we should just watch as the McNeil Marquisate runs amok?”

The Sword Saint shook his head.

“No, we can’t allow that. Once the succession issue is settled, we intend to hold them accountable. Since they’ve betrayed the kingdom, we cannot leave them within our borders.”

It was a reasonable argument.

But Raul couldn’t accept it.

A small germ could kill a person. Why should they wait to treat the disease until after it has manifested, when it could be prevented in the first place?

‘Honor, rules, tradition, procedure—these are necessary. But in a situation where the kingdom might fall, should we cling to them to the very end?’

Perhaps the Sword Saint was underestimating the gravity of the situation. However, Raul couldn’t force his thoughts upon the Sword Saint.

The decision was his to make. Raul took a moment to clear his head, then relaxed his expression and said.

“How about a wager?”

“A wager?”

“Yes, a wager.”

***

And now.

The Sword Saint admitted he was wrong. He thought merely acknowledging the 3rd Prince’s ascension would suffice. But it seemed he had underestimated the situation.

‘To think he would go after his younger brothers to the end?’

Perhaps McNeil had been egging things on from behind the scenes.

-They will never leave the Duke’s family alone. Nor will they spare the 6th and 8th Princes.

Raul had been right. The enemy had no intentions of stopping until everything was resolved in their favor.

‘In that case… I will have to make them realize their limits.’

The Sword Saint set his tea cup down. The kingdom’s guardian family was beginning to move.

(To be continued)
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“It’s war!”

“What kind of nonsense is that? We are already in the middle of a war!”

Lee Jungmin, the vice-master of the Hwarang Guild, snapped at the guild member’s cry.

Who in their right mind yells about war when they’re already in the thick of battle?

Swoosh.

“Aaagh!”

With a swipe of his hand, three charging enemy soldiers were caught in an invisible force, spun around, and thrown aside.

“Vice-Master, it’s not that. Right now—”

“Hey, save the chatter for after the battle.”

Though he said that, any enemy who approached Jungmin was promptly swept away by a gust of wind. Thanks to this, the 5 meters in front of him were almost completely clear of enemies.

“… You monstrous bastard! Die!”

A knight, having noticed the anomaly, charged at Jungmin. But he remained calm, cupping his hands and pushing them forward.

Thud!

An invisible force slammed into the charging knight’s chest.

Thud.

The knight fell backward, blood spewing from his mouth, his armor crumpled as if clawed by a violent vortex.

“Sir Carmons has fallen! Retreat!”

“We can’t win! Aagh.”

With the knight’s fall, hundreds of soldiers broke ranks and fled in all directions, pursued by allied soldiers and players.


“It’s over.”

Lee Jungmin, vice-master of the Hwarang Guild and a powerful wave warrior ranked within the top 300 overall, watched the fleeing soldiers with a dispassionate expression before looking back at his guild member.

“So, what were you saying? If it’s nothing important, you’re dead meat.”

“Check the announcement, Vice-Master! A general mobilization order has just been issued.”

“… Mobilization?”

Skeptical, Jungmin opened his system window and checked the announcement, his eyes widening in shock.

“Gather everyone. We’re heading back immediately.”

“But the battle isn’t finished yet…?”

“At this point, we’ve done our job. And we have bigger things to worry about now.”

His eyes, fixed on the flashing announcement in his peripheral vision, burned with excitement and anticipation. And Jungmin and the Hwarang Guild weren’t the only ones reacting strongly.

“Finally? Gather your gear. We’re heading back to Calix Fortress!”

The American Gunfire Guild.

“It’s time to showcase the might of our continent. Call upon our brothers!”

China’s Zhengming Guild.

“The call of the alliance beckons. Followers of the Circle, heed the teachings of mana.”

Britain’s Oracle Guild.

And Russia’s Volk Guild, France’s Lamour Guild, Japan’s Asuka Guild, among others.

The allied guilds of the First Knight Order, who had been engaged in various national civil wars, were now returning to the First Viscounty in droves.

***

– First Knight Order issues a general mobilization order! Allied guilds and players in their territory are gathering at Calix Fortress.


– Details of the mobilization remain undisclosed as sightings of the First Viscounty’s knights and elite cavalry moving out increase.

– Finally joining the fray? The movements within the First Viscounty hint at significant action.

– The Purple Association remains silent. Players are flooding the community with demands for quest information.

– Tensions escalate between the 3rd Prince’s forces and the Templeton Dukedom. Over 100,000 troops from both sides converge near the duchy’s border.

– The Real Player Association and the anti-First Knight Order Alliance release a statement: “The outcome of the civil war is already decided. Don’t sink with the collapsing ship; find safer grounds.”

– Surge in new members for the Real Player Association. Number of players joining the 3rd Prince’s side surpasses 50,000!

Amidst the looming threat of another war, an overwhelming number of articles were flooding the Ruben Kingdom.

Many analyses suggested that the succession battle was nearly over with the McNeil Marquisate’s overwhelming victory in the previous civil war.

Post-war, the McNeil Marquisate had gathered the remnants of defeated troops to bolster their ranks and many previously neutral families had begun supporting the 3rd Prince.

Thus, even the kingdom’s foremost family, the Templeton Dukedom, was not expected to stop the momentum of the 3rd Prince’s forces.

Of course, there were opposing views as well.

– Among the five great martial families, only Count Randal’s house had fallen. If the Templeton Dukedom, Count Ashton’s house, and the Greer Marquisate united, they could still have a chance.

– They issued the general mobilization order because they understand this. If the Templeton Dukedom falls, the Ruben Kingdom will belong to the McNeil Marquisate.

– It’s already too late. They should have swallowed their pride and allied with Count Randal.

– The 3rd Prince’s forces are said to approach 500,000. How much more can they gather now? It’s game over.

– Wars aren’t just about numbers. Especially in Connect, where human weapons like knights and superhumans exist. The advantage isn’t solely determined by numbers. Skilled strategy and tactics can bridge the gap.

— But doesn’t the 3rd Prince’s side have an overwhelming number of these human weapons too? If each allied family contributes just ten knights, the total will be massive.

— Player participation can offset the knight forces. Let’s remember the debts we owe and support the First Knight Order!

— Tsk, tsk. You’re out of touch with reality. The First Knight Order is finished. Switch to the rising Real Player Association now.

— Those looking to join the Real Player Association, hurry. The entry fee is currently low but will soar after the civil war. Join now and get early bird benefits!


— What? Is the entry fee for real? The Purple Association doesn’t have these charges.

— I have a bad feeling about this. If the Purple Association vanishes, playing as a player will become difficult.

The mood on the bulletin boards wasn’t positive.

As the First Knight Order’s crisis began to feel more real, players started worrying about losing the benefits they had enjoyed.

Player reactions were divided. Some, out of loyalty and a desire to maintain their current benefits, wanted to support the First Knight Order.

Others, recognizing the shifting tides, wanted to switch allegiances to ensure their future.

Initially, the loyalists had the upper hand, but gradually the realists gained the majority. If the Purple Association had made a move, they could have stemmed the tide of player defections.

However, after issuing a general mobilization order for their members, they had remained silent.

***

“Hmm. So Ashton is making a move…”, Marquis Clifford de McNeil mused as he read the report.

His youngest son, Favian de McNeil, was providing the details.

“They seem to be gathering mercenaries at the estate of their youngest son, Viscount Raul.”

“What do you think about this?” the Marquis asked. This was both his method of upbringing and a way to evaluate his sons’ qualities.

“About the Ashtons? Honestly, I doubt they pose much of a threat. How many troops can they muster, being stuck in a remote part of the kingdom? Sure, the knight order might be useful, but they are not as strong as Randal’s.”

“You’re right. But remember, underestimating your opponent is never a good habit.”

“Hahaha. With you and your powerful superhumans, along with our tens of thousands of troops, there’s little to worry about. But I will remember your words.”

“Very well, you may leave.”

Once Favian left, Marquis Clifford’s smile faded slightly.

‘Confidence is good, but he still lacks caution.’

He adored his youngest son, having had him much later in life, but he noticed certain shortcomings.

“So, what is your opinion?” he asked.

“It’s mostly right but caution is still necessary,” responded his fifth son, Viscount Brayden.

“And your reasons?”

“While it would be tough for Ashton to lead their army directly to aid the duchy—given their territory is on the opposite side of the kingdom…”

The Ashton County was in the southwest, while the Templeton Duchy was in the northeast.

“And with so many lands in between, it would take considerable time for them to bring their army here. By the time they arrive, the battle with the duchy could be over.”

So far, there seemed no need for concern.

“But their elite knight order is different. Even if they’ve declined, they’re still a prestigious house, and their knights are on a different level from those of regular noble houses. Moreover, there were reports that in the recent barrier battle, Count Ashton advanced to the realm of a Master. They might have a few superhumans, thanks to mana’s return.”

Marquis Clifford nodded at Brayden’s words.

“Indeed, their army is not a concern, but their knights and superhumans cannot be ignored.”

There was a good chance they’d use portals to have their elite join the knight order.

“So, what should we do?”

“Is there a need to complicate things? We have an abundance of troops and useful cards at our disposal. Let’s make proper use of them.”

“The foreigners, right? That’s not a bad idea. And assigning those to the task isn’t a bad idea, either.”

He didn’t expect them to necessarily win over Ashton’s forces. But having their troops move into their own territory would prevent Ashton’s knights and superhumans from acting recklessly.

Even if Ashton’s house dealt with the punitive force, by then the battle with the duchy would have been concluded.

The Marquis and Viscount Brayden shared a sly smile, their expressions eerily similar.

*

“As expected, the McNeil Marquisate has dispatched troops towards our side,” reported Kane.

In the capital of the First Viscounty, calypso Fortress, Raul, the estate’s leaders, and various commanders were in the meeting room.

Kane had displayed the gathered information on a magic screen during the briefing.

“A total force of 100,000. The Central Army comprises 5,000, and 45,000 are from local lord forces. The remaining 50,000 are player units.”

It was undeniably a formidable force, especially with 50,000 players involved, making their actual strength surpass what the numbers suggested.

“100,000… that’s not all, right?”

Raul, with his hands clasped under his chin, asked while staring at the magic screen. Kane nodded and continued the briefing.

“Correct. They started with 100,000, but by the time they reach our territory, their numbers will have increased significantly. With additional local lords joining and players flocking to them, it’s estimated to be about… 200,000.”

Murmurs spread among the lower-ranking commanders.

“200,000? That’s massive.”

“Indeed…”

But Raul and the senior officers said nothing. Noticing this, the murmuring commanders also fell silent. Though they seemed slightly surprised, none looked anxious or panicked.

Kane continued his briefing.

“Now, for our forces. The newly reorganized First Knight Order has a total of 5,000 members. The elite cavalry, serving as a reserve knight order, numbers 10,000. The standing army across the territories totals 10,000. We have 25,000 troops ready. And…”

Another display popped up on the screen.

“Out of the 30,000 players who migrated to our territory, 25,000 have responded to the general mobilization order. With them included, we have a total of 50,000 troops.”

The remaining 5,000 were those who didn’t meet the criteria for this battle or were production-based players.

Only about 300 players had declined the mobilization order and left the territory.

50,000 versus 200,000.

Raul’s calm, determined expression reflected his confidence in the upcoming confrontation.

However, that was only in reference to the First Viscounty’s forces. When the additional forces of the Ashton County appeared on the magic screen, everyone could only chuckle in disbelief.

“…Looks like the Marquis severely underestimated us.”

Jake remarked, clicking his tongue.

Ashton County: 100,000+

“The actual number of deployable troops is much higher, but this excludes the forces needed for gate and territorial security,” Kane explained.

With this, their forces totaled 150,000 against 200,000. It didn’t seem like they would be at a disadvantage at all.

At that moment, Raul stepped up to the podium. He gestured to Kane, and the numbers on the magic screen changed.

“……?”

In an instant, the 150,000 reduced to 35,000+.

“For this battle, we will crush the punitive force and march to the capital with just this number.”

“……!”

The jaws of everyone in attendance dropped.

(To be continued)
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“A quest has been posted!”

“Where, where?”

Finally, the quest announcement appeared on the official Connect community and the Purple Association’s website.

With the broadcast showing the punitive force leaving the capital, Thurium, heading towards Ashton County, it was inevitable that the society would release a quest critical to its survival.

What players were waiting for was how the Purple Association would recruit players and under what conditions. However…

“What is this?”

Players couldn’t believe their eyes.

『Special Quest Announcement by Purple Association』

We thank all players who support the First Knight Order and Purple Association and are pleased to announce a new special quest.

As everyone knows, a new civil war has erupted in the Ruben Kingdom.

There are two main battlefronts: the Templeton Duchy and Ashton County.

Thus, we have prepared two special quests:

Join the Templeton Duchy in battling the forces of the 3rd Prince.

Participation Criteria: Combat players of level 30 and above.

Recruitment: Unlimited.

Deadline: Ongoing until the battle begins.

Players wishing to join the duchy should go to the Purple Association branch in the Free City of Kessan on the eastern side of the Ruben Kingdom.

This part of the announcement was understandable.

Given the importance of the final civil war for the kingdom’s fate, maximizing player numbers without restrictions was crucial.


However, the second special quest was baffling.

Join the battle on the side of Ashton County and the First Viscounty.

Participation Criteria: Level 30 and above. Must have a mount equivalent to a combat steed.

Recruitment: To be determined.

Deadline: Until midnight today.

Restrictions: Must be able to full-dive for at least two weeks.

Players wishing to participate should visit the Purple Association’s headquarters in Calix Fortress by midnight today.

『Note』

This quest involves extremely intense and dangerous battles. If you are looking for a lighter experience, choose Quest 1.

Additionally, individual video recording will be prohibited, and external communications will be restricted until the battle concludes.

Only players who are confident in enduring more than two weeks of grueling combat should attempt this quest. Please understand that if we lose the battle, quest rewards may not be given.

Unlike the unrestricted Templeton Duchy quest, the First Knight Order quest came with numerous conditions and restrictions.

Most importantly, the tone of the quest was:

“Are they encouraging us to participate or not?”

“Isn’t Ashton’s situation more critical than the Templeton Duchy?”

“The punitive force is said to be over 200,000 strong. Plus, the ‘Anti-First Knight Order Alliance’s numbers are massive.”

Common sense dictated that the aim should be to recruit as many players as possible to secure additional forces.

Yet, the quest’s content made it questionable how many would actually participate with such poor conditions.

Many players, closely watching for the Purple Association’s next move, were left in a state of confusion.

***


“How many do you think will join?”

Kim Ilwoo asked worriedly. Raul calmly sipped his tea, showing no signs of concern.

“Who knows? It’s up to the players.”

Of the 25,000 players who responded to the general mobilization order, nearly half were excluded due to not meeting the full-dive requirement.

They weren’t entirely out of the battle—they were redirected to bolster the defenses of the duchy. Thus, the forces Raul could use for this operation barely approached 30,000.

Even local players who couldn’t meet the conditions were excluded, so who knew how many general players would join?

‘I hope at least 5,000 players sign up,’ Kim Ilwoo thought, worried.

Facing 200,000 with only 30,000 troops seemed daunting, no matter how elite their forces were.

Still, seeing Raul’s confidence, Kim Ilwoo could only hope for the best. The next day, the soldiers were lined up on the plains before Calix Fortress.

The First Knight Order, 5,000 strong.

Ashton County’s various knight orders and cavalry forces, totaling 10,000.

Purple Guild members, allied guilds, and resident players, totaling 12,000.

Combined, they had 27,000 soldiers.

“Ah…!”

Kim Ilwoo felt an overwhelming sense of emotion. Riding alongside the troops were over 30,000 players, each mounted and ready for battle.

They had merely 15 hours since the quest announcement was posted, and in that short time, so many players had signed up.

Connect had been active for a year and a half. The total number of capsules supplied was around 600,000.

Among those, only half were level 30 or higher and owned mounts. So having 30,000 players join such a challenging quest was incredible.

‘This many…’

Given the community’s sentiment, it seemed like most had given up on the First Knight Order. Then why had these players come?


“I took all my summer vacation so I could be here.”

“Given all I’ve received so far, I had to pay back this time.”

“The Purple Association must be preserved! Did you see the Ripple Association? They’re already trying to profit off players.”

“Those who switched to Ripple will regret it deeply. The First Knight Order has never lost a battle!”

“Honestly, I don’t care about the rewards. Following the Purple Guild guarantees fun.”

Though the reasons varied, the players’ objectives were the same. To protect the First Knight Order and the Purple Association with their own hands!

In truth, the First Knight Order was the only entity in Connect that properly treated and cared for the players.

Some associations, businesses, and territories had attempted similar initiatives, but ultimately, they were self-serving.

This moment was the culmination of those efforts.

Of course, not all news was good.

Since the announcement, over 30,000 players had left the Purple Association. Their destination was, predictably, the Ripple Association.

‘Those who were biding their time have finally made their move.’

It’s possible that more will leave the Purple Association in the coming days. Most experts predicted a victory for the 3rd Prince, and after today’s departure, defections would likely accelerate.

Despite the quality of their troops, the total number of combatants, including players, barely reached 60,000.

In contrast, the 3rd Prince’s forces, aside from the 200,000 punitive force, had 400,000 troops in the capital alone.

Numbers were increasing daily. Even if war wasn’t just about numbers, at such disparity, the odds were clear.

Amidst the hubbub, Raul appeared atop the fortress wall, adorned in elaborate battle attire.

“I’ll be brief. In this war, I’ll lead the charge at the front, and I’ll be the last to lower my sword. Advance the troops.”

With Raul’s concise and resolute speech, horns blared from the walls, signaling the march.

Bwoo!

Raul and the officers leaped from the fortress wall onto their mounts, and the entire 60,000-strong cavalry—including magical beasts—formed ranks and began their gallop across the plains.

***

“Only 60,000? How laughable.”

Inside a lavishly decorated large tent, a young man sitting at the head, sipped wine with a frown.

He was Favian de McNeil, the youngest son of Marquis McNeil and the supreme commander of the punitive force.

“The actual cavalry numbers are around 10,000, with the rest being foreign mercenaries. This is likely a vanguard meant to delay us,” Master Delo remarked.

Sitting beside him was Master Gervainen, his left arm missing, a remnant of the battle against Count Randal’s forces.

Both Masters had rejoined the punitive force after recovering from their injuries.

“They must be desperate. Trying to buy time implies that their preparations for war are incomplete.”

“Ridiculous. Do they think they can stop us by stalling? These country bumpkins don’t even understand the situation. Isn’t that right, my lords?”

Favian asked with a snort, the two Masters nodding in agreement.

“Overconfidence is dangerous. The Ashtons are more tenacious than you think.”

A different voice entered the conversation. A man in a black hood and cloak with a brass mask covering his face—he was Agent No. 4, an operative from the Empire’s intelligence unit, imperial Hound.

“And who asked for your opinion? Just keep quiet and do your job like the dog you are,” Favian sneered.

Though the insult was severe, no. 4 remained unfazed.

“You might want to watch your mouth. I could cut your throat before you know it,” another voice chimed in.

The final member in the tent, a knight in black armor, spoke with a mocking grin, causing the two Masters to tense and reach for their weapons.

Shrrk.

The black knight also reached for his sword hilt, amplifying the tension.

“Do you really want to do this? I’m fine with it, but your Marquis probably wouldn’t be pleased,” the knight chuckled, causing the two Masters to reluctantly release their grips.

The black knight was none other than Master Hamart from the empire, an elite sent at the request of Marquis McNeil.

“Just make sure to relay any updates promptly, my esteemed collaborators,” Hamart said, patting No. 4 on the shoulder as he left the tent.

Clang.

“Such arrogance!”

Favian shouted, throwing his wine glass in frustration.

“What was Father thinking, assigning me such riffraff? We don’t need four Masters to handle the likes of Ashton!”

“True, but it likely reflects how much the Marquis cares for you, my lord,” Delo soothed.

“Hmph. I don’t need the stinking help of those Imperial dogs!”

“Calm yourself. They might be insufferable, but they’re effective tools.”

“Fine, I understand. I’m not an idiot,” Favian grumbled.

The Marquis’s orders were simple: to tie down Ashton County until the conflict with the Templeton Duchy was resolved.

But Favian wasn’t satisfied with just following orders. With 140,000 troops at his command and four Masters, he had no intention of merely stalling.

‘With this force, I can achieve more than just buying time!’

By the time they reached Ashton County’s borders, they would have over 200,000 troops. Why hesitate when he could crush them in one swift move?

He wanted to subjugate Ashton County and prove himself as a worthy successor, possibly even surpassing his brothers.

‘If I can successfully complete this campaign…!’

Favian was lost in his triumphant thoughts when—

“Urgent report! A large enemy cavalry force has been spotted ahead! They’ll be within engagement range by midday, according to the messenger!”

“…What?”

Favian sprang to his feet, shocked. They were still deep within the kingdom’s central region, far from Ashton County’s borders.

“Explain! The enemy only set out three days ago. How are they here already?”

Master Gervainen barked in disbelief. Even if they were primarily cavalry, it would take at least ten days of nonstop marching to cover such a distance.

There was no way they could fathom how this was possible.

“Damn it. Prepare for battle! Break camp and form an anti-cavalry formation immediately!”

“Y-yes, sir!”

Unfortunately, their camp was set up in an open plain, with no obstacles. Facing a large cavalry force on such terrain was not ideal.

‘This could be troublesome. We might suffer significant losses,’ thought Master Delo, frowning.

Favian, however, saw things differently.

“Haha, look at that. They’re coming to die. This is perfect. We’ll crush them here and make Ashton realize their place. Bring me the enemy commander’s head, Delo, Gervainen.”

“Yes, leave it to us!”

Though the expressions of the departing Masters weren’t exactly cheerful, they seemingly had no doubt about their victory.

The tension was palpable as the punitive force prepared for the impending clash, unaware of what awaited them on the battlefield.

(To be continued)
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‘Truly audacious.’

The master of the Hwarang Guild, Choi Inhyuk, clicked his tongue.

He had anticipated forced marches from the moment the quest recruitment guidelines demanded everyone bring their mounts.

The same was true for the directive to stay logged in for over two weeks. He roughly understood the strategy of marching quickly to strike the enemy.

‘The more time we give them, the larger their forces will grow.’

The Third Prince’s army had marched slowly to allow the forces from surrounding territories and the players to join before the battle.

It was expected that over 200,000 troops would gather by the time they reached the Count’s domain. But to arrive at the enemy’s doorstep within just three days was unexpected.

‘Thanks to that, the enemy’s forces are just around 150,000.’

It was still a large number compared to their own forces, but the burden was significantly reduced. The method that reduced a journey of over ten days to just three.

It was none other than teleportation through portals. This method had been used before when mobilizing players, and many nobles used portals to travel between their territories and the capital.

However, large-scale troop transport using portals in actual military operations was almost unheard of.

First, there were very few mages capable of creating portals. Portal magic required at least a 6th-circle mage.

Even if such mages were available, there was a limit to how many people could be transported at once. To supplement this, magic circles were needed, and maintaining those required mana stones.

In other words, it cost a tremendous amount of mana stones (money).

Thus, even in battles involving entire kingdoms, using portals for troop transport was usually excluded from the strategy.

If portals were used at all, it was usually just to transport a small number of knights.

‘To transport 60,000 troops through portals. How much money do they have?’

Choi Inhyuk could not help but marvel at the financial power of the First Knight Order, which was beyond imagination. No expert had predicted the use of portals in this battle.

The same was likely true for the enemy. Thus, they had not properly organized their formation and were awkwardly deployed.


‘This battle definitely holds a chance of victory!’

Despite facing 150,000 troops, Choi Inhyuk felt no fear.

*

「Form into charge formation!」

Through the guild communication, Raul’s command was conveyed.

Thud, thud, thud.

As they approached the enemy lines, the cavalry, which had been marching at a slow pace, began to speed up and form into ranks.

The 60,000 cavalry split into six groups.

Five smaller wedge-shaped formations took the front in the shape of 「⋀」, with the rear also forming a large wedge formation.

The five front formations each consisted of 1,000 members from the five combat groups of the First Knights.

Leading them at the front were, naturally, Raul and other superhumans and officers.

1st Combat Group Leader/Vice: Dalton / Josh

2nd Combat Group Leader: Homer / McNilan

3rd Combat Group Leader: Davison / Alias

4th Combat Group Leader: Jackie / Omar

5th Combat Group Leader: Ken (Kaylee) / Ransent

Raul led the 1st Combat Group, which was responsible for the very front and center of the formation.

The four masters—Philip, Jake, Pierce, and Kane—led the front of the 2nd to 5th Combat Groups.

And not just Dalton; the other combat group leaders had also recently reached the master level.

「As I mentioned before, we will break through the center of the enemy camp and directly target the enemy leadership! Don’t worry about the rear. The Count’s Knight Commander Hesse and his knights, along with the player units, will handle the cleanup. We will end this battle with a single breakthrough!」


「Yes, Master!」

As Raul’s command finished, the bustling movements of the distant enemies came into view.

Though they were a massive force of 150,000, their numbers made it difficult for them to form an organized formation.

‘Just as expected.’

Unlike Raul’s side, which was entirely mounted, the Third Prince’s punitive force was primarily infantry-based.

Among the 70,000 Ripple Association players, many brought their mounts, but they were not organized into a cavalry unit and were mixed in with the infantry.

“Are you going to send out the cavalry?”

Josh, riding just behind Raul, asked, to which Raul nodded.

“Unless they’re fools, they won’t deploy cavalry here.”

Of the 150,000 troops, at most there were about 5,000 cavalry, which would be difficult to operate independently.

“As expected, they’re putting the players at the front. The central forces and the elite soldiers will likely be forming the anti-cavalry ranks in the second line, right?”

“Probably. Of course, it’s all for naught…”

An anti-cavalry formation was created by driving stakes or wedges into the ground and holding long pikes forward to counter the cavalry.

It would normally offer strong defense and stopping power against typical cavalry, but this time it seemed pointless.

“Ah, seems like a messenger?”

From the enemy side, about ten mounted soldiers appeared to be messengers riding towards them with white flags. However, Raul sneered.

‘What a joke. What could they possibly want to discuss now?’

Why should they perform a courtesy that would only give the enemy time to form up their ranks?

“Double time for the whole army.”

“Double time!”


Raul increased the army’s marching speed.

*

“Ever seen such a lack of manners?”

Favian frowned as he saw his messengers fleeing back to their camp, tails between their legs, overwhelmed by the enemy’s momentum.

“Looks like they’re starting the battle as is. What should we do?”

Master Delo asked.

“It seems their commander knows nothing of military tactics. To charge in without even setting up a defensive position. Smash those idiots to pieces immediately.”

“Yes, commander.”

At Favian’s command, Master Delo led the horse and moved to the second line.

‘This time, Prince Favian’s word is not off. What is the enemy commander thinking?’

It was clear the enemy had been forced to march for days. And now they’re charging into the enemy lines without setting up camp to recover?

There were only two explanations for such behavior:

The commander was a total novice at military tactics.

‘Or they’re confident they can end the battle in one go.’

But no matter how confident they were, their numbers were easily more than double on our side. And even if not entirely reliable, there were 70,000 mercenaries, better than the average soldier.

Their actions were nothing but overconfidence.

‘But why does this feel so unsettling?’

Perhaps because the enemy commander’s troop movements didn’t align at all with his own common sense. Pushing aside the uneasy feeling, Master Delo issued his command.

“Prepare to fire!”

Boom, boom, boom.

The signal was waved, and with the sound of drums, orders were relayed throughout the army. Then, from the middle of the player group at the very front, various mana energies began to swirl.

‘What excessive power.’

The archers were charging their arrows with mana, and a huge number of mages were preparing spells. Looking at each one individually, they were quite the elite forces.

But from a commander’s perspective, they were nothing more than a motley crew. A foreign legion that was lacking in basic soldierly qualities and did not properly follow commands.

Even now, look. Without even an order to fire, many had already begun attacking on their own accord. Of course, it was unlikely to be effective against enemies that weren’t even in range.

‘Well, just the basics should be enough.’

After all, they only need to think of them as cannon fodder or human shields. At that moment, he noticed the enemy cavalry accelerating.

They seemed quite fierce, but could they really pass through thousands of spells and tens of thousands of arrows unscathed?

‘Now, let’s slowly—what?!’

Master Delo’s eyes widened as he was about to issue the firing command. Covering the charging enemy cavalry was a massive mana barrier.

It was the ‘Knight Division’s Charging Curtain’.

A charge barrier so difficult to deploy that even dozens of knights working together would struggle to create it was now enveloping all five wedge formations.

‘Damn. Is that even possible? Are all of them knights?’

Even though it was just a vanguard force of about 5,000, that wasn’t the issue. Five thousand knights.

That meant the knights were at least at the Expert level to be able to generate a charge barrier. Such a large-scale knight division had never been heard of.

Indeed, the entire Third Prince’s army, boasting 500,000 troops, had barely over 2,000 knights. And that included non-Expert knights.

‘It can’t be. They must have used some trick. There‘s no way a Count’s household has 5,000 knights.’

Brushing aside the myriad of thoughts that rushed through his mind, Master Delo shouted angrily.

“All units, commence firing! Destroy that fake barrier!”

“Commence firing!”

“Fire! Don’t let the enemy approach!”

With the command, the player units began their long-range attacks. From the rear line, although few in number, some ballistae (siege weapons that fired sharpened logs) and catapults began firing.

Thud!

Thousands of spells unfolded in front of the units, turning the entire plain into another world.

And amidst this, arrows with high firing angles from longbows covered the sky, while crossbow bolts flew straight across the plain as dark shadows.

Boom! Bang!

Flash. Rumble!

Pat, pat, pat.

Various long-range attacks devastated the area about 300 meters ahead. The light and smoke from the exploding spells and the dust clouded the vision.

“Keep firing without rest!”

“Don’t spare your mana, shoot! As long as we wipe them out, First Knight Order is done for!”

“Let’s show them who the true victors of Connect are!”

Even without orders, the players continued their attacks with all their might.

Everyone knew that this battle was being broadcast in real-time, and with thoughts of the public merits and rewards they would gain by defeating the enemy, they couldn’t stop.

In less than 30 seconds. The result of the furious bombardment of spells and arrows was…

Clip-clop, clip-clop!

“Damn it….”

Boom! Thud!

A golden barrier collided with the frontline of the players armed with spears and shields.

Thwack. Slice!

“Argh!”

“S-spare me… ugh.”

The ones who were at the very front were rather fortunate. They were crushed in a moment without any pain. But there was no mercy for those positioned in the middle.

With flashing lights, their bodies were pierced or some parts were severed, and those who fell were trampled by hooves, their bodies crushed.

Of course, the players who were over level 50 managed to counterattack.

“Die!”

One player wielded a spear imbued with a mana spear, activating his skill. He got lucky, as his spear pierced through a weakened spot in the charge barrier, reaching a knight’s body, but…

Zzzt.

Awaiting the spearhead was yet another barrier.

“Power armor…? Gah.”

Without time to even wonder, his head was split in half.

“Above! Watch out above!”

Before anyone knew it, a legion of weapons hovered above the knights.

The weapons dove from various angles like hawks targeting their prey, exploiting the players’ openings. Many players, distracted by the knights in front of them, collapsed without being able to react.

“What the… What are those? We don’t stand a chance!”

“Move! I’m not dying in a place like this!”

This wasn’t a battle. It was a perfectly one-sided massacre, and the players were in shock. Players who had joined individually turned their backs even before the main enemy forces (the Count’s cavalry and Purple Association players) arrived.

Parties and guilds were thrown into confusion, realizing something was wrong, while those positioned on either side were already mounting their steeds and fleeing in all directions.

*

“Look at those fools!”

Favian cursed vehemently as he watched the player units being swept away by the charge like the parting of the Red Sea.

It would have been better if they had just broken through, but the formation collapsing and players fleeing in all directions in an instant made his blood boil.

Thanks to this, even the allied regular soldiers were shaken, causing the entire formation to waver.

“What are the knights doing? Get out there and stop them now!”

“Y-yes, sir!”

“Hamart! Where are you?”

At his shout, Master Hamart approached with a nonchalant expression.

“Why did you call me? Weren’t we told to just watch from the rear?”

Annoyed by Hamart’s grinning inquiry, Favian shouted irritably.

“Can’t you see that? Go and stop them immediately!”

“Haha, alright. You just keep watching from the rear.”

Laughing uproariously, Hamart took the taciturn No. 4 and headed toward the battlefield. However, once he turned away from Favian, his face turned stern.

“No. 4. Was the information incorrect?”

“… It seems so. But a few more small fries won’t change anything.”

“Hmph. Intelligence Department really is as useless as ever. I’ll have words with Zero about this once the battle is over.”

“… As you wish.”

No. 4 spoke calmly, but the dark eyes visible through his bronze mask burned coldly.

(To be continued)
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Splash!

Blood scattered, creating a red mist in the air.

“Hah!”

Urging his horse forward, he crossed the sea of player corpses. The players, already overpowered, were mostly turning their backs and fleeing.

But there was no room for mercy. This was a battlefield. Until victory was completely assured, even a moment’s complacency couldn’t be allowed.

“You damned bastards!”

Near the last line. About thirty players, seemingly from a single guild, formed a line to block the path.

‘Hmm.’

A quick glance with analytical eyes revealed that their average level was over 60. Their equipment also surpassed that of knights, making them elite players.

At the front, they had built a multi-layered wall with large tower shields about 1.5 meters tall, with spears behind them. And further back were bows, crossbows, and magic.

Lastly, there were healers and buffers.

They had formed a classical and most powerful formation.

The one who appeared to be the guild master was summoning a small flame dragon on a throwing javelin, shouting orders towards him….

‘At least double-digit rankers.’

The mana energy emanating from the spears was unusual. Even if the skills had less versatility, their sheer power often surpassed that of knights’ mana manipulation.

Just like the flame dragon-engraved spears ahead.

However.

“Dalton.”

“Oh, Master!”


With Raul’s single word, Dalton spurred his saddle and shot straight ahead. Even an Expert-level knight could often sprint faster than a horse.

Let alone Dalton, who had reached the rank of Master. Bending low and gliding across the ground like a swift water bird, Dalton ran.

He placed two swords at his sides, preparing to draw them.

Thud! Wham.

Players standing awkwardly between the guild and the knight division were flung in all directions by Dalton’s force shield.

“Kill him!”

“Hrraaah!”

Members of the unknown guild launched their attacks towards Dalton.

Fwoosh!

The most conspicuous was, of course, the flame dragon-imbued javelin. Soaring through the air, burning as if it were a small dragon breathing fire.

And just before the attacks reached Dalton, his eyes gleamed, and a small cry burst forth.

“Hiyaah!”

Slash!

Could a hand move faster than light?

Dalton’s speed at drawing his sword was beyond comprehension, and the aura blade that followed literally tore through the space in front of him.

Click.

Before anyone knew it, Dalton had resheathed his sword and leaped back onto his horse, which was running alongside the knights.

Thud, thud. Thump.

The once formidable-looking guild blocking their path was ‘deleted’. The remnants rolling on the ground could only stare blankly as they were trampled by the horses’ hooves.

Clop, clop.


Finally, the First Knights broke through the first line of the 70,000 players.

“…Hmm. That was fast.”

Raul, parting the barrier of people and looking towards the Second Prince’s second line, murmured. The enemy formation, which had seemed like one gigantic mass, was changing.

“Wow, the enemy commander is pretty good,” Josh said, somewhat admiringly.

In the second line of the Third Prince’s army, 80,000 troops had split and formed new formations.

It wasn’t a drastic change, but the anti-cavalry positions which had previously only been complete at the front were now layered three and four-deep.

‘So, he’s using less trained provincial troops to form a human wall on the flanks and blocking the center with more trained central and regular forces?’

Indeed, this was the standard response. The player unit had just been too chaotic, but rapid formation changes in response to the situation were the hallmark of warfare and a measure of the commander’s skill.

But Raul wasn’t going to lose in such a battle.

「Change formation. Line formation! Prepare for ranged combat.」

“Line formation! Change arms!”

In an instant, the command was relayed, and 5,000 knights shifted from their wedge formation into a long rectangular line formation.

Normally, they would be forced to charge due to the enemies left behind, but….

‘The rear player units have already collapsed, so there’s no need to worry.’

Anti-cavalry formations. Composed of stakes, pikemen, and crossbowmen, they were meant to counter cavalry charges. However, such formations had significant disadvantages.

First, the soldiers were densely packed. Three to four-meter-long pikes required two to three soldiers per pike, resulting in densely packed troops.

Second, limited armament.

Both hands were needed to wield the pikes, leaving their armament limited. Apart from the pikes on the ground, they had only short swords about 60-70cm in length at their waists.

Such disadvantages inevitably led to a certain conclusion.

“Commence firing!”


Thud, thud, twang!

At Raul’s command, the knights fired their bows and crossbows at the enemy ranks. As arrows and bolts rained down from above, the pikemen were stunned.

“No, it can’t be!”

“Please….”

All they could do was hope the arrows missed them. But stray arrows showed no mercy. The frontline pikemen holding pikes to block the knight charge had no way to avoid the brutal rain of arrows.

Thud, thud, thud. Crunch!

The hedgehog-like pikemen’s formation collapsed in an instant. Of course, the crossbowmen and other ranged units in the rear responded with counterfire, but….

Thunk.

‘It doesn’t even tickle.’

The arrows shot by regular soldiers could not penetrate the knights’ plate armor. Even the destructive power of crossbow bolts might pierce armor, but the armor, reinforced with mana, didn’t allow even that.

“This is insane!”

“How many power armor users do they have?”

The mana arrows from the hidden knights in the enemy camp were easily deflected by the ‘power armor force field.’

‘Insane, yeah. We worked so hard to prepare this….’

Raul felt somewhat proud. The front two lines of the five-row formation. A total of 2,000 knights were all equipped with power armor.

Even prestigious families found it difficult to secure even a hundred power armors, yet there were 2,000 here.

This was all possible thanks to the 『First Magic Tower』.

The tower, acquired around August last year, succeeded in producing the first power armors before the year ended.

And currently, in June.

Raul concentrated most of the territory’s production capabilities on the manufacturing of power armor, resulting in securing 2,000 power armor users.

‘Of course, the power armor quality is somewhat lower.’

The power armor they produced were mainly of F-Grade and E-rank.

However, as they were designed with upgrades in mind from the start, it might be possible to elevate them to intermediate level with further research and development.

Regardless of the rank, power armor was still power armor. The existence of a force field turned a knight into a weapon rather than a mere human—it was essentially a cheat code.

Had the power armor users not been the vanguard breaking through the outermost lines, even the First Knights would have suffered casualties.

“Advance slowly.”

“Slow advance!”

The knights, who had paused to engage in a shooting battle, began to advance slowly.

Thud, thud!

Of course, they continued mounted shooting. And the results were devastating.

“Ah, argh! Shieldbearers!”

“Arrows are reaching here, be careful!”

The meticulously prepared anti-cavalry formations were consumed one after another and crumbled meaninglessly, causing morale among the soldiers to plummet.

Master Delo, commanding his troops, also realized this and bit his lip.

‘Damn. There’s no solution like this.’

Who would have thought the enemy, expected to charge, would suddenly switch to a shooting battle?

If only those foreigner bastards had held out even a little, the results could have been different.

“Advance the shieldbearers! Archers, keep counter-firing, and pikemen, reform the formation from the rear.”

In the end, there was no other choice. The only option was to reform the formation while the shieldbearers blocked the enemy’s shooting.

And Delo continued to issue commands.

“Prepare the knights for deployment! Cavalry, prepare for flanking maneuvers!”

The enemy commander was surprisingly bold and knew how to exploit weaknesses. It was unlikely he would miss the moment this side’s formation changed.

‘The moment the shieldbearers form the front line, they’ll charge.’

They had to counter at that exact moment. Otherwise, if the shield line collapsed, the previous losses would just be repeated.

The knights were already joining the second line from the main camp. And something was being prepared by the annoying Empire forces in the second line’s rear.

“The enemy is charging!”

Even without the lieutenant’s shout, he knew.

“Deploy the knights! Follow me!”

Master Delo handed over command to the lieutenant and finally charged into the battlefield himself, and Master Gervainen also rode towards the enemy lines with his knights.

‘You bastards! I’ll slaughter you all.’

Delo gritted his teeth and summoned an aura to his poleaxe.

***

“Finally, they have arrived?”

A tremendous mana energy could be felt from the enemy camp. As Raul adjusted the speed of the knights, the officers gathered around him.

“Philip. I’ll leave Master Delo to you.”

“Yes, Master.”

They had already crossed swords once during the prince rescue operation. If it was Philip, handling Delo alone wouldn’t be too difficult.

“Jake, Pierce. Deal with Master Gervainen.”

“Leave it to us.”

“Ahem. I can do it alone… Ah, got it!”

Jake grumbled after getting a glare from Philip for stepping forward unnecessarily. Raul also knew that Jake alone would be enough to deal with the one-armed Master Gervainen.

However, what Raul wanted in this battle was an overwhelming victory without any gap. Be it other noble houses within the kingdom or the player alliance opposing him.

Through this battle and the final battle in the capital, he intended to clearly show what ‘level difference’ really meant.

Philip, Jake, and Pierce left the formation and dashed towards the enemy knights. Raul watched their backs with cold eyes and shouted.

“We’ll break through and head to the enemy main camp. All units, full charge!”

“Follow the Master!”

“Waaah!”

The knights reformed into a wedge and began accelerating.

*

‘…Hmm?’

From the enemy camp, three knights charged alone towards this side’s knights. Master Delo first thought they were insane, but as their speed increased, his face grew stern.

“…Gervainen!”

“Yes, they’re superhumans.”

Although they hadn’t unleashed their power yet, the closer they got, the more it could be felt. The enormous mana writhing within them.

“Letion! Move around and intercept their path.”

“Yes, commander!”

At Delo’s command, Letion, the vice-commander of the Hatchet Knights, led the knights and cavalry to flank to the left. And only Master Delo and Gervainen went forward to meet the three charging masters.

Vhhh.

Rumble!

Yellow aura blades rose from Philip, Jake, and Pierce’s greatswords. From Delo and Gervainen’s axes, dark blue aura blades surged.

“Haah!”

“Die!”

Boom! Crack!

The clash of the five masters produced a tremendous sound and waves of mana that spread in all directions.

Meanwhile, the Marquis McNeil’s Hatchet Knights and cavalry collided with the First Knights who had flanked.

“Break through!”

Vice-commander Letion was fierce.

Having reached the top level of Expert, he summoned a temporary aura, and several knights did the same while confronting the First Knights’ ‘charge barrier.’

Boom! Crash! Slice.

“…Guh.”

But the brave Letion couldn’t withstand Raul’s single strike, got a hole in his heart, and fell from his horse.

“Argh!”

“Retreat, fall back!”

“Damn it….”

The knights and cavalry of the Third Prince’s side, who had charged in with high spirits, crumbled in an instant like a sandcastle hit by rough waves.

In front of the 2,000 power armor users, the knights were no different from ordinary people.

“Charge!”

And the First Knights broke through the enemy’s second line as if running through an unguarded path.

(To be continued)
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“This is something else. They’re breaking through quite cleanly.”

On the plain between the second line of the Third Prince’s army and the main camp, Hamart, the master of the Empire, clicked his tongue with his arms folded.

“……”

No. 4 stood silently beside him.

“Everything is ready, right?”

“… It’s all set.”

“I have no intention of swinging my sword for the kingdom’s idiotic hypocrites. Make sure it’s handled without any mistakes. Got it?”

“… Understood.”

Both of them were masters, but their statuses were different. Hamart had risen to mastership through the standard ranks from the Empire.

No. 4 had become a master through mana’s blessing while conducting espionage in the kingdom. Although the Empire claimed to reward based on ability, inherent discrimination still existed.

Though Hamart seemed to care for No. 4 on the surface, in reality, he treated him like a subordinate.

‘Arrogant bastard. A mere spy dare call himself a master?’

This was an insult to the elite officers of the Empire who had honed their swords all their lives. It also indicated that they were not committed to their given tasks.

Several recent operational failures. Those were disasters caused by the intelligence department’s failure to gather proper information.

Even the information about this battle was a complete mess.

‘What? At most five masters and around a thousand knights? Ridiculous.’

Count Ashton Melvin and Viscount Raul might have ascended to masters, and with the blessing of mana, there might have been two or three more.

Even though the Count hadn’t participated, there were already three who appeared to be masters. And how would they explain the 5,000 knights?

With such sloppy information and predictions, how could the operations not fail?


‘Once this operation is over and I return to the Empire, I must push for an indictment against the intelligence department.’

Those dispatched to the kingdom had clearly been tainted by pretending to be ‘nobles’ and forgotten their duties. Anyway, complaints aside, they had to focus on the current operation.

“They’re coming.”

Boom!

The elite soldiers still holding the pike formation could not withstand the charge of the knights and were flung in all directions.

‘Just as predicted.’

The First Knights, having broken through two defensive lines. Their numbers hadn’t decreased, nor had their momentum faltered.

However, the knight division’s charging curtain that had surrounded them was gone. It was no surprise. A barrier created by all knights managing mana as one.

That meant if the members’ concentration wavered or they grew tired, maintaining the barrier would be impossible. After breaking through numerous spells and arrows and clashing with the cavalry.

“Alright, let’s have some fun.”

Hamart, still folding his arms, gestured to No. 4 with his chin.

“… I’ll begin.”

Rumble.

The ground between the knights and them started to shake violently.

***

‘Hmm? What is this…?’

Raul’s face twisted in disgust at the messy energy he felt. But there was no need to panic. Having encountered it many times before, he knew how to handle it.

「Enemy special forces of the Empire have appeared ahead. The enemy’s beast soldiers are ambushed underground, so counter them centered around each unit leader. Form an inner formation.」

「Forming inner formation!」

The First Knights, charging in wedge formation, spread out. Divided into five units, they slowed down and formed a V-shaped formation. The inner formation was suitable for surrounding and attacking a powerful enemy.


Whinnies.

As the horses briefly slowed, the unit leaders, deputy leaders, and Raul positioned themselves at the front.

Clang, clang.

Raul’s weapon legion assembled into multiple groups and floated above, responding to his gestures.

“Did you think we wouldn’t find you hiding like rats?”

As Raul gestured from above downwards, the weapon legion grouped into dozens or hundreds descended towards the ground.

Boom!

“Kyieeeek!”

“Kroar!”

Amidst dust scattering everywhere as if bombs had exploded, the roars of monsters echoed.

“Five of them. Perfect number. Each combat unit leader and their deputy will handle one.”

“Yes, Master!”

“Hyahh!”

Dalton, Ken, and the other combat unit leaders and deputies rode towards their respective targets.

Boom! Thud.

When the dust clouds settled, bizarre-looking monsters revealed themselves. Even the smallest one was over 3 meters tall, large monsters with an aura nearly equivalent to a master.

‘They seem upgraded from those I saw at the Marquis’s estate.’

Weapons created by the Empire to fight the kingdom’s masters, the Empire’s beast soldiers. With the gates’ level increasing, the beasts’ levels appeared to have risen as well.

However, it wasn’t just the beast soldiers that had developed over time….

Thunk!


McNilan deflected the lion-like beast’s front paw with his shield.

“Is this all you’ve got? Even our trainee knights could handle you, you damned cat!”

The temporary aura imbued in McNilan’s shield was sufficient to withstand the beast’s attack.

Swish! Slash, slash!

“Kyah!”

Seizing the opportunity as the beast’s paw was flung back, the greatsword of the 2nd combat unit leader, homer, dyed its chest with blood.

The defensive barrier enveloping the beast soldier was no match for his aura blade. Moreover, the other unit leaders and deputies were also overwhelming their respective opponents.

Leaders who handled aura too adeptly to be considered merely beginner masters, and deputies on the brink of reaching mastery.

The beast soldiers, fighting without reason and purely on instinct, weren’t good matches for them.

While the unit leaders battled the beast soldiers, the other knights shot arrows at the enemy forces stationed beyond the plain.

“Fire! Ensure they can’t intervene in the leaders’ battle!”

“Rows 5 and 6, keep the rear enemy in check!”

The senior knights who took over command effectively maneuvered their troops to prevent the enemy forces from approaching.

Watching this, Raul smiled with satisfaction and turned his gaze towards the enemy camp.

“Kane.”

“Yes, Master.”

Now, with all the master-level officers dispersed, only Kane remained by Raul’s side.

“You’ve identified their positions well, haven’t you?”

“Of course.”

Simultaneously, a small minimap unfolded in Raul’s field of vision, with red dots blinking.

It was a real-time tactical map created by integrating the Connect system, information from Kane’s informants, and the reconnaissance players like Han Seohyun.

“Then, let’s go hunt the commander of these rats.”

Whoosh.

In an instant, Raul and Kane vanished.

***

“…Haha.”

People say that when you’re at a loss for words, all you can do is laugh. That was the state of Master Hamart right now.

“Crazy….”

And No. 4 wasn’t much different. No one would be if they witnessed the unbelievable spectacle before them.

“Kuwoaargh!”

“Kyaggek.”

The secret weapons they had prepared. The five Empire’s Beast Soldiers were being utterly toyed with, unable to even fully exert their power.

From a distance, the soldiers who heard the monstrous roars might feel a chill run down their spines, but the actual sounds were nothing more than screams.

‘…Just how many masters do they have?’

Hamart felt a chill down his spine as he barely managed to restart his frozen brain. Three had stepped forward to deal with the two masters of the Marquis.

And now, five were beating up the Beast Soldiers.

Including the Count, who was already a master, and Raul….

‘Does that mean a mere Count’s household in the kingdom has over ten masters and a knight division of more than 5,000?’

How could that be the military strength of a Count’s house?

Before the Gate Incident or the Mana’s Blessing, such strength would surpass even that of an entire kingdom.

‘If I’d mindlessly tried to block that knight division…!’

Cold sweat dripped down his forehead.

“Hey, number 4. We’ve gathered enough intel, so let’s pull back. This information is crucial and must be reported back to the homeland.”

Trying to sound composed, Hamart spoke, and No. 4 nodded in agreement.

“I think that’s the best course of action.”

Retreating meant abandoning the five Beast Soldiers. Though they were experimental subjects, the astronomical cost to enhance them to the level of handling a master alone was tremendous.

Originally, even if they lost, they planned to send the remains back through a teleportation magic circle….

‘But there’s no leisure for that now.’

Clearly, each enemy’s skill far surpassed that of No. 4. Their swordsmanship, indicative of classical noble families, and their aura-handling skills showed they had been masters for quite some time.

Joining the fray now would just add his name to the list of their exploits.

Buzzing.

A faint magic circle appeared at the feet of Hamart and No. 4. The unfinished circle grew in intensity as it absorbed mana from No. 4’s ring.

‘Damn mana interference magic circle….’

***

Of all times, a large-scale mana interference magic circle had been installed on this battlefield. Not only here but extending a few kilometers, it disrupted teleportation and communication magic.

It was a magic circle normally used only for the central defenses of each castle.

‘Of all things, those Ashton bastards had to use a large-scale portal…’

The belatedly appointed grand commander, the son of the Marquis, ended up using that expensive one-time-use magic circle scroll.

If only that hadn’t happened, the teleportation magic circle would have been completed by now. And the report on them would have been finished as well.

Unaware of No. 4’s frustrations, the elite from the homeland was rattling his nerves.

“Can’t you hurry it up? Damn it, really….”

The beast soldiers were bleeding and screaming, looking as if they might collapse at any moment. But showing weakness in front of No. 4 was not an option.

“Do I have to handle this myself?”

Forcing a calm expression, Hamart unnecessarily drew his sword. It was as if he’d buy time himself.

‘Damn it. If we can’t make it in time, we’ll have to flee on horseback.’

As each nerve-wracking second ticked by, the magic circle finally began emitting a bright light, nearing completion.

“Full charge! Burn your life for His Majesty!”

Hamart sent out the troops. 3,000 soldiers and cavalry, tattooed with runes, surged forward. Soldiers who had been holding their breath under the rain of knightly arrows now charged head-on.

Their bodies were covered in grotesque black tattoos, and despite being pierced by the powerful arrows, they screamed as if nothing had happened.

‘Anyway, they’re useless now.’

Even to buy time for their escape was an honor for them.

“It’s done now!”

“Good. Let’s withdraw. It’s a shame I didn’t get to use this sword, but there will be another chance.”

Swish.

Just as Hamart had nearly sheathed his sword.

“Well. How about drawing that sword again?”

“……! Who’s there?!”

Whoosh.

Raul and Kane landed right in front of Hamart and No. 4.

“You…!”

Hamart raised an eyebrow. He recognized Raul’s identity. But then he shrugged and chuckled.

“Ha, what a shame. Cutting off your head would fetch a handsome bonus. See you next time. Heh.”

And with that, the magic circle beneath them glowed, enveloping Hamart and No. 4’s bodies.

“…Heh. Foolish bastards. Next time, I’ll really… huh?”

The light faded, but Raul and Kane were still standing right in front of them.

“…? Hey, number 4. What’s going on?”

“…”

But No. 4, seemingly flustered, could only stare at his teleportation artifact.

“Sorry. Raul said to absolutely not let you go, heh.”

A small green-haired fairy, perched on Raul’s shoulder, adjusted her glasses.

“Now, do you plan to draw that sword?”

Clang.

“Damn it!”

Boom!

The battle between the Third Prince’s punitive force and the First Viscounty’s charging cavalry concluded.

(To be continued)
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“Giddy-up, haah!”

A dozen knights urged their horses forward, riding across the plain. They were clad in premium armor and adorned with ornate weapons, looking as spotless as if they had come for a hunt rather than a battle.

At a glance, they might seem like noble heirs out for a hunt with their escorting knights, but…

‘Fools! Losing a battle with twice the number of troops. I should have taken command from the start….’

Though he held the title of grand commander, Master Delo actually had command authority. No matter how much the Marquis favored Favian, there was no way an inexperienced 25-year-old would be entrusted with 200,000 troops.

Of course, Favian was deluded into thinking that had he been in charge, they would have won.

In any case, Favian, who had stayed back to observe the battle from the main forces, saw even the Empire’s collaborators showing signs of defeat and quickly fled the battlefield with only his escort knights.

If the troops realized the grand commander had fled, it could break their morale and cause the entire formation to collapse.

‘So what if they know? We’ve lost anyway. The worst thing would be getting captured.’

Thus, Favian rationalized his flight and spurred his horse onward.

Thunk!

“Ughk!”

“…! What’s that?”

One of the well-riding escort knights was pierced through the back and fell from his horse. A javelin about 1 meter long was lodged in the knight’s back.

Swish! Thud!

“Ugh.”

A javelin from somewhere pierced the back of another knight.

“Damn it. Where are they?”

The escort knights formed a circular defensive formation around Favian, watching in all directions. But there was no sign of the enemy on the plain.


Then.

Swish!

‘…! It’s above!’

By the time the escort captain looked up in haste, a javelin had already smashed through another knight’s head.

“It’s from the sky!”

High above, something small circled and hovered.

Flash.

Something reflecting the sunlight fell rapidly.

“We can see it, but… gahk.”

Even though a knight raised his shield to block it, the javelin pierced through the mana-infused shield and impaled the knight’s abdomen.

“Damn it!”

One enraged knight drew his bow and shot an arrow at the black speck in the sky. However, the mana-infused arrow lost momentum and fluttered away in the wind before reaching its target.

‘Just how high up is that? This is ridiculous….’

This was turning into a one-sided hunt. While the escort captain bit his lip and pondered, the knights shouted.

“L-look! It’s coming down!”

What had appeared as a black dot was getting larger.

“Prepare for battle, everyone!”

The knights drew their weapons, readying themselves to face the unknown enemy….

‘A hawk? But something’s…!’

Massive.


It was too large to be an ordinary hawk. With wingspans over 5 meters, the giant hawk.

This was Han Seohyun’s summoned beast, ‘Mugi’.

“Yah, ha!”

Around ten knights spurred their horses and dashed across the plain, falling one after the other as several javelins were fired from Mugi’s back, striking down the knights in heaps.

Screech.

Mugi cried out and ascended back into the sky. Beneath him, a single spearman stood.

“You there!”

A knight wielding a battle axe charged but fell flat on the ground, suddenly pierced through the heart.

“Who, who are you?”

The spearman, about 180 cm tall with a rather lean build for a knight, wore a slightly bulged breastplate compared to regular armor.

Clang.

As the power armor helmet retracted, the spearman’s face was revealed, and the escort knights couldn’t hide their surprise.

“A, a female knight?”

The most shocked of all was Favian.

“You, you are—!”

It was Kaylee. Daughter of the Duke of Greer and the captain of the Fifth Combat Unit of the First Knights. But this was no time for surprises.

Thuk. Fwoosh!

“Block her! No, kill her!”

No escort knight could properly defend against her spear as she walked forward with an expressionless face. That was to be expected; she was among the masters, the epitome of knights.

With every thrust of her spear, a blue aura sphere traced a path, and red flowers bloomed in mid-air.


“We can’t match her!”

“How are we supposed to block that?”

Though sixteen knights remained, none could stop her advance. Instead, a few turned their horses to flee, but—

Fwoosh!

Her flying aura sphere pierced through the back of a deserter.

“I, I surrender!”

Clank.

One knight dropped his weapon and dismounted, kneeling down.

“I surrender!”

“Please spare us!”

Like dominoes, the other knights hurriedly cried out their surrender.

“You cowardly dogs! You disgrace the name of knights!”

Favian cursed, but the situation remained unchanged. Every knight knelt, with only the captain of the guard remaining loyally by Favian’s side until the end.

‘Damn it. To be defeated by a mere woman…’

Favian shut his eyes tight then opened them, changing his tone to a softer one.

“Kaylee, congratulations. Such swift achievement! Even Sean in the heavens would be proud of you now, aaagh!”

Crash.

Favian fell from his horse and rolled on the ground, struck in the side by Ken’s spear. Seeing the deeply dented armor on his side, it seemed at least two or three of his ribs were broken.

“How dare you mention his name with that filthy mouth!”

Ken’s expression turned as menacing as an evil god’s. Her brother, Sean, had lost his life because of this scum in front of her. And now he dared to mention whose name?

“W-wait! I surrender! If you kill me, my father will—urk!”

Ken’s spear pierced through his cheek and jutted out the other side. Blood flowed from Favian’s half-severed tongue like water from a fountain.

Clutching his mouth with one hand, Favian crawled toward Ken and grabbed her foot, looking up at her with a desperate, pleading gaze.

But that only fueled her rage further.

‘This piece of trash!’

Her brother should not have died so pointlessly. Had he lived, he would have reached heights incomparable to her current status and revived the Marquis’s house.

She clenched her jaw and tightened her grip.

Crunch.

A sound of something breaking echoed, and she turned away without hesitation.

“Thank you, Master.”

By the time she looked up, Raul stood before her, arms folded. And Favian’s guard captain was kneeling on the ground, seemingly forced down by an invisible weight.

Raul silently patted her on the shoulder, and Ken, with her head bowed, climbed back onto Mugi. Raul could not fathom her feelings after completing her revenge.

‘I hope the weight on her heart has lightened at least a bit….’

Raul turned to the surrendered knights.

“Now, shall we have a little chat?”

Raul’s eyes gleamed like a predator eyeing its prey.

*

Rumble.

The air pressure roared, causing ears to ring.

“What did you just say?”

The messenger struggled to breathe under the oppressive atmosphere but managed to speak. If he didn’t speak now, he’d be choked of all breath.

“T-the punitive force at the Seren Plains has been… annihilated.”

“……”

Marquis Clifford de McNeil stood dumbfounded, his fists clenched tightly.

“Huff, huff.”

The pressure that had been pressing him released, and the messenger exhaled heavily. Everyone else in the conference room held their breath, watching the Marquis closely.

“… Explain in detail. From the beginning to the end. Don’t leave out a single thing.”

The coldly measured voice sounded all the more frightening. The messenger conveyed the information he had brought to the Marquis to the best of his ability.

A moment later.

After the messenger left the room, it was filled with a heavy silence. The 150,000-strong punitive force sent against the Count Ashton’s house had been ‘annihilated’.

It was a perfect defeat so thorough it was hard to believe. Barely a thousand cavalry and a few knights had survived and returned.

The actual casualties weren’t that many. However, the disparity between the battlefield and the types of forces led to this result.

A broad plain and an enemy composed entirely of cavalry. Once defeated, the infantry, without mounts, had nowhere to escape.

Apart from the quickly fleeing foreigner forces and some cavalry, all troops were captured. Adding to the blow was the news of the ‘death’ of his beloved youngest son.

‘Fool. You should have surrendered. I could have saved you somehow.’

Marquis Clifford briefly mourned his son, who chose an honorable death over disgrace.

In truth, Favian had begged for his life and died a disgraceful death, but Raul altered the narrative to protect Ken from being tainted by killing a surrendering noble.

After collecting his thoughts, the Marquis finally spoke gravely.

“Withdraw to Thurium.”

“… Understood, Your grace.”

The Third Prince’s army (the Marquis McNeil’s forces) was pushing against the duchy with an overwhelming force of 300,000.

Duke Templeton’s house, the kingdom’s most prestigious noble family. But their actual dominion wasn’t large.

The duke’s strength lay in their knight division, and the financial resources maintaining the regiment came from various privileges (monopoly rights) and donations from other noble houses.

For those reasons, the forces mobilized by the duchy numbered only 100,000. They supplemented their lacking numbers with a powerful knight division and volunteer reserve knights.

But it wasn’t enough to cover the absolute numerical disparity, and the duchy had to keep pulling back, shrinking their defensive lines.

‘If we had continued pressing, we would have completely encircled them soon….’

They might have forced the duchy to surrender without further bloodshed. But now that opportunity was lost. It was now they who had to retreat in haste.

Their enemies were an entirely mounted unit. Moreover, though unconfirmed, reports stated they had a powerful knight division.

Considering they had taken down four masters, their superhuman strength was not to be underestimated.

“Hurry! If we lose Thurium to them, it’ll be disastrous.”

The Third Prince still remained in the capital. He had suggested leading the troops himself in anticipation of such a situation, but the prince had no intention of leaving the capital.

‘How infuriating.’

To be outdone by those Ashton bastards. Swallowing his cold fury, the Marquis hastened the retreat.

****

“Haha, to think he would actually keep his promise.”

In the Duke’s conference room, the Sword Saint Marquis de Templeton stroked his beard, smiling.

“Is this really the time for laughter? The operation we had been preparing for has been completely disrupted.”

The one speaking with a clearly displeased expression was Verthes de Templeton, the eldest son of the Sword Saint.

He was also Dalton’s uncle and had been managing the duchy on behalf of the Sword Saint, currently presiding over the meeting as the operations officer.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. Didn’t I tell you? Don’t dismiss it as a child’s folly and integrate that boy’s plan into the operation. Quite a sight now, isn’t it?”

“…….”

Who would have thought?

The words of a 17-year-old boy stating he would single-handedly defeat the punitive force and march to the capital actually became reality.

They had merely thought dispersing the Marquis’s forces would be enough…

Though Verthes was slightly irritated, the atmosphere in the conference room was joyful. Watching the arrogant Marquis retreat, regardless of the reason, was truly satisfying.

“Well then.”

The Duke turned his head to look at someone.

“Have you gathered your thoughts?”

“Yes. If you will help me, I intend to become king.”

With the Sword Saint and the Duke’s army guarding the Sixth Prince Gerard, they began their march towards the capital, Thurium.

The final showdown to seize the kingdom’s hegemony was approaching.

(To be continued)
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Dum, dum, dum, dum.

Waaaah.

The Kerden Plains in front of the capital, Thurium.

Not long after the bloodshed of countless soldiers had created streams, tens of thousands of soldiers were once again facing each other with swords and spears.

And now, on the eve of the final battle. The camp of the alliance, led by the Sixth Prince, was filled with the leaders of the kingdom’s most prestigious families.

“Haha, to think they would choose an open field battle. Viscount Raul, your prediction was correct.”

“It was just luck.”

Sword Saint Marquis de Templeton said with a pleased expression, and Raul, standing at the podium in the conference room, bowed humbly.

“Despite my pleas, you never left your territory, and now I understand why. You have raised your children into dragons, Count Melvin.”

“What have I done? They grew up on their own.”

The Sword Saint praised Count Melvin de Ashton, Raul’s father, who sat opposite him. Count Melvin responded with a pleasant smile.

‘I really haven’t done much.’, he thought. Behind him stood his eldest son, Dylan, and second son, Lawrence.

Dylan, who was adeptly managing the territory in his place. Not only had he developed his governance skills as the next count, but he had also reached the level of a master.

His physical development was even more remarkable, often being described as having an almost inhumanly perfect body.

Since mastering the use of aura, he had learned to strengthen his muscles with it, to the point where he could deflect knights’ mana blades with his bare body.

Without the need for power armor, he created a ‘muscle force field,’ reaching the level of a true superhuman, pioneering a new path.

Lawrence, the second son, had perfectly absorbed the power of the Naga great warrior ‘Nemadotoji’ he had inherited at the barrier.

The Ashton household’s great swordsmanship, performed with his four arms, exhibited tremendous might that even the family’s other masters found hard to withstand.

And Raul…


‘…There’s no need to say.’

His growth was so rapid that it would be no surprise if he surpassed him who was speaking. Raul had long surpassed the confines of the Count’s family.

Without Raul, the current Count Ashton household would not exist.

“It’s been a while, Marquis. I am glad to see that your long journey has borne fruit. Congratulations on reaching the next level.”

One who occupied a significant place in the conference room was Fidel de Greer, the Marquis. Ken’s father and Raul’s staunch supporter was naturally attending the meeting.

“Thank you. I’ve only just reached the beginning. It’s all thanks to that child.”

The Marquis looked at the podium with a pleased expression. Having restored the spear techniques of his long-cherished family and reached the level of a master, his confidence was evident.

‘Haha, they look good together.’

The Marquis couldn’t hide his broad smile as he looked at Raul standing on the podium and Ken (Kaylee) standing a little apart. The Duke’s gaze finally settled on someone.

Sword Saint spoke to the person sitting with a somewhat somber expression.

“You must be deeply distressed. But victory and defeat are part of a soldier’s life. The day will surely come when the Count’s family spreads its wings again.”

“…Thank you for your kind words. However, while the glory of my family is important, today, I must release my anger.”

“That is also the Count’s choice. I wish you success.”

Silently bowing his head and readjusting his grip on his sword. He was none other than Count Hudson de Randal.

Having recently suffered a major defeat at these very Kerden Plains, he had reappeared. In truth, it wasn’t surprising.

It was Raul and his subordinates who saved Count Hudson on the day of the defeat. They had also succeeded in extricating one more master from Count Randal’s ranks.

Count Hudson, along with this master and his scattered children and remaining forces, had joined the alliance.

‘Today, I will surely avenge that day’s humiliation.’

It was inevitable that Count Hudson would draw his sword of revenge.

Thus, the heads of the Templeton Duchy, the Greer Marquisate, the Ashton County, and the Randal County gathered in the conference room.


Four of the five martial families of the Ruben Kingdom had united. This was likely the worst-case scenario that Marquis McNeil had feared.

His plan to defeat them individually had been entirely disrupted by Raul.

‘Things turned out even better than I initially planned.’

Raul stood on the podium, feeling reassured by the gathered assembly in the conference room. Even the number of masters present was overwhelming.

The Sword Saint and the six newly emerged masters from the Templeton Duchy. Marquis Greer and the two knight commanders from his marquisate. Count Randal and the remaining master from his ranks.

These alone made up twelve.

From the Ashton County, there were:

Count Melvin de Ashton, the patriarch.

Brothers Dylan and Lawrence.

Golden Bear Knight Commander Sir Hesse.

Grand Commander Viscount Ernest de Vogel.

A total of five masters.

In Raul’s First Viscounty, including his officers and combat unit commanders, there were ten masters.

‘Twenty-seven masters!’

During the peak of the war against the Empire in his past life, even the allied forces of four kingdoms did not have twenty masters.

Superhumans consumed in the civil war. Promising individuals eliminated by the Imperial Hounds. Those who perished in battles against the Empire.

Superhumans devoured by high-level gates and didn’t return. Despite the arrival of the ‘era of superhumans’, their forces were continually being depleted, never gathering beyond a certain number.

But what about now?

Thanks to the Connect system, the Ashton County and First Knight Order alone had fifteen masters.

‘And if we include the mages from the First Magic Tower, led by Nakia, and the guild’s superhumans….’


An immense force that no one could disregard had been assembled.

Of course, it wasn’t perfect yet. Just as not all Experts had the same skill levels, not all masters were equally skilled. In fact, the disparity among superhumans could be even greater.

Even if the entire superhuman force of the First Knight Order was mobilized, there was no guarantee they could defeat the Sword Saint alone.

‘This means our goal must shift now.’

Having previously focused on growing his forces and securing numerous superhumans, Raul now needed to improve his own abilities. And the final task awaiting him was the battle for the throne.

After organizing his thoughts, Raul began to lead the meeting in earnest.

“As you can see, the enemy has once again chosen an open field battle instead of a siege. The difference this time is that they have more forces than we do.”

Currently, the alliance forces of the Sixth Prince numbered about 200,000. The cavalry of Ashton County (Raul’s) numbered 60,000.

The Templeton Duchy contributed 100,000 troops.

The Greer Marquisate provided 30,000.

The Randal County supplied 10,000.

These forces were composed mainly of elite regular soldiers and mercenaries, not conscripts. In contrast, the forces of Marquis McNeil and the Third Prince’s faction totaled 450,000.

This included 40,000 of the kingdom’s most elite central army,

100,000 regular troops from the Marquisate,

30,000 reassembled player units from the Ripple Association.

The remaining soldiers were primarily conscripts from local lords’ armies.

“In terms of numbers, they outnumber us more than two-to-one, but I don’t believe the actual difference in strength is that large.”

This was why the Third Prince’s army had chosen an open field battle. Given their superior numbers, an open field battle was more advantageous than a siege.

Moreover, opting for a siege while having a larger force would have indicated their own inferiority, potentially affecting the soldiers’ morale.

From the outset, Marquis McNeil had no choice but to choose an open field battle. Raul also knew the strategy he had to employ.

Thud.

Raul’s baton tapped a specific point on the map.

“A concentrated breakthrough towards the enemy camp. This is our operational guideline. However…”

Raul’s briefing continued for some time, and the troops completed their preparations in a convivial atmosphere.

*

‘Templeton was not the real issue.’

Marquis McNeil was lost in thought as he gazed at the enemy lines from atop a low hill. His plan was complex yet simple.

He aimed to amplify the dissatisfaction of the families and people through the Third Prince’s tyranny.

If he released the other princes, some families would inevitably revolt, allowing him to reduce the number of princes under the guise of quelling rebellion.

Simultaneously, it was only natural to weaken any families that might obstruct his path.

The Duchy had always maintained neutrality, and he assumed that Count Ashton and Marquis Greer, being on the fringes, wouldn’t interfere much with central affairs.

After winning the battle against Count Randal, his plan seemed to have the wind at its back.

He’d defeat the kingdom’s greatest swordmaster with his own hands and, with the Empire’s help, bring down the Duchy.

During this process, he would kill any hidden princes in the Duchy and finally deal with the Third Prince holed up in the royal capital.

Naturally, ashton County or Greer Marquisate would be blamed for the assassination of the Third Prince.

Marquis McNeil would then purge them on behalf of the royal family, securing the vacant position of heir for himself.

It was a meticulously plotted plan that seemed close to fruition. In fact, he had pushed the Duchy to the brink of being completely encircled.

‘…Who would have thought those Ashton bastards would mess things up?’

What could have happened in that rural fief at the southern end of the kingdom?

It had only been a year since Count Ashton fell into a coma and a civil war erupted in the county. They should have been too preoccupied with recovery and territorial management.

‘Where did those unbelievable numbers of knights and masters come from?!’

The Marquis ground his teeth in frustration. Based on the information gathered from spies and foreigners dispatched to the enemy camp,

Marquis McNeil reviewed the report and could hardly believe his eyes. Over 20 masters, and possibly more than ten thousand knights.

Even if those numbers were exaggerated, even half of that would be a formidable force to contend with.

‘But I cannot give up.’

He was already at the point of no return. Having mounted the tiger, letting go would mean certain destruction. Moreover, it wasn’t as if there was no chance of victory.

Regardless of the number of masters, most of them were likely novices who had just reached that level. The only ones truly worth worrying about were the Sword Saint and the defeated Count Randal.

Shhh.

A dark figure emerged beside the Marquis.

“Have you made up your mind?”

A man in a silver mask. Imperial Hound, head of the Ruben Kingdom branch, Silver Zero. A faint drop of blood trickled from the Marquis’s clenched fist.

“…I will accept the proposal.”

“You’ve made a wise decision. His Majesty always shows generosity to loyal subjects, and you will not regret this.”

“…….”

Swish.

Silver Zero’s figure dissipated like smoke in the wind. The Marquis closed his eyes tightly.

King Consul.

It was the position proposed by the Cranen Empire. In return for the Empire’s superhumans participating in this battle, Marquis McNeil had sold out the kingdom.

Even if he won the battle, he would never become the true king of the Ruben Kingdom. He was promised the throne of a small, newly-formed principality in the northern region of the kingdom.

‘But I do not regret it.’

He had chosen to be the head of a serpent rather than the tail of a dragon. He had no intentions of continuing futile service under a foolish king.

Besides, the Empire had never managed to cross the barrier. Winning the battle and securing the throne, even temporarily, was his priority, and any future issues with the Empire could be dealt with later.

The Marquis consoled himself with these thoughts and glared at the enemy camp with eyes full of resentment.

‘Ashton! I will never forgive you.’

Above all else, the cause of his shattered dream. The youngest of the Count Ashton’s family. He vowed to sever Raul’s head himself.

“All hands, prepare for battle!”

At Marquis McNeil’s roar, the 450,000-strong army began to move.

(To be continued)
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“Waaaah!”

“Commander Vinsith is the best!”

In front of the Kerden Plains, the air was filled with the cheers of soldiers.

Amidst the tens of thousands of soldiers facing each other from both sides, on the vast plain, only two knights were locked in combat with their swords.

And this scene was being broadcasted to all the soldiers via magic projection in the sky.

Witnessing a duel between masters for the first time in their lives, the soldiers and knights couldn’t help but shout in amazement and encouragement.

“Is this formal ceremony really necessary?”

Kane asked with a somewhat reluctant expression.

“Well, it’s a matter of knights’ pride, you could say.”

The fact that a knightly duel, usually seen in territory disputes, was happening here might have been inevitable.

‘It’s almost the first time the proud Five Martial Families have stood together on such a public battlefield.’

Some might argue what use is there for a pride contest in a battle that determines the nation’s fate.

Indeed, when the Marquis McNeil’s side proposed a knightly duel, some commanders suggested not accepting it and starting the battle right away.

Raul was among those who held that opinion.

‘To utilize our advantage in superhuman and knightly strength, quickly concluding the battle with a concentrated offensive is the best strategy.’

There was no need to create variables by falling into their intentions. However, that opinion was rejected by the Sword Saint and the family heads.

Honor.

The ultimate trophy anyone from a prestigious family, not just knights, desires. With the opportunity to raise it high, there was no reason to refuse.

Raul had anticipated this outcome, but…


‘I didn’t expect even Father to support the knightly duel.’

He felt a tad disappointed. Nevertheless, the knightly duel was set. Newly ascended masters wanted to showcase their skills to the world, and the family heads sought to elevate their family’s honor.

“If we’re going to win the war anyway, a little diversion isn’t bad.”

With the Sword Saint’s nonchalant remark, Raul had no choice but to yield. And so began the ‘Master’ knightly duel.

The third duel was already underway. The previous two duels had ended in defeats for the alliance forces.

The masters from the Greer Marquisate and the Templeton Duchy had consecutively lost to a master from Marquis McNeil’s side.

Fortunately, no lives were lost. Continuing to attack a defeated opponent who had declared defeat would be a disgrace to a knight’s honor.

‘Of course, in reality, it was to prevent provoking the masters on our side and to keep the duels going.’

That didn’t mean the defeated master went unscathed. In duels between beginner masters, the skill levels were nearly equal, so aura manipulation and the amount of aura determined the outcome.

The loser ended up with internal injuries to their mana circuits, making it difficult to use aura for some time.

‘Tch, it was obvious this would happen….’

Raul sighed, shaking his head. Had it been a pure skill contest, the outcome could have been unpredictable. But the trump card hidden by Marquis McNeil’s masters, was the ‘Emperor’s Brand.’

Or more accurately, a tattoo enhancement technique derived from it. Probably modified with safety measures due to known side effects, but…

‘…The effect is undeniable.’

Since the base was the Emperor’s Brand, no matter how it was altered, freeing oneself from the curse was difficult.

Countless knights in his past life had already proven that. But not knowing this fact, they would confidently use it now.

Thus, two of their masters had fallen, and currently facing the enemy master was one of the Templeton Duchy’s knight commanders, Vinsith.

Indeed, Vinsith was more skilled than the previous masters and was continuously pushing the Marquis’s master back.

“I concede.”

After a brief clash, the Marquis’s master quickly declared his defeat.


“Waaaah!”

The soldiers cheered for their first victory, but Master Vinsith’s expression wasn’t that bright.

‘He clearly had energy left, yet he conceded so easily….’

As a result, the Marquis’s master returned without any substantial injuries, having only expended some mana.

“Look at that sly trick!”

Josh clicked his tongue.

After three duels, two of their masters were out of commission, while the Marquis’s side had lost nothing significant.

It might have been a shallow tactic, but the Marquis’s side undoubtedly gained an advantage.

Three more duels followed.

The score was 2 to 4.

The Marquis McNeil’s side was dominant.

Moreover, even their two victories were practically forfeit by the Marquis’s side, making the battle seem one-sided.

And when a new master from the Marquis appeared, Raul’s brow furrowed.

‘You’re coming out openly, then?’

The opponent was not a master from the Marquisate but rather an imperial master.

A faint dark energy emanating from his body confirmed it.

Thwack!

“Damn!”

For the first time, blood was shed.

Master Repork of the Randal household had his thigh half-split.


“How laughable. Is there no one with the guts to stake their life in a duel?”

The so-called master from the Marquisate, who had broken the implicit taboo, shouted with a haughty expression.

The energy he briefly exuded was,

‘At least intermediate-level master and above.’

Noticing this, everyone’s faces hardened. Officially, the only known intermediate-level masters were the Sword Saint and Count Randal.

But sending the Sword Saint or a noble family head to face a nameless knight was beneath their dignity. The opponent likely knew this, which is why they were provoking so blatantly.

“Is there no one? Hmph, then how about you, Count Melvin! Is the head of the renowned Ashton County, part of a prestigious martial family, afraid to face my sword?”

“……!”

For a moment, the command center, filled with noble heads and masters, was in an uproar.

‘So this was your true aim?’

No wonder they had proposed a knightly duel despite being outnumbered in masters. Clearly, the overall commander of the alliance was the Sword Saint.

But who was the most crucial figure? It was, of course, Count Melvin de Ashton.

Not only had he mobilized the most knights, but he also commanded a staggering fifteen superhumans. (The First Viscounty was, outwardly, a territory under Ashton County.)

Furthermore, it was known that he had ascended to the rank of master less than half a year ago.

‘Defeating Father to demoralize our forces? Or maybe they plan to capture him as a prisoner. How amusing.’

What did a mere intermediate-level master think he was doing by provoking anyone?

“How ridiculous.”

“What a fool.”

“Challenging the Count? He’s a hundred years too early for that.”

The knights of the Ashton household and the First Knights, who knew Count Melvin’s true capabilities, wore expressions of disbelief.

They crowded around the Count and Raul, shouting.

“Let me go! I will crush his arrogance!”

“I will go! How dare he challenge the head of our house!”

Of course, even though the enemy called him out, having Count Melvin actually step forward wouldn’t be appropriate. Someone needed to punish the enemy in place of the insulted head.

If the enemy aimed to unsettle their knights, he had succeeded. The wide-ranging provocation had caused the knights to lose their composure.

‘The only one who could cleanly handle this would be Sir Philip, perhaps?’

Many potential challengers came to mind, but this duel couldn’t end in a draw. Raul turned to look at his father.

At the same moment, Count Melvin turned and met Raul’s gaze, nodding at him. It meant he was entrusting the matter to Raul.

“Everyone, calm down. Philip!”

“Yes, Master!”

Philip gripped his sword hilt with a confident expression and approached.

“Watch my back.”

“Uh…?”

Clop, clop, clop.

Raul rode towards the battlefield.

‘That arrogant imperial scum needs to be dealt with properly.’

It wasn’t just the knights who were affected by the provocation.

***

“Count Melvin de Ashton’s third son. Owner of First Viscounty and master of the First Knight Order, Raul de Ashton.”

“What’s this? A brat? Is the Count of Ashton hiding behind his sniveling son?”

Clearly aware of Raul’s identity, such remarks were intended to undermine the soldiers’ morale and provoke Raul into losing his composure.

“Tsk tsk. I alone am enough to deal with a rat coveting another’s granary. A so-called knight of the Marquisate who can’t even reveal his origins!”

“What nonsense is this! I am Kershart, the chief knight of the Marquis McNeil’s Chainaxe Knights!”

“How ridiculous. Do you take us for fools, not knowing a member of a noble house of renown like the Marquis McNeil? If you truly are a knight of the Marquisate, yell this out loud: The Emperor of the Cranen Empire is a son of a btch!”

Raul’s words made Kershart’s face turn red with anger.

“Why? Can’t do it?”

“Why is the… the Emperor suddenly being mentioned here?”

“Really? You should know that better than anyone, shouldn’t you?”

With a slight gesture from Raul, the First Knights and the troops shouted in unison.

“The Emperor of the Cranen Empire is a son of a btch!”

Kershart, unable to contain his rage, charged forward.

“You insolent little shit! I’ll cut out that disrespectful tongue of yours!”

“I knew you would.”

Boom!

The battlefield vibrated with the impact of auras clashing. Kershart wielded the Marquis McNeil’s signature weapon, the battleaxe. Raul drew his longsword and unfolded ‘Infinity Sword’.

Clash! Clang! Boom.

The battle was one-sided. Kershart, who was not using his main weapon but imitating a knight of the Marquisate, couldn’t properly handle Raul’s sword.

Crackle. Thwack.

Raul’s aura penetrated the gap in the large axe blade, leaving a long mark on Kershart’s power armor and crushing his shoulder guard.

Wriggle.

Kershart’s shoulder muscles twitched with a new movement but soon returned to their original flow.

“Are you sure you’re okay? Not showing your true skill might mean death here.”

Raul whispered softly as he leaned in close.

“Stop your nonsense. If you think you can take me down with that, you are greatly mistaken!”

However, contrary to his words, he threw away his battle axe and equipped the longsword at his hip and a buckler on his back.

Clang! Shing!

The renewed duel indeed showed smoother exchanges than before. The advantage of wielding his primary weapon became apparent.

However, a murmur spread among the knights and leaders of the alliance forces.

“…That’s Imperial swordsmanship, isn’t it?”

“The way he uses the shield is entirely different.”

“Why is a knight of the Marquisate using Imperial combat techniques?”

Kershart tried to conceal the Imperial influence, but all the seasoned knights of the kingdom were gathered here.

They couldn’t help but recognize the swordsmanship of their primary adversary, the Empire.

“Does this mean the rumors of the Marquis colluding with the Empire are true?”

“That’s quite a leap. It might just be a tactic using Imperial swordsmanship to catch us off guard.”

“But even so….”

It was a highly risky situation. Although it had improved somewhat, the fact remained that Raul was seizing the advantage.

It even seemed like Raul might be deliberately going easy, as an indescribable gap could be sensed between them.

“You don’t seem to value your life much. In that case, I should treat you accordingly.”

Raul’s demeanor suddenly changed.

Clang.

A legion of weapons sprang from behind him, and as Regnator activated, pure white wings spread out.

Simultaneously, a radiant aura enveloped the battlefield, eliciting thunderous cheers from the alliance forces.

“Waaaah!”

“It’s the Emissary of God!”

Raul, leaping from his horse and hovering mid-air with white wings spread, exuding a holy aura. It was not implausible to call him the Emissary of God.

‘W-what…!’

Kershart felt suffocated by the divine presence surrounding him. The dark energy hidden within him went berserk, reacting violently to the holy power.

‘Damn, if this keeps up….’

Regretfully, he would have no choice but to declare defeat and retreat. Though it would mean going back on his own words, honor was merely a product of the kingdom’s nobles’ luxurious games.

“Er…?”

But what was happening?

Kershart found he couldn’t open his mouth to declare defeat. Something seized his jaw tight, preventing him from speaking.

“Surrender is not an option. Just like you said, let’s fight to the end for our lives.”

Raul, smiling down at him, made Kershart’s spine tingle with dread.

(To be continued)
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Thump! Boom!

“Ughurk!”

Kershart couldn’t regain his senses. The Emperor’s Mark had activated, and red tattoos crawled over his face like a web.

But even with this, he was no match for Raul’s full strength.

Whip, whip, slash!

Raul effortlessly wielded a long aura blade like a whip while airborne. Simultaneously, he also launched numerous weapons from all directions, impossible to ignore.

Most of these weapons could be deflected with armor imbued with aura, but some, already infused with aura, easily pierced through his armor.

And the constant intrusion of holy energy was more than just a nuisance. In less than three minutes, his entire body was a bloody mess.

At the moment when a golden aura streak started heading for his neck.

“Graaargh!”

Crack, thud!

A storm of black mana erupted from Kershart’s body, causing him to swell. A beast-like growl escaped his lips, and as his helmet shattered, his face no longer resembled a human.

His snout elongated like a wolf’s, with sharp fangs, blood-red eyes, and an exposed skull. Golden tattoos flickered across his body, now more akin to a beast than a man.

‘The Emperor’s Seal! I knew it would show up.’

With a knowing expression, Raul maintained his distance, observing the transformation.

The Emperor’s Seal had three stages:

Stage 1: The Emperor’s Brand.

Black tattoos increased abilities slightly, allowed berserk and self-destruction.

Stage 2: The Emperor’s Mark.


Red tattoos amplified abilities to the extent of elevating one’s rank.

Stage 3: The Emperor’s Seal.

Golden tattoos drastically enhanced abilities. Only superhumans above master-level received this seal directly from the Emperor, enabling beastly transformations.

Kershart was now in this Stage 3 form.

‘Incomplete. As expected, he’s not at the magus level.’

Only magi, the elite of the Empire, could fully assimilate the Seal. They could activate it without transforming and could optionally morph into beast forms for boosted combat power.

But Kershart, before Raul’s eyes, was just an incomplete superhuman overwhelmed by the Seal.

“Behold! That grotesque monster! Can there be any clearer evidence that Marquis McNeil has allied with the Empire?”

Raul’s amplified voice shook both sides’ ranks. The Marquis’s soldiers, though somewhat prepared, were less shaken, but the Kingdom’s Central Army was different.

“Oh my god. They really joined hands with the Empire…?”

“That’s beyond treason; it’s defying a continental taboo!”

“Could it be that the Third Prince knows about this too…?”

As their murmurs spread, Raul’s voice penetrated their ears once more.

“Marquis McNeil has conspired with the Empire to sell out the Ruben Kingdom—a traitor to the throne! And the Third Prince, blinded by ambition, cannot escape this guilt! Those who realize their error, surrender now!”

“Graaargh!”

Boom!

Kershart, having completed his transformation, leaped like a beast and lunged at Raul. His speed and power were incomparable to a moment ago.

‘… Ugh! He’s really something.’

Though Raul quickly countered, he felt a slight ache in his wrist, prompting him to swing his sword swiftly.

Boom! Boom! Bang!


Despite Kershart’s golden tattoos deflecting the aura attacks with his bare body, he seemed unphased.

The black mana emanating from his body was so foul that the grass withered and died instantly wherever he stepped.

With that powerful physique and insane physical strength, he relentlessly pushed Raul back.

‘In terms of physical abilities alone, he rivals the Sword Saint.’

Abilities on par with a top-tier master!

The Emperor’s power, which instantly raised his abilities by two levels, was truly terrifying. But that was all.

His attack patterns and techniques had devolved to simple brute force, making it easy enough to react and counter. Though Kershart was relentlessly assaulting Raul, none of his strikes hit.

‘He made a mistake using dark mana against me.’

Raul slightly curled his lips into a smile and infused his power armor with aura.

‘Regnator, awaken!’

Flash!

Raul’s golden power armor, Regnator, emitted an unbelievably bright light. Simultaneously, an enormous energy began coursing through Raul’s mana circuits.

Roar!

A fierce whirlwind of light spun around Raul’s body. The dark currents surrounding Kershart vanished as if erased by an eraser.

“Graaaargh…!”

Kershart shielded his face with his arms, screaming in agony.

“You should never have harnessed that corrupt power, beast of the Empire.”

Raul pointed at Kershart with his palm, causing his body to lift into the air as if gripped by an unseen force.

“Grrrk, wh-what is this…?”

Smoke billowed from Kershart’s body as if it were on fire. His swollen form began to shrink while he seemed to regain his sanity. But it was already too late.


Raul clenched his outstretched palm.

Crunch, snap!

“Aaaargh!”

Kershart’s contorted, shrunken body fell limply to the ground.

Whssh.

Raul retracted his legion of weapons and gracefully descended to the ground. He pointed his sword towards the enemy’s main camp, where the Marquis was positioned, and shouted.

“We do not fear the Empire! Marquis McNeil! No matter how much you rely on the Empire’s power to defeat us, we will never kneel!”

Raul turned his head slightly and locked eyes with the Sword Saint. Seeing the Sword Saint’s deeply satisfied nod, Raul shouted again.

“Proud sons of the Ruben Kingdom! Let us vanquish the traitorous forces allied with the Empire and take back our kingdom! Full-scale charge!”

Waaaah!

The combined forces, filled with high morale, began their advance towards the enemy camp. Leading the charge were the alliance’s masters, their swords blazing with aura!

The soldiers of the Third Prince’s army were nearly in a state of panic, faltering in confusion, and the lower-ranking officers were hesitating, unsure of what to do.

“This is insane! Just how many masters do they have?”

“W-we’re the traitors? I was just following orders.”

“Damn it. My grandfather died fighting the Empire, and now they’re saying we’re allied with them? I can’t fight for the Empire.”

“Lieutenant, raise the white flag! We are withdrawing from the battle.”

Some of the regional and central troops outright deserted the camp or raised white flags, abandoning their weapons.

In some units, there were even clashes between those who wanted to surrender and those who wanted to continue fighting.

“Do not be swayed! This is a trick by the enemies!”

“We are the legitimate successors to the kingdom! Don’t fall for their deceptions!”

The Marquis’s commanders tried to calm their soldiers, but it wasn’t easy to convince those who had seen the truth with their own eyes.

“Wouldn’t it be wise to retreat?”

An officer who sensed the tide had turned advised the Marquis, but McNeil sneered.

“Ha, retreat? To where? To the capital for a siege?”

The officer fell silent, like a mute who had eaten honey.

“The battle hasn’t even started. The road to victory is ahead! Charge! Knights, follow me!”

“Yes, Your Grace!”

“Charge! Crush the enemies!”

The entire knight division and command staff remaining in the main camp followed the Marquis and charged towards the front lines.

Just as the Marquis said, retreating wasn’t an option. Breaking the enemy’s spearhead as quickly as possible was the urgent priority.

‘We have no choice but to rely on their prowess now.’

Clenching his teeth, the Marquis set his sights beyond the enemy’s main camp.

*

Waaaah.

Boom! Boom!

Even from a distance, the thunderous cheers and the ground-shaking explosions were felt. The fact that such sounds and tremors could be felt from here, far from the battlefield, was proof of the intensity of the battle.

“Brother, will everything be alright? We can win, right?”

Eighth Prince Aenbard, looking dejected and anxious, asked timidly.

“Of course. The kingdom’s noble families have united. Even if the Marquis has allied with the Empire, they can’t stand against us. Isn’t that right, sir Mondor?”

“Indeed, Prince Gerard. With the Duke himself on the battlefield, our forces cannot be defeated. Please rest assured and wait.”

In a simple yet elegant tent, the two princes and their guard, sir Mondor, the master’s first retainer from the Duke’s household, were stationed.

This location, slightly behind the main camp, was far enough to be out of the direct line of battle but close enough for allied forces to provide protection if necessary.

Given the methods the Empire employed in the past, leaving the two princes unattended, despite being in the Duke’s castle, wasn’t an option.

In fact, the battlefield, heavily guarded by masters, was deemed safer, hence the princes joined the campaign.

Moreover, sir Mondor, having protected the Duke’s household for decades, was more than capable of guarding the princes.

‘It’s only natural for the battlefield to be left to the younger generation.’

For Sir Mondor, who was already over sixty, being entrusted with the princes’ safety was not a burden.

Rustle.

‘…What?’

Sir Mondor sensed a strange presence outside the tent, causing his nerves to bristle.

“Hey! What’s happening outside?”

“Uh? Nothing unusual, sir…”

The guards around the tent were not ordinary soldiers but knights. Unless an enemy superhuman appeared, intrusions would not be easily tolerated.

However…

“Get down!”

Sir Mondor shouted and with his large frame, he threw himself and the two princes to the ground.

Slashing! Shatter!

Like opening a lid, the upper half of the tent flew away, and the knights guarding outside were similarly decapitated at the waist.

‘What is this!’

Sweating coldly from the ambush that caught him entirely off guard, sir Mondor grabbed his cherished bastard sword and shield, and shielded the princes.

“Who goes there?”

Clang!

Sir Mondor hastily lifted one foot and blocked below with his sword.

‘The ground?’

Sss.

Like sand forming into a human shape, someone rose from the ground.

“Hah!”

Thump!

Instinctively turning and thrusting his shield, an invisible force struck it.

‘So, this was it?’

The attack that leveled the tent and eliminated the knights. It was certainly magic.

“Oh, you’re quick to react.”

On the other side of the sand figure, a figure cloaked in black hood and mantle emerged from the air. Underneath the hood was a cold, ferocious-looking silver mask.

“Kehkehkeh. Leaving just an old man behind. The kingdom’s folks are truly full of fools, kehahah.”

Standing at the tent entrance, covered in blood, was a knight in black armor, also wearing a silver mask.

‘Imperial Hounds!’

Sir Mondor instantly recognized them. The problem was their exceptional level.

‘Two masters and a 7th-circle high mage? The Empire even has superhumans in their intelligence department!’

He marveled once again at the Empire’s depth. But that didn’t mean he could go down without a fight. Igniting his blue aura blade, sir Mondor shouted.

“As long as I am here, you won’t lay a finger on the princes!”

Boom!

“Grrr.”

The masked knight swung his black aura and spoke.

“Ah, well, we’ll just deal with you first. We were going to take all three heads anyway, kehkehkeh.”

Swoosh!

As the wave of sand surged towards the princes, sir Mondor hurriedly pushed back the masked knight and struck the sand wave with his shield.

Bang!

But the resulting gap left him vulnerable to the magic. Though he endured with his power armor and aura, the impact wasn’t entirely mitigated.

‘… This is dangerous.’

“Why are you getting distracted!”

The masked knight charged again, and the sand figure transformed sand into daggers and threw them. With the mage’s wind magic raining down, sir Mondor found himself increasingly overwhelmed.

“No!”

A few sand daggers Sir Mondor couldn’t block flew towards the Sixth Prince.

Boom.

“… Huh?”

Clang.

The power armor activated in front of the Sixth Prince, deflecting the sand daggers.

Crash! Tinkle.

Flasks shattered in mid-air, surrounding the Sixth Prince and Eighth Prince with a steel dome.

Buzz.

A knight in armor, emitting blue aura from his sword, spoke.

“I have a debt to settle with you.”

Thud.

“I have some unfinished business with you Empire scum too.”

A robed female mage descended from the air, pulling back her hood and speaking.

Raul’s master, Caldenas, and the 7th-circle alchemy mage Nakia stood facing the Imperial Hounds.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 258

				
Chapter 258

Boom!

In the midst of both armies, where the bulk of troops were supposed to clash, a few superhumans turned it into a chaotic battlefield.

“Don’t overdo it! Exploit our numerical superiority and wear them down gradually!”

The alliance forces, with over twenty masters, fought comfortably.

“Each of us is more skilled! Focus our strength and take them down one by one!”

Marquis McNeil’s forces launched daring attacks, desperate to reduce the alliance’s number of masters.

Currently, the alliance’s total number of masters at the center of the battlefield was nineteen.

This count excluded the superhumans retired from the knightly duel or those assigned to guard the princes and command the troops.

Meanwhile, the Third Prince’s army had twelve superhumans.

This included three masters from the Marquisate, two from the central army’s royal knights, and seven masters dispatched by the Imperial Hounds and the Empire.

“Die, you imperial dogs!”

“The kingdom’s weaklings are struggling!”

Despite this, the battle was surprisingly evenly matched.

‘Indeed, the Empire’s superhumans have the upper hand against newly ascended masters.’

Imperial masters, empowered by the Emperor’s Seal, were powerful enough to push two alliance masters simultaneously.

Of course, the stalemate was also because neither side’s core forces had yet joined the fray.

“Indeed, if we fought equally, we’d be overwhelmed. Such dirty tricks!”

Marquis Fidel de Greer gritted his teeth as he watched a master from the Third Prince’s side, activated with tattoos. His territory had nearly been upturned by the Empire’s machinations not long ago.

After an incident on his birthday due to the Empire’s conspiracy, his territory’s knightly strength was significantly diminished, and many of his kin had perished.


It was no wonder the Marquis loathed even the sight of tattoos.

“I understand your feelings, Marquis. But I see different things.” the Sword Saint said with a pleased expression.

“Despite the Empire’s tricks, our protégés are holding their own impressively. The future of our kingdom is bright!”

While the knights from the Empire and Marquisate were mostly in their 40s, many with white beards, the alliance’s masters were predominantly in their 20s and 30s.

Among them, two stood out the most:

The Sword Saint’s grandson Dalton and Marquis Greer’s daughter Ken. Both were still teenagers yet had reached the master’s level and were performing excellently against other masters.

“Indeed. The future of the kingdom is in their capable hands.” said the Marquis, gazing at Ken with a smile that replaced his earlier anger.

“Count, you must also be proud. All three of your children have grown into remarkable individuals supporting the kingdom.”

“Hahaha, indeed. They are truly blessings.”

Even the bear-like Count Melvin couldn’t hide his smile when it came to his children.

‘This is somewhat embarrassing to hear.’

As the three heads conversed, Raul took a moment to catch his breath behind them. Though he needed to recover from the fatigue of Regnator’s awakening, he also wanted to give other masters the chance to shine.

Even if this war ends, peace won’t come to the continent right away.

‘As long as the Empire’s next move is uncertain, they must continue to grow.’

Raul had fulfilled his role by using the Connect system to elevate his subordinates in the First Knights to master status.

From now on, they must refine their skills through actual combat and training. At that moment, he sensed a powerful aura emanating from the enemy knights.

‘Are they finally stepping forward?’

Just as our family heads were waiting, so were their Marquis and true powerhouses, observing the situation. If the balance tilted, it would be hard to control, so they moved cautiously.

But the Third Prince’s army didn’t have much time to drag things out. Apart from the central battle, the wings were heavily dominated by the alliance.

If the flanks were to fall, even the elite central forces wouldn’t hold.


Clang.

The family heads each drew their weapons. They, too, sensed the enemy’s movements.

“Let’s go. We can’t leave everything to the juniors.”

The heads of the Four Martial Families finally stepped onto the battlefield.

*

‘… Sword Saint!’

Grind.

Marquis McNeil tightly gripped the handle of his axe. A massive wall had kept him in second place for decades. It would have been better if he had truly dueled and lost, but…

He was always second due to differences in rank, background, and achievements. In the absence of special circumstances, it was rare for the head of the Duke’s family and the Marquis to face off directly.

But today, at last, he had the chance to overturn those years of misjudgment.

Facing each other as enemies on the battlefield, only one could remain standing to end this long-standing grudge.

“Sword Saint, come at me! Today, I will strip away your false reputation!”

Thud, thud, thud.

Marquis McNeil charged towards the Sword Saint, wielding his double-headed axe. But that seemed to be only in the Marquis’s mind.

The Sword Saint gave a casual glance at the Marquis charging like a boar and then began to stride towards another.

‘Ha, you choose to ignore me? Arrogant fool!’

“Raaaah!”

As the Marquis shouted and prepared to swing his axe at the Sword Saint,

Swish! Swish!

Sharp aura projectiles flew towards the Marquis’s side.


“Tch!”

Thud! Thud, thud, thud!

The Marquis deflected the fierce barrage with the blade of his axe.

“Who dares!”

“Who dares? How laughable. You vile traitor!”

Driven by the flames of vengeance, Count Hudson de Randal launched his signature move ‘Shooting Star’ to engage the Marquis in combat.

“… Ho. Coming straight for me, huh? The reputation of the kingdom’s greatest swordsman isn’t undeserved.”

The man in the hooded cloak and commander’s attire appeared to be a seemingly ordinary officer from the Marquisate.

However, the Sword Saint could sense it. The deep, dark power concealed within him.

“We met once before, though it was decades ago. It was before I had reached my current rank, but I’ll never forget that filthy, creepy aura.”

Clang.

The Sword Saint’s invisible mana blade collided with something and dissipated in mid-air.

Crackling. Boom!

Invisible forces clashed and exploded between the Sword Saint and the man, catching and tearing a few unfortunate knights from the Marquisate into pieces without them knowing why.

“…A venerated magus of the Empire resorting to such petty disguise? Did you think I wouldn’t recognize you, sneaking around like a rat?”

The Sword Saint ridiculed him, but the man merely shrugged.

“Too bad. I planned to wipe you all out before you noticed.”

The man, one of the five Imperial Magi, crinid Lamir, licked his knuckles. A confidant of the Emperor and one of the Empire’s top commanders.

His presence here meant…

‘The Empire is serious this time.’

Even if the Marquis won the battle, he might have been disposed of by this man. Indeed, the Marquis seemed unaware of the magus’s presence.

“Quite surprising. Even in the kingdom of knights, I didn’t expect so many to recognize me. Not even that sly Marquis noticed.”

Behind the Sword Saint stood two figures. They, too, had been targeting the same man from the start.

“…I’ll handle him. Count and Viscount, take care of the others.”

The Sword Saint spoke without turning around, already knowing who they were.

“Of course.”

“Understood.”

Count Melvin and Raul turned towards the battlefield. Their acceptance of the Sword Saint’s request, despite facing a magus, showed their tremendous faith in him.

“Do you still believe you can win this war, seeing these people?”

The Sword Saint asked, now more relaxed, while Lamir sneered.

“I don’t care either way. But since I’m out here, grabbing a trophy or two isn’t a bad idea.”

He then made a cutting motion across his throat with his finger.

“Indeed. It seems the Empire isn’t what it used to be. If this is the level of a magus, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“What did you…?”

“If you hesitate to compare yourself to the magus I’ve met before… it’s embarrassing. The Emperor must have a lot to worry about.”

Whoosh.

Magus Lamir’s body ignited with black flames. The terrifying aura radiating from him caused the nearby knights to instinctively take a step back, their faces pale.

“Old man, you’ll pay for those words.”

A powerful striking force, worthy of being compared to magical cannons, came from Lamir’s clenched fist.

Thud!

Without moving a muscle, the Sword Saint deflected the attack with invisible energy, smirking.

“Come at me, kid.”

***

‘These cockroach-like bastards.’

Raul frowned as he maneuvered through the knights of the Marquisate. Another reason why the allied masters couldn’t easily subdue the enemies was the presence of mages from the Imperial Hound.

Mages of the 5th and 6th circles couldn’t inflict direct damage on the masters. But they were more than enough to disrupt movements and distract attention.

Additionally, the ‘bombers’ popping out here and there exacerbated the situation for the allies.

Boom! Bang!

Bomber knights had enough firepower to bypass power armor shields, and even masters had to defend themselves with aura to block them.

‘But this ends now.’

Shing.

Raul, having penetrated deep into the enemy knights’ formation, summoned his legion of weapons.

“Stop him!”

Knights, cavalry, and bombers from the Marquisate lunged at Raul to stop him.

Slash! Whoosh! Thud.

Aura-infused weapons slashed through knights, radiant aura incinerated cavalry, and psychokinesis tore mages limb from limb.

In terms of handling multiple enemies, there was probably no one on the continent who could surpass Raul now.

Boom!

“Damn it!”

Meanwhile, the duel between Marquis McNeil and Count Hudson de Randal had turned in favor of the Marquis.

Though Count Randal had reached the cusp of being a intermediate-level master and was known as a specialist in one-on-one combat…

‘Damn those tattoos!’

Facing the Marquis, who had activated his refined high-level master tattoos, was tough for him.

As the internally injured Count Randal strained to swallow the blood rising to his throat and staggered backward, Marquis McNeil charged ferociously to finish him off.

“What kind of gall do you have to return after losing? If you were lucky enough to escape, you should have hidden in some rural corner to eke out a living! Die!”

Whoosh!

Like a giant swinging an axe, a massive aura blade descended upon Count Randal.

Boom!

“… Hah. What’s this? Oh, I see, you’re here too. I was planning to cut your throat myself. Now you’ll pay for ruining the grand plan!”

The Marquis’s arm, overheated with aura, swelled as the massive double-headed axe dropped at enormous speed.

But.

Bang.

“… Blocked?”

He thought it was just a fluke earlier, but this time he hit with all his might. Yet, the opponent not only stood still and blocked his attack but also deflected it…

“How unfortunate. What good is skill if you’ve lost your mind with age? You’ll regret aiming weapons at the kingdom, Marquis!”

Whoosh!

A yellow aura unfurled endlessly from the massive double-handed sword. The height surged past 3 meters, 5 meters, and reached 10 meters, causing even the surrounding masters to scatter in fear.

‘W-what is this!’

The Marquis’s 5-meter aura looked insignificant by comparison.

“Let’s see you block this!”

Roar!

The towering aura blade coalesced into the shape of a bear’s paw, the five sharp claws tearing through the air toward the Marquis. He hastily swung his axe to intercept the attack.

Boom!

The tremendous force shattered his axe blade and pressed the Marquis down with overwhelming aura.

“Aaaargh, ptoo!”

Of course, the Marquis wasn’t defeated in one hit. But his tattered armor and blood-mixed spit indicated his state.

“This is just the beginning.”

As Count Melvin de Ashton raised his sword, five aura pillars shot up. Marquis Clifford de McNeil, who had dreamt of becoming king. A deep shadow spread across his face.

Boom!

Finally, the Prince’s War that shook the Ruben Kingdom came to an end.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 259

				
Chapter 259

The great war, which mobilized hundreds of thousands, was ultimately decided not by the number of soldiers but by a handful of superhumans.

The Third Prince’s army of over 400,000 was merely an entourage for a few dozen superhumans.

“The enemy commander Cliff de McNeil has been beheaded!”

Count Melvin’s victorious shout quickly brought the battle to an end.

The masters from the Marquisate, who had fought bravely despite being outnumbered, lost their will to fight, and the Empire’s superhumans fled.

Even Crinid Lamir, the Imperial Magus who had boldly clashed with the Sword Saint, was no exception.

“Damn it, old man. Consider yourself lucky! Next time, you’ll get no mercy!”

Though his mouth ran until the end, the sword scars etched into his armor made it clear who had the upper hand. Of course, fleeing didn’t mean they would be let go easily.

Raul and the First Knights, along with Marquis Greer, relentlessly pursued and took down three of the Empire’s masters.

Although it was regrettable that Magus Lamir escaped, it was inevitable. Even the kingdom’s superhumans weren’t yet capable of capturing someone of the Sword Saint’s caliber when he decided to flee.

Once the superhuman clashes concluded, the war quickly ended. A single swing from a master could cut down dozens of soldiers and knights.

With over twenty masters present, after the Marquis McNeil’s death, few were willing to fight to the death.

The Marquisate and Third Prince’s key figures also chose to flee rather than resist. Most were eventually caught by the First Knights and players, but not all.

The Imperial Hound’s superhumans who aimed for the Sixth and Eighth Princes failed to achieve their goals. The Sand Knight and Masked Knight were decapitated by Caldenas without much of a fight.

Silver Zero, who tried to escape after sensing the tide turning, was not let go by Nakia.

An alchemist, often thought specialized in experiments and creation, but extreme proficiency brought unparalleled strength.

Alchemy and magic circles were closely entwined, making Nakia’s mastery of magic circles astounding. As a 7th-circle alchemy mage, Nakia’s equipment and body-engraved magic circles allowed for instantaneous magic casting.

And she had set up trap magic circles around the princes’ tent in anticipation of an attack….

“Sir Kane will be pleased.”


Nakia smiled, having captured Silver Zero, who had attempted to escape using a dummy. Silver Zero was the one who had razed Kane’s information guild in the capital, Thurium, so he would likely be thankful.

Caldenas, too, looked at Silver Zero with a menacing glare. It was Silver Zero who had released the seal in the royal palace’s underground, overseen by Caldenas.

For Silver Zero, it would have been better to die than to be captured.

*

“The number of casualties wasn’t as high as expected.”

On the way to the royal capital after cleaning up the battlefield, a commander reported the damage. With a total of 650,000 troops clashing, casualties were expected.

“Phew, to think nearly 100,000 died or were injured in such a short time. It’s truly tragic.”, sighed the Sword Saint.

“At least the number of deaths isn’t high. We need to ensure the injured are treated and can return to their livelihoods.”, agreed Marquis Greer, with nods of agreement from the other heads.

Most casualties were conscripted soldiers from local lords. The central army, being elite troops, had fewer clashes due to the masters’ duels, but the local forces on the flanks suffered heavily.

Fortunately, the number of deaths was low because many were injured while fleeing rather than fighting.

‘If the battle had continued, the casualties would have been unimaginable. I hope they find peace.’

Raul mourned the soldiers who lost their lives in a power struggle. In any case, the war ended in a decisive victory for the alliance.

The alliance led by the Sixth Prince suffered fewer than 10,000 casualties, while the Third Prince’s army incurred nearly 100,000 casualties and was utterly routed.

Almost half of them surrendered on the spot, and most of those who fled eventually raised the white flag under the pursuit of the cavalry.

While some managed to escape, they were merely minor local nobles who wouldn’t affect the larger scheme. As the tally concluded, the topic shifted.

“By the way, what will you do about the Third Prince, Herdian?”

The Sword Saint respectfully inquired of the Sixth Prince Gerard, who was now essentially the king.

“… What should I do?”

A tense silence filled the room. Despite the battle for the throne, royalty was still royalty. Moreover, the Third Prince Herdian arguably had the highest claim to legitimacy.

With the war’s outcome decided, determining his fate was a sensitive matter. As the family heads maintained their silence, Gerard sighed, appearing troubled.


“What are your thoughts, Viscount Raul?”

The Sword Saint suddenly sought Raul’s opinion. Though Raul met the Sword Saint’s gaze, seeing only curiosity, he questioned if there was an ulterior motive.

‘Well… he’s not one for politics. Besides, this matter…’

There might not be a need for extensive discussion. Nonetheless, Raul responded calmly.

“I believe it’s inappropriate to discuss this matter right now. We should first reclaim the royal palace and secure the Third Prince Herdian before discussing his fate.”

Though it might seem like an evasion, it was the right answer at the moment.

“You’re right. The battle may be over, but the war isn’t finished yet.”

By now, the hastily dispatched alliance knights would likely have reclaimed the royal palace. While it was doubtful any resistance remained, a commander must never become complacent until the very end.

With the discussion concluded, the alliance forces reached the gates of the capital, Thurium.

Citizens lined the main road to the open city gates, welcoming them.

“Long live the Sixth Prince!”

“Long live the Templeton Duchy!”

“Long live the Ashton County!”

Despite no prior arrangements, the scene resembled a triumphant procession.

As each banner-bearer of the participating noble houses passed by, the citizens praised and cheered for their houses.

“Good job.”

“You too, Master.”

As Raul waved to the welcoming crowd, Kane had quietly followed behind him. Speaking of which, Kane hadn’t participated in this battlefield.

What he had been doing and where during the battle was known only to Raul and Kane. At that moment, knights who appeared to be messengers were seen hastily running from the direction of the royal palace.

“Reporting in! The Third Prince Herdian has thrown himself from the palace!”


“……!”

“What do you mean! Did the Third Prince really jump off himself?”

Those who knew the Third Prince well looked incredulous. They hadn’t thought he would ever acknowledge defeat, but neither did they think he would choose suicide.

“…Uh, it’s…”

Those who listened to the continuing report from the messenger could only sigh in response. Upon hearing the news of his defeat, the Third Prince Herdian had gone mad.

In other words, he had lost his sanity. He beheaded the messenger who brought the news, shouting, “That can’t be,” and then killed the palace servants indiscriminately, screaming like a madman.

Finally, stumbling like a drunken man, he fell from the railing.

“The last guard to witness him said it seemed like he saw something he shouldn’t have, and he backed away in fright…”

“That’s enough. Go back and ensure the Third Prince’s body is properly taken care of.”

“Yes, Your Excellency!”

This eliminated the need for any further discussion about the Third Prince’s fate. Though it felt somewhat unsettling, neither the Duke nor the family heads insisted on uncovering the truth behind his death.

Thus, the Third Prince Herdian, who had briefly shaken the kingdom, faded from people’s memories.

*

Several weeks later. Fanfare resounded through the capital of the Ruben Kingdom, Thurium. The citizens all stopped their work and gathered along the main road to witness a historic moment.

Well-dressed knights from various noble houses marched down the main road with their banners, and the scenes were vividly broadcast on magical screens set up in dozens of squares in the royal palace.

Numerous banners and knightly orders continued their march, culminating in a large parade ground set up in front of the royal palace.

Today was the coronation day of the next king of the Ruben Kingdom. Simultaneously, it was a victory celebration to commemorate the victory in the civil war and a military parade.

After the march of all the knightly orders was complete, sixth Prince Gerard appeared on a specially prepared altar.

An archbishop from the Xenon Church dispatched by the Holy Empire placed the crown on Gerard’s head, thus ushering in the 24th king of the Ruben Kingdom.

The heads of the prestigious and noble families, led by the Templeton Duchy, pledged their allegiance to the new king, and the newly crowned King Gerard I rewarded them through acts of recognition.

The Ashton County was elevated to the rank of a marquisate.

As a reward, they received part of the territory of the obliterated McNeil Marquisate and their authority as a border count overseeing the western frontier of the kingdom was significantly enhanced.

Through their formidable prowess demonstrated on the battlefield, the Marquis Ashton was proudly recognized as one of the top martial families alongside the duchies.

Raul was promoted from viscount to count, becoming the youngest count in the kingdom. Now a proud member of the high nobility, he had stepped out of the Ashton Marquisate’s shadow and established his own domain.

Count Raul de First was how he introduced himself to the world. Newly ascended masters and superhumans from the war were all granted the title of viscount.

Many noble families that had sided with the Third Prince, including the McNeil Marquisate, were stripped of their titles or had their territories confiscated, leaving no shortage of lands to distribute to these superhumans.

Across the kingdom, the territories of various noble houses were reallocated.

Given the difficulty many lords had in managing their lands due to the gate incident and the subsequent civil war, and the reshaping of the power structure, reorganization was necessary.

Accordingly, the boundaries of the Ashton Marquisate were reorganized to cover the western and northwestern borders of the kingdom. They were now fully responsible for the boundary of the Forbidden Monster Forest.

Meanwhile, Raul’s First County was established around the existing viscounty, positioned on the kingdom’s southwestern border.

They took over part of the forbidden boundary that had previously been under the Ashton County’s responsibility.

The First Knights’ officers, who had become masters and received viscount titles and lands, all repledged their loyalty to Raul.

Although Raul said they could establish their own houses independently if they wished, none wanted to leave the First Knights.

“Master, we are hurt! After everything we’ve been through together, you think we’d leave for a mere piece of land? This is Jake speaking, and I will follow you to the end, wherever you go!”

‘I didn’t tell them to leave, though….’

Nonetheless, Raul felt reassured as everyone insisted on staying with him.

With the newly titled viscounts’ territories as vassal states, the First County could now establish a force comparable to the old Ashton County.

*

In the opulent inner chambers of the royal palace, Raul was kneeling on one knee before the new King Gerard I in a private audience.

“Please, when we’re alone, skip the formalities. It’s already uncomfortable enough; if you do this, I won’t be able to breathe.”

Because of Gerard’s adamant requests and even orders, Raul could only treat him as a friend.

“Congratulations. How does it feel to be king?”

“Hah, do you really not know?”

Indeed, although he had become king, Gerard’s situation was anything but easy. He was never a strong candidate for the throne, so he didn’t have any supporting faction of his own.

Currently, the Templeton Duchy was offering full support, and the Ashton Marquisate and Raul also backed him, so there were no immediate issues.

But this support was temporary.

The kingdom’s prestigious martial families generally had little interest in politics.

The Templeton Duchy was like that, as were the Ashton Marquisate and the Greer Marquisate.

While the McNeil Marquisate and the Randal County were exceptions, knights who honed their martial skills generally had little interest in politics.

Thus, Gerard had to build a faction to protect himself in the political jungle of the kingdom’s capital. Otherwise, he might become nothing more than a puppet king, or worse.

“…It’s still impossible for you to stay in the capital and help me, isn’t it?”

“Sorry.”

They had discussed this matter beforehand, so Gerard let go of his regret.

“But did you really have to request land near the forbidden zone? Even now, I can arrange something better if you want.”

Had the Ashton Marquisate or the First County wished, they could have chosen fertile lands in the interior rather than the kingdom’s borders.

However, Raul and Count Melvin had refused and wanted to settle near the forbidden zone.

“Thank you. But I’ll just accept your kind offer.”

Raul smiled and slightly turned his head. The grand capital city, Thurium. The vast lands spread beyond it.

And, Raul’s gaze was already beyond the kingdom.

(To be continued)
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– The Civil War in the Ruben Kingdom ends. Is the Sixth Prince the winner?

– But upon closer look, the results were completely different. The alliance of Ruben Kingdom’s prestigious martial families claims a decisive victory!

– Ten masters? Everything you didn’t know about the First Territory.

– Cranen Empire in turmoil. When will the Empire make their move?

– New King Gerard I of Ruben Kingdom is rumored to be close friends with Count Raul. Will the First Knight Order gain more influence?

As the civil war in the Ruben Kingdom concluded, the media extensively covered related news.

It was where the most players were active and the headquarters of the First Knight Order, which held significant sway over the players.

Had the Third Prince’s side won, the First Knight Order, based in the First Viscounty, would have suffered a substantial blow.

Many media outlets had predicted a victory for the Third Prince, backed by the Empire, and a significant number of players had abandoned the Purple Association to join the Ripple Association.

However, contrary to expectations, the alliance of martial families triumphed. And they did so with an overwhelming difference, crushing their enemies….

The Connect community was more vibrant than ever.

Thousands of bulletin boards, with tens of thousands of new posts every day. Among them, a best post that particularly caught players’ attention stood out.

『I’m sorry. Please forgive me!』

I was really foolish.

Since my newbie days in Connect, I had been comfortably playing the game with various supports from the First Knight Order.

Thanks to them, I even established a cozy nest in the Free City of Briante, and through the association, found well-paid quests easily.

But I betrayed the First Knight Order. ㅜㅜ

Honestly, many of you did the same, right?

The media kept saying every day that the First Knight Order was going to collapse.


Having taken out a big loan to buy a house, it would have been hard to find good commissions if the association disappeared.

So, I went to the Ripple Association instead…. and it was a disaster.

I paid the entrance fee with the little gold I had left and participated in the Ripple Association’s group quests…. My apologies. ㅠㅠ

The moment the First Knights charged, I realized, I was insane.

Those in the media and self-proclaimed experts were all con artists.

You shouldn’t live a guilty life.

Defeated in battle against the First Knight Order, I was captured as a prisoner.

I was confined to a prisoner camp for a week, doing nothing.

Then, I was put to work cleaning up the battlefield for another week.

And then back to the prisoner camp….

The fleeing Ripple Association’s executives did nothing to follow up.

They said it was because we were in enemy territory during the war, but even after the war ended, there was no negotiation or news regarding the prisoners.

In the end, I had to sell my home to pay the bail and was ‘permanently exiled’ from the kingdom.

Naturally, I left the Ripple Association.

But now, the Ripple Association demands a breach of contract penalty, saying I violated the agreement by leaving.

I cursed them to their faces, calling them garbage, and got PK’d as a result.

They said they would hunt me down with a bounty if I entered their territory.

I’m currently eking out a living in some rural corner of the Brennan Republic, catching field monsters.

I can’t return to Briante where I left my foundation, nor can I go to any major territories of other kingdoms because of the Ripple Association.

I am writing to announce that I will quit Connect after this post.


After all, with my accumulated death stacks, the revival fee would exceed a million won the next time I die.

It’s all my karma, I guess.

If anyone from the Purple Association or First Knight Order is reading this, I sincerely apologize.

And though it’s shameless, I have a request.

Could you please eradicate the cancer that is the Ripple Association from Connect?

Additionally, please show leniency to the ordinary players who are still suffering because of one poor choice.

This is the fate of a traitor.

A moment of silence for the deceased.

But isn’t it a bit too much to put prisoners in a camp and force labor on them?

-That’s not the Purple Association’s jurisdiction. They were captured as prisoners of war; what else could be done? Besides, they got on the wrong side of the king.

People involved in scenarios in other kingdoms should take note. This could happen to anyone who finds themselves on the wrong side.

– Just follow the Purple Guild.

– So true.

– Didn’t you see the power of the First Viscounty, now County? If you add Ashton, they could crush an entire kingdom with ease.

– Maybe other kingdoms’ forces will bring their pocket money and join the First Knight Order now?

– But what should we do about the Ripple Association scum?

– Heard that the guild leader and executives all fled during the war? There’s talk that they’re now in the Marcus Kingdom.

– They’re already finished. Do you think our Count Raul will just let them be? Even if he sends a couple of masters, they’ll be wiped out.

– Sending masters to another kingdom isn’t so simple. I think the Purple Guild will handle it.

– After all that’s happened, you still think that way? Reports say all guild leaders and executives are the second and third generation of wealthy families. If we don’t root them out now, we’ll be dragged around by major guilds’ tyranny in other games too. Don’t wait for the First Knight Order, we need to deal with it ourselves! Recruiting for the Ripple Association Eradication Squad on


***

Cafe. Everyone should join.

– On my way!

– I’m a victim of the Ripple Association, can I join too? ㅠㅠ

– Everyone’s welcome. There are no restrictions on joining.

Endless apologies from those who left the Purple Association were pouring into the Connect forums.

Officially, the Purple Association didn’t take any actions against those who left. But those who joined the Marquis’s side and attacked the First Viscounty were met with ruthless consequences.

The prisoners had to perform forced labor in camps until their ransom was paid. Even if they paid the ransom, they were exiled from the kingdom and permanently barred from rejoining the association.

Those who fled were permanently exiled and had bounties placed on their heads. The 16 free cities under Raul’s influence also confiscated their properties, banned them from entry, and issued arrest warrants.

To live a normal player life again, they had to turn themselves in and pay compensation for the victims of the civil war.

Those who posted apologies were petitioning to lift their entry bans to the Ruben Kingdom, but other players’ reactions were cold.

No one was willing to forgive those who drew swords against their benefactor in his time of need. This was also a sign of a surge in new Connect players.

Over a hundred thousand capsules were being supplied monthly, and the total player count had surpassed 700,000.

Although the Anti-First Knight Order Coalition had 70,000 players, it wasn’t a small number. But with those captured or defecting post-war, the Ripple Association’s size shrank to under 20,000.

Thus, their voices were drowned out on the forums.

*

“What’s the current public sentiment? What should we do?”

Calix Castle, capital of the First County. Raul and Kim Ilwoo were having tea in the lord’s office.

It had been ten days since the coronation.

They had been too busy reorganizing the newly expanded territories to focus on player-related matters. Ilwoo had been handling the details, but Raul needed to provide overall direction.

“I don’t think I need to decide such minor matters myself. Guild Leader, handle it as you see fit.”

It was a significant issue among the players, but for Raul, the Ripple Association was no longer a name of importance.

The recent war solidified the positions of the First Knight Order and the First Players Association. Even if the Ripple Association backed by any kingdom tried to make a move, they posed little threat.

‘Given their notorious reputation among the players, a rebound seems unlikely unless a special variable appears.’

Though their continued activities despite an overwhelming defeat showcased their resilience.

The power of money.

They managed to maintain their presence through wealth and connections they had on Earth. Unlike the early days of the game, a substantial amount of gold was now in circulation among the players, gradually strengthening their “pay-to-win” tactics.

Already, Raul’s dominance in the gold exchange market had waned, and now he’d left it to market self-regulation.

‘But still, they can’t outmatch me.’

Raul chuckled to himself. Almost a month had passed since the civil war ended. Almost every player in Connect, except for absolute beginners, had joined the Purple Association.

There were no membership or subscription fees.

Yet, the revenue generated surpassed the entire income of the Count’s territory. The modest fees from association quests.

The earnings from various commissions undertaken to boost association contribution. Revenues from stores and inns affiliated with the First Knight Order that offered member discounts.

By providing convenience to players while securing revenue, a virtuous cycle benefitting both Raul and the players had been established.

As the number of players increased, so would the revenue, making it impossible for even the wealthiest to keep up with Raul’s financial power through pay-to-win tactics.

‘Moreover, the Earth funds they exchange for gold are steadily fattening the First Company’s coffers.’

By the time they realized, a dagger would already be at their throats.

“Understood. For now, we won’t take any official actions, as before.”

Ilwoo had grown into a notable figure himself. Whether the position shaped him or he naturally possessed such traits was unclear.

Nonetheless, Ilwoo was managing his roles as the President of the Purple Association, the Vice Guild Master of the Purple Guild, and the Vice President of First Management Company. without falter.

“Next topic. Recently, many members affiliated with our management are receiving recruitment offers. The offered amounts are substantial, and the companies extending these offers have significant reputations, causing some to waver. Should we take preventive measures?”

It was something Raul had already anticipated. In industries where direct development is challenging, poaching talents from the other side is common practice.

From the inception of the company, Raul had ensured special care for core members. Raul smiled, appearing unconcerned.

“No, just leave it. It’s not something we can prevent anyway. But deal with those leaving in accordance with our principles.”

“Are you sure? Even if they are lower-tier members, if departures begin, it could unsettle the existing members.”

Indeed, many companies had collapsed, unable to withstand such talent poaching by large corporations. Though laws existed to prevent this, they generally favored those with deep pockets.

But.

“Well, if they learned nothing from this recent civil war, there’s nothing we can do.”

“Indeed. In any case, examples are always needed.”

Can they really maintain their current subscribers and sponsors after leaving the First Knight Order?

In the short term, the companies that scouted them might cover their losses, but individual broadcasting was all about content.

Securing high-quality content in Connect without the First Knight Order would not be easy. Raul and Kim Ilwoo discussed various ongoing matters.

Given the wide range of Ilwoo’s responsibilities, it took longer than anticipated. As their conversation drew to a close, Raul asked.

“How is that particular matter progressing?”

“Yes. We’re making all preparations to enter immediately once the civil wars in each kingdom conclude.”

“Pay special attention to personnel selection. From now on, it’s not just us, but your war will also begin.”

“I will bear that in mind.”

Once the 『Scenario: Kingmaker』 ended, a new scenario would begin.

Raul was already preparing for it.

‘The future will be entirely different from what I know, so there’s no room for complacency.’

He felt he could find some answers at the end of that new scenario. And six months passed.

(To be continued)
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“Roooooar! Groaaaar!”

Monsters surged like a relentless tide. Even mid- and large-sized monsters, usually found deep within dungeons, were now easily spotted.

“Don’t panic! Follow the manual!”

On the wall, commanders and guild officers shouted, trying to control those who were agitated.

“The defensive wall is solid! As long as you follow orders, you won’t die! Listen and do as you’re told!”

The commanders raised their voices, perhaps because they themselves were also anxious. Compared to other fronts, this one had an unusually high number of new recruits and recently graduated players.

In contrast, this monster wave was more threatening than ever before. The vast plain beyond the wall was entirely covered with monsters, monsters, and more monsters.

‘Damn, wasn’t this area supposed to have fewer waves, so new recruits were stationed here?’

Vice-commander Kenian kept shouting tirelessly to reassure the new recruits, but he was just as anxious on the inside.

Fort Peloff, located near the border between Marquis Ashton’s territory and Count Raul’s territory. The newly constructed fortress had walls about 10 meters high, but it wasn’t much comfort.

Since it had been completed not long ago, no dedicated knight squad had been assigned yet. Moreover, most of the dispatched players were rookies with little real combat experience.

‘What is the command thinking? If this falls, the entire territory will be overrun in an instant.’

Kenian had joined the army, admiring the great Count Raul, and now he found himself in this dire situation for his first deployment.

But Kenian quickly shook his head and focused on the situation. Count Raul had proven his abilities through various incidents and civil wars.

The emissary of the gods wouldn’t have placed new commanders and recruits here without reason.

Whiiiiish, boom!

“… Crazy.”

A gigantic wooden pillar thrown by a Forest Giant hit the fortress wall. In addition, cyclops and Ogres over 5 meters tall were grabbing nearby monsters and hurling them at the wall.

Thud. Thud-thud-thud.

Fortunately, the fortress’s defensive barriers were functioning perfectly. A semi-transparent force field appeared in the air, completely blocking the incoming projectiles.


Goblin, Gnoll, and Claw Wolf-sized monsters that collided with the barrier became bloody pulp and slid down.

“See? No need to panic! The fortress will surely protect us. Everyone, get ready to fire!”

In response to the monsters’ attacks, the players on this side had already begun counterattacking. Various brilliant spells and projectiles started flying towards the waves of monsters.

However, the soldiers still had their roles to play. Just as there’s no need to use a knife for killing chickens on a cow, dealing with the lower-tier monsters that dominated the wave was the soldiers’ responsibility.

“Now, longbowmen, fire!”

Twang! Thud-thud!

The longbows, developed solely for shooting large, long arrows far, were powerful weapons in this situation, despite their lack of accuracy. With monsters everywhere, any shot was likely to hit something.

And finally, the leading edge of the monster wave reached within a hundred meters of the fortress wall.

“Aim! Fire!”

Click, clack!

The soldiers arrayed in three rows on the wall simultaneously fired their crossbows. Although crossbows took time to reload and couldn’t be used for curved shots, their power was formidable, enough to pierce the hides of lower-tier monsters.

“Shoot! Keep shooting!”

Behind the wide fortress wall, those who were reloading the fired crossbows were busy, and the loaded crossbows were continuously handed to the shooters in the front line.

“Kuaaack!”

The front line of monsters collapsed under the myriad of attacks cascading from the fortress. However, they were vastly outnumbered. No matter how many were taken down, more monsters charged in, making it difficult to fend them off from a distance.

Moreover, mid- and large-sized monsters, impervious to ordinary soldiers’ attacks, were steadily approaching.

“Damn it. I can’t see the end of it.”

“How are we supposed to defeat all those monsters?”

The soldiers’ faces paled as they watched the approaching monsters. There was a reason for the overwhelming number of monsters swarming the fortress.

‘Such a massive barrier! I’ve heard of it, but it’s truly incredible!’


A barrier spread widely to the left and right of the fortress. The barrier, extending along the boundary of the forbidden zone with the fortress at its center, pushed the monsters away with an invisible force.

The mechanism and the extent of the barrier’s effectiveness were unknown. What was certain was that monsters were converging on the fortress along the long boundary of the barrier.

‘So, if we can just defend this place, our families in the territory won’t be in danger!’

Thinking that way gave Kenian a rush of newfound strength.

Grip.

Kenian tightened his hold on his spear.

“Form a melee formation! Archers, fall back to this line and target the rear monsters!”

“Yes, sir!”

Close combat soldiers equipped with shields and long spears set up barricades in front of the fortress wall. With their 3-meter long spears, they could adequately fend off the monsters.

Bzzzzz, growl.

Player parties deployed between the soldiers’ squads drew mana blades from their weapons. Although their basic skills may be lacking, their power was undeniable.

While they might not be as strong as knights, they would be invaluable in repelling mid- and upper-tier monsters.

Whirr, snap. Thud, thud, thud.

Grappling hooks thrown from below the wall caught on the barriers.

“Cut the ropes! Stop them from climbing up!”

Kobolds, goblins, gnolls, orcs, and other bipedal monsters used various siege equipment to scale the fortress. Normally, these monsters would be part of a natural food chain, preying on each other. Now, they were united solely in their pursuit of humans, an abnormal sight.

‘This is a monster wave!’

Now Kenian understood why the experienced soldiers and knights had been so adamant in their warnings. The sheer pressure was on a different level from what they’d described.

The monsters’ pure ‘malice’ toward humans made Kenian’s heart tremble. But there was no time to be paralyzed by fear.

“Stab!”


“Hah!”

The soldiers thrust their long spears at the monsters climbing halfway up the wall. Some soldiers in the rear shot monsters with crossbows, knocking them off the wall.

But the number of monsters didn’t appear to decrease at all.

“Aah, we’re all going to die!”

“This, this is a fight we can’t win.”

Some weaker-willed soldiers started to utter defeatist remarks.

Whoosh, boom!

At that moment, Kenian twisted his spear, from which a mana spear sprouted, and repeatedly struck down. The rotating spear blades, like a small tornado, shredded twenty-odd monsters clinging to the wall in an instant.

It was the power of 『Libera Spearmanship (B)』, which Count Raul had disclosed to the commanders.

“Get a grip! No matter how many there are, they can’t breach this wall! Trust in the training you’ve received and in your comrades! We protect our families with our own hands!”

“Yaaaah!”

For a moment, the soldiers’ morale revived. They realized they were not alone but were accompanied by commanders with outstanding skills.

The grip on their spears tightened, and the monsters had difficulty climbing the wall.

Boom!

Groaaaaar.

Finally, truly threatening enemies reached the wall. Mid- and large-sized monsters, reinforced by the power of the forbidden zone, began to pound on the wall with tremendous force.

Luckily, the defensive barrier absorbed the impact and protected the wall, but the force was so strong that the vibrations could still be felt.

“Don’t aim for the big ones! Focus on stopping the smaller ones first!”

It was human instinct. The soldiers’ attacks naturally focused on the larger, more terrifying monsters.

However, it was futile for soldiers who had just barely started sensing mana to inflict any significant damage on them. Those were the targets for commanders like Kenian and the players.

‘Die!’

Kenian infused his spear with as much mana as he could and threw it.

Whiiish! Thump!

“Mooaargh!”

The spear lodged into the shoulder of a 4-meter-tall, bull-headed monster, a Minotaurus, that had been striking the wall with a huge axe.

‘Damn, was my throw too shallow?’

Although the 1-meter-long spear was embedded halfway, the Minotaurus didn’t fall; instead, it glared fiercely and struck the wall even harder.

Just as Kenian was about to throw another spear—

Boom!

A large boulder struck the spear, driving it in deeper. The Minotaurus, its heart pierced, fell to the ground with a low groan.

Turning his head slightly, Kenian saw a mage a block away, who met his gaze and gave a slight smile.

‘Right, I’m not alone.’

Kenian bowed his head in thanks and then targeted his next enemy. There were still plenty of monsters to deal with.

*

“Quite impressive, huh?”

High above Fort Peloff, which was defending against the monster wave, Raul observed the battlefield through multiple holographic screens.

“Of course! They were trained by none other than me,” said Jake, who was watching the battlefield alongside Raul, lifting his chin proudly.

“The perception inhibitors and repulsion barriers seem to be working well. Good job, Rabel. And you too, Nakia.”

“This is just basic stuff.”

“All thanks to the support of the Master.”

To Raul’s right, Nakia, with Rabel perched on her shoulder, was monitoring the barrier. When a monster wave occurred in the forbidden zone, it usually resulted in damage, whether great or small.

Unless the entire territory was encircled by walls, it would be impossible to block every monster slipping through the gaps between fortresses. But now, that was no longer an issue. Thanks to the cooperation of two outstanding mages, a long defensive barrier connecting fortresses had been completed.

Of course, maintaining such a barrier required an enormous number of mana stones and the mages to sustain it.

‘But that’s manageable.’

With the increased number of gates, the supply of mana stones had also grown, and many mages were eager to join the First Magic Tower after hearing of Raul’s reputation.

As a result, the boundary of the forbidden zone crossing Marquis Ashton’s territory, Count Raul’s territory, and the western kingdom was now completely covered.

Naturally, this also meant that the burden on the fortresses had increased. Even so, Raul was not worried.

Over the past six months, the number of Masters under the Marquisate and the Countship had grown, now exceeding 20. The captains and vice-captains of the five combat units of the First Knights were all filled with Masters, and superhumans had begun to emerge not just among the knights but also in other professions.

“Bernard, how do you feel seeing the battlefield up close?”

“I don’t think this is the time for reflections. How long are you going to keep watching? Do you know how many mana stones are being consumed to maintain the defense barriers? And we already have sufficient data on the recruits and junior commanders. What is the point of this further testing…?”

Bernard’s nagging erupted, and Raul smacked his forehead in realization.

‘Right, this guy isn’t the battlefield type.’

Bernard had recently reached the level of an ‘Advanced Wind Sorcerer’, He was the first of Raul’s personally trained superhumans to reach this level.

Managing the Count’s territory while simultaneously training to become a superhuman showcased Bernard’s exceptional talent.

There were four people hovering above Fort Peloff: Raul, Jake, Nakia, and Bernard. It was not Raul’s psychokinesis that held them aloft but Bernard’s wind magic.

‘I brought him here for a change of pace, but it was a failure.’

Bernard continued to pressure Raul with his gaze. Unable to withstand it any longer, Raul relented.

“Alright, alright. Let’s finish this.”

As Raul’s body began to descend toward the fortress, a legion of weapons started pouring out from behind him.

“Time to enjoy the thrill again.”

Jake, excited, pulled out a greatsword taller than himself and leapt into the midst of the monsters.

“The mana stones are indeed precious. The soldiers also need some rest.”

Nakia clapped her hands together, and a small magic circle appeared before her. Holding the magic circle with her right hand, she slowly pointed it toward the front of the fortress wall.

Whoosh!

A wall of blue flames rose, incinerating the monsters in front of the wall and halting their advance.

“Nakia, you can’t just burn everything! We need to recover the corpses cleanly!”

Invisible wind drills formed around Bernard, precisely piercing the hearts of the monsters. In this way, the monster wave that had struck Kenian’s fortress was cleanly dealt with within a day.

‘Now, the real work begins.’

Raul’s eyes flashed as he looked beyond the forbidden zone.

(To be continued)
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A dark conference room. The front of the room was filled with holographic projections displaying various pieces of information.

“…This concludes the current progress report on the ‘Fake Apocalypse.’”

When the briefing ended, everyone in attendance fell silent. The attendees were an impressive array of individuals:

President of South Korea, An Jinwon.

Prime Minister, Jung Seokyun.

Ruling Party Leader, Choi Kiljun.

Opposition Party Leader, Kim Baekmin.

And several ministers and CEOs representing various corporations. It felt like a gathering of the giants who moved South Korea.

“Whew… Calling it ‘fake’ seems too accurate for a prophecy.”

The President sighed.

“Vice-Prime Minister of Economy, what’s the status of energy procurement?”

“We’re holding on for now. But at this rate… within five years, the nation’s key industrial complexes might come to a halt.”

Murmurs filled the room. The 30 or so individuals in the meeting exchanged serious looks and whispered to those beside them. The reason for this gathering was the prophecy known as the ‘Fake Apocalypse’ connected to ‘Connect.’

Long before the virtual reality game Connect appeared, the leaders of various nations received a visit from someone. The visitor was Alex Song, now known as the chairman of Connect Company.

The issue was the method of his visit. There had been no prior appointments. In the dead of night. He had passed through the heavily guarded premises without any hindrance.

CCTV, state-of-the-art security systems, guard dogs. None of them activated, and no traces of his entry or exit were left behind. The multinational corporation Connect Company was born from that one man’s visit.

Of course, there was no coercion or leverage involved. Alex showed the leaders some information and items, and they couldn’t refuse his proposal.

The technology was part of what seemed like an impossible concept at the time—the ‘Connect Capsule,’ and the information was the prophecy now known as the ‘Fake Apocalypse’.

An abnormal phenomenon will occur on Earth. People will find it hard to adapt to unknown climate changes, and natural disasters will continue to follow.

Some of the scientific advancements that led humanity forward will be lost, and many unable to adapt to the new changes will be eliminated.


If you wish to prevent humanity’s extinction, connect to Connect. The answer will be found there. At first, it was dismissed as the ravings of a common doomsday prophet.

They approved Connect Company. merely because they coveted the technology. However, over time, the notion that it might not just be nonsense began to spread.

Already, many elderly and children were dying or being hospitalized, unable to withstand extreme temperature fluctuations, even though the actual temperature differences from the average were not significant.

In addition, the number of natural disasters occurring each year had increased more than tenfold compared to before Connect appeared. It had become normal to expect typhoons or hurricanes even in spring and autumn.

And now, three years into Connect’s existence, the energy efficiency of all electrical devices on Earth had plummeted by about 30%. It was not a temporary phenomenon, and the cause was unknown.

The changes had occurred suddenly, starting from a specific day. And that specific day was…

“…Is this a coincidence?”

“I’d like to think so as well, but the timing is just too perfect to be a coincidence.”

On the conference room screen were various dates and the changes that followed those specific days.

“As you can see, after the first connection to Connect and the initiation of the scenario 『Birth of Chaos』, the number of people detecting abnormal temperatures skyrocketed. After the second scenario 『Kingmaker』 was unveiled, the incidence of natural disasters tripled. And now…”

The screen switched to show an announcement from Connect.

“With the start of the scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Invasion』, energy efficiency has plummeted.”

“Sigh.”

It could genuinely have been coincidental. However, with the sequence of events laid out in front of them, there were too many elements that couldn’t be ignored as mere coincidences.

“Do we have a plan to address the energy shortage? Just step outside and see! Over half of the personal electric vehicles are sitting idle in parking lots.”

“If electricity prices skyrocket, we won’t be able to match production costs. If our exports are blocked, our companies will go bankrupt one after another!”

“How about reassessing the nuclear plants slated for shutdown? If we don’t prepare backup power now, more people could collapse from the abnormal temperatures.”

Many opinions were voiced, but they all shared the same core message. Maximize electricity production.

For now, the electricity usage hadn’t increased drastically since it was winter. Although the efficiency of gas boilers had decreased, it wasn’t to the extent of electrical generation.

However, if the weather heats up in the summer…


‘It will be hell.’

Air conditioner usage had already been breaking records. Without backup power, they might have to implement power supply restrictions.

“For now, we will adjust our policies to secure as much electricity as possible. However, we all know this is just a temporary measure, right?”

Everyone nodded at the President’s words.

“Chief Secretary, what’s the response from Connect Company?”

“Yes, we received a written reply this morning. I will display it on the screen.”

The inquiry had been sent not to their Seoul office but to the real headquarters, and the response came under the name of Chairman Alex Song. The attendees’ faces turned grim as they read the reply.

“This insolent… What does he think of our nation’s representatives?”

“Incredible. Does he really intend to play the role of a prophet?”

Stripped down to its core, the reply was:

The prophecy remains unchanged. And I have nothing more to add. As I said before, find the answers through ‘Connect’.

The President, observing the attendees’ enraged reactions, spoke calmly.

“As you can see, that man doesn’t seem interested in cooperating to resolve this crisis. We need a plan. National Security Advisor?”

“Yes. Assuming the prophecy is real, we’ve come up with a few strategies.”

The screen switched.

“First, we need to locate the real headquarters of Connect Company and obtain information directly from Chairman Alex Song. He likely knows the most about the current phenomena.”

“Great. Let’s dispatch special forces immediately!”

“There’s no shortage of excuses to detain him. Why haven’t we apprehended him already?”

Several politicians raised their voices. But it was not realistically feasible.

“Sorry, but we haven’t been able to pinpoint Chairman Alex Song’s location. We do have a suspected location for Connect Company’s headquarters.”


The screen displayed a world map, zooming in on a spot in the Pacific Ocean. However, an unusual cluster of clouds made satellite verification impossible.

“The US military has already attempted multiple times to seize Connect Company. facilities. But all attempts failed. Recently, they dispatched an entire fleet, but they couldn’t even approach the vicinity and ended up circling back. Any electronics malfunction near the area, and even when they do manage to enter the waters, they suddenly find themselves back outside. They’ve started calling it the ‘Second Bermuda Triangle’.”

Words failed the attendees. If even the world’s strongest military couldn’t succeed, it was unrealistic to expect South Korea to do so independently.

“We’ll continue trying, but don’t hold your breath. The second strategy is to find the answers through ‘Connect’, as the prophecy suggests. Based on the previous scenarios…”

The National Security Advisor’s briefing continued for some time. The next day, a special law was enacted, and a certain number of Connect capsules were allocated to the military and corporations.

***

‘Hmm. As expected?’

Raul kept track of the movements of the government and corporations through Connect’s bulletin board and the reports from First Company Inc. There wasn’t much to be surprised about, given that similar trends had occurred in his past life as well.

It was now likely that a new guild alliance centered around the military, government, and large corporations would emerge. And not just in South Korea, but in various countries simultaneously.

China, in particular, had plans to forcibly conscript players into state guilds.

‘Though Connect Company. will likely thwart that with capsule supply control.’

Nevertheless, many players would end up in guilds they didn’t want due to state coercion, pressure, and real-life issues.

‘That’s why I founded First Company Inc.’

He had preemptively secured talented players who would have otherwise been dragged into state guilds, and had set up measures to ensure their safety.

‘It’s not perfect, but it should suffice.’

They were essentially an insurance policy. After all, even if states and corporations formed new associations now, it was too late. The reach of the First Knight Order was already deeply entrenched in Connect.

The real issue lay elsewhere.

‘The scenario progression has sped up too much.’

Originally, 『Scenario: Kingmaker』 was supposed to conclude midway through the fourth year of Connect’s service. But now, it had barely been three years. Naturally, the number and skill level of players were lower than in the previous life.

‘Or maybe not entirely?’

The top-ranking players were arguably stronger than they had been in the past life. Significant know-how had been imparted to players in the Purple Guild and allied guilds. And with fewer guild conflicts, the rankers had been able to focus on growth.

Yet it still wasn’t enough.

Raul opened the Connect system with a contemplative expression.

『Notice』

Congratulations. Due to the players’ active participation, 『Scenario: Kingmaker』 has successfully concluded.

New kings have been crowned in the four kingdoms of Connect.

The kingdoms are now proactively addressing imminent crises.

Central armies are mobilizing, factions are realigning, and the risk of gate breaks is decreasing.

The birth rate among the now-stabilized residents of Connect is increasing.

The new kings have been impressed by the players’ achievements. The treatment of players will improve.

But this doesn’t mean the continent’s crisis is over. Prepare yourselves! A new threat is approaching.

A new scenario is brewing.

This was the announcement that had come out a few months after the civil war had ended. And at the beginning of this year, a new scenario had begun.

『Scenario: Forbidden Zone Opening – Invasion』

Explanation: The Connect Continent has four forbidden zones.

The Monster Forest to the west.

The Ice Mountain Range to the north.

The Elemental Jungle to the east.

The Demonic Seas to the south.

There has been a problem with the ancient seals protecting these forbidden zones. While the kingdom’s gates were managed, the gates within the forbidden zones continued to erode.

The weakened seals can no longer fulfill their roles, and monsters losing their territories due to the gates are being pushed to the forbidden zone boundaries.

The barrier of the forbidden zone has become too weak to stop the monsters.

Prepare yourselves!

If the wandering monsters’ invasion is not stopped, humanity may lose its living territory once again.

-『Warning』 Many high-level monsters that players may find hard to handle will appear. Work as closely as possible with the residents of Connect to fend off the invasion.

-『Caution』 This scenario is a linked scenario. Maximize your contributions to prepare for the scenarios that will follow.

The monster wave from the forbidden zone began not long ago. This wave will continuously invade the human kingdoms for a while.

Of course, thorough preparations have been made against it. The western forbidden zone, the Monster Forest.

It was the role of the former Count Ashton to fend off the monsters flowing from there. The scenario had triggered a much more powerful monster wave than in the past, but with a much stronger defense line and dozens of Masters, it was being managed with minimal damage.

‘The other kingdoms are also holding their own.’

The new kings did not disregard the temple’s warnings. Moreover, the influence of the Purple Association and the First Knight Order, which backed the ascension battles, was more significant than expected.

The head of the First County, which boasts over ten Masters. A backer who can mobilize hundreds of thousands of players. These titles ensured that Raul’s words could not be ignored.

As a result, humanity was handling the unprecedented large-scale monster invasion well.

‘In the past life, they had lost about a quarter of their territory before reclaiming it.’

This time, even if the defense line wavered momentarily, they were not losing enough territory for the monsters to establish themselves.

‘Just fifteen more days.’

If they could endure that time, the monster invasion would end.

And what would follow…

Raul’s face lit up with a peculiar anticipation.

(To be continued)
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Clang! Clang!

“Catch them all! Get your contributions!”

Waaah!

On the plains where the monsters surged. The number of monsters rushing in hadn’t decreased, but the defenders’ attitudes had changed drastically from the beginning.

In the early waves, the response had been mostly defensive, with the players organizing formations and methodically clearing out the monsters from the safety of the fortress walls.

But now, a month into the invasion, drawing close to its end. Most players faced the monster waves directly on the plains instead of from the fortress walls.

“This is the final wave! Everyone checked their contribution rankings, right? Don’t miss your last chance to climb up!”

Guild leaders ranked at the top urged their members.

“Remember, this is a linked scenario. If you want to catch up in the next scenario, you need to secure your contribution points now!”

Some were giving their all, working with their comrades to make their last stand. This was happening at the fortress near the Monster Forest, the western forbidden zone.

“Wow, did everyone take some sort of potion? They’re all flying around.”

Jake, watching the battle from the fortress wall, shook his head in amazement.

“That’s because they know this is the end of it. For us, it’s enough to defend the territory, but for them, it’s a kind of evaluation, isn’t it? Thanks to them, the soldiers are having an easier time.”

The fact that players could act so boldly was because superhumans like Raul and Jake were stationed at the fortress.

If monsters appeared that the players couldn’t handle, Raul and Jake would swiftly deal with them. What was there to worry about?

Even the soldiers, who had been desperate for survival at first, had regained much of their composure. As a result, it was common to see them placing bets here and there on the walls.

“Who do you think will come in first today?”

“I’ve bet on the Jeongmyeong Guild. They were first yesterday, too.”

“Well, it might be different today. With so many spectral-type monsters, oracle would have the advantage this time.”

After each wave, the day’s battle contribution points were posted throughout the fortress. Guilds and players with good results were personally rewarded by Raul or the fortress commander and were granted the privilege of choosing their position for the next wave.


With scenario rewards on the line, it was only natural that the players would compete to be at the forefront of the battle.

“Is the exploration team ready?”

“Yes, Master. Josh has assembled the team flawlessly. The composition includes rangers, trappers, and mages.”

“I see. Josh is reliable.”

Josh had been just a novice mercenary not even at the Expert level when he first joined the First Knight Order. But now, over two years later, he had grown into a superhuman, serving as the deputy leader of the First Combat Unit and a cornerstone of the guild.

“Weren’t you often sparring at the fortress? How’s the win rate looking?”

“Oh, Master! I’m Jake! Your left-hand man, Jake! I practically raised Josh myself, so why would you even ask about win rates?”

Jake exclaimed in disbelief. Of course, Raul knew but had asked anyway. Among the Masters of the First Knight Order, the top fighter was Philip.

Following him were the trio of Jake, Pierce, and Kane. They had already reached the mid-Master level, while Josh had just stepped into the early Master stage.

There was naturally a skill gap, but…

‘Even as a Master, complacency is dangerous.’

While stages were divided based on proficiency in controlling aura, actual victories were determined by many factors.

In any case, each fortress was likely preparing an exploration team that included a Master by now. These teams were to enter the sanctuaries immediately after the monster wave ended.

‘Then I should get going.’

Raul looked towards the Monster Forest and called for Kane.

“You called for me?”

“I’m leaving the territory in your hands while I’m away.”

“Yes, you can count on me, Master.”

Kane, who had become a Viscount upon reaching the Master level, maintained a consistent demeanor. He was also the only one who could perfectly stand in for Raul. Recently, an intermediate psychokinetic had emerged among the guild members to assist Kane. Although it wasn’t quite the Legion of Weapons, they could manage a decent imitation of Raul.

“Since the forbidden zone barriers have weakened, we should be able to use guild communication even from inside. So, contact me immediately if anything important comes up.”


“Understood.”

“And… Bernard.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Are the supplies adequately prepared?”

“Yes. As you instructed, we’ve stockpiled materials sufficient to build several fortresses, along with all the submaterials needed for various facilities. We’ve also requested a transport quest from President Kim Ilwoo.”

“Good. Things will get extraordinarily busy from now on. It might be tough, but I’m counting on you.”

“Of course. It’s my duty. Don’t worry about the supplies.”

Raul patted Bernard on the shoulder.

“Well then, shall we get started?”

No one had yet succeeded in pioneering the forbidden zone.

*

「15 meters ahead. Five Blue Shabel Tigers spotted.」

「Hold position. We’ll handle it.」

Rustle, rustle.

A group moved through the bushes.

Had this been a standard reconnaissance mission, they would have moved slowly and stealthily, but instead, they charged boldly forward.

Growl.

Roar!

The intruders were detected by the blue-furred tiger-like monsters, the Blue Shabel Tigers, beyond the bushes. The massive tigers, standing as tall as an adult’s height at the shoulder, bared their gruesome fangs and lunged at the group.

“Hmph. Just oversized cats!”


Swish! Thud thud!

The man leading the group activated aura blades on his two swords. The yellow aura blades sliced halfway through one Shabel Tiger’s neck and pierced another’s forehead.

Whirr!

A mana-infused steel arrow spun through the air, impaling another Shabel Tiger.

“Shot!”

Invisible wind blades shredded yet another Shabel Tiger. The one who first spotted the Shabel Tigers dropped from a tree, ending the last Tiger’s life with two daggers.

It took less than ten seconds to annihilate the five Blue Shabel Tigers. The Tigers, intermediate-level monsters difficult to handle without at least intermediate-level expertise, were defeated all too easily.

“Clear. Collect the loot and move out.”

Following the order from Josh, the team leader, two people with daggers began disassembling the Shabel Tigers while the archer climbed a tree to keep watch. The mage started extracting magical reagents, including the Shabel Tiger’s blood.

‘So far, so good.’

Josh felt relieved as he reviewed the map displayed on the hologram.

The Forbidden Zone.

A forbidden zone that rejected human intrusion. True to its infamous reputation, the monsters here were no joke. It was a place teeming with high-level monsters whose hides couldn’t even be scratched unless one could wield aura.

Entering such a place with only six people seemed unthinkable three years ago. Moreover, his mission wasn’t mere reconnaissance. The real objective was to secure an entry route into the Forbidden Zone based on the map provided by the Master.

This involved identifying the types of monsters inhabiting the area and dealing with any monsters they encountered. Only then could the follow-up team clear the forest and pave the way.

As such, the team members accompanying him were the elite. Three high-ranking ranger knights directly under Sir Pierce.

An A-rank trapper hired through the mercenary guild. A 5-circle mage from the First Magic Tower. And with Master Josh leading the team, they had little to worry about unless faced with an exceptionally formidable monster.

While Josh briefly checked the map, the team finished their tasks.

“From now on, we proceed slowly. We’re not far from the target area, so report any unusual findings immediately!”

“Yes, captain.”

The map sent by Raul. A bright red line drawn on it. The point marked ‘Player Line’ wasn’t too far off.

Tadadat.

The six figures emerged through the bushes.

“The maze barrier is confirmed.”

The mage, who had been riding on the knight’s back, dismounted and spoke. Even without him stating it, everyone had already noticed. This was because the mark carved into the tree in front of them was the very mark Josh had made just 30 minutes earlier.

“Can it be dismantled?”

Josh asked, and the mage shook his head as if it were out of the question.

“Even the Tower Master, or rather, the Great Sages, would find it difficult. This is literally a ‘divine barrier.’ Structurally, it’s similar to the ‘Cursed Forest’ in the free cities of the kingdom. Several layers of intricately connected magic circles….”

“Enough. Theoretical explanations aside, what’s your opinion?”

Josh asked the mercenary trapper, who sighed.

“This barrier can’t be dismantled. It’s designed to be undetectable. I’ve explored many dungeons, but I’ve never seen a maze like this.”

Josh nodded at his words.

“Okay. Now that we’ve confirmed it, let’s move on to the next task.”

They had already tried to penetrate beyond the red line on the map five times. As much as he wanted to find a way through, there was no point in persisting further.

“Mark the exact boundary and find a suitable location to establish a foothold nearby. There are probably still monsters around, so split into two teams and move out.”

In fact, just reaching this point was an achievement in itself.

Even the Count Ashton household occasionally sent reconnaissance parties into the Monster Forest, but they never ventured beyond the outskirts.

However, Josh and his team had already been inside the forest for three days.

‘Yet this is still just the entrance? Just how vast is this forest?’

The map provided by the Master marked the Monster Forest as an area larger than the entire Ruben Kingdom. If this vast land could truly be developed…

‘Could the Master’s goal really be…?’

Yet, Josh quickly shook his head and swung his sword, chopping down a large tree. Whatever the Master’s goal was didn’t matter. Just being able to follow behind him meant Josh’s life was already a success.

*

‘…Hmm. Not much further now.’

Raul strolled lightly through the forest, his hands behind his back, as if he were out for a walk. Walking through the forest alone brought back vivid memories of his past life.

Back then, during the Forbidden Zone Opening Scenario, he had headed to the Elemental Jungle in the east instead of the Monster Forest in the west.

He had been active in the Marcus Kingdom, located in the eastern part of the continent, rather than the Ruben Kingdom.

‘It was a misjudgment.’

Not all sanctuaries were the same. With the pride of a top ranker, he had entered the jungle only to face his first major setback.

‘Who could have known they would appear?’

He had been unlucky and hadn’t thought things through. Now, he felt confident he could achieve a different outcome, but…

‘There’s no need to start there.’

Considering the difficulty and rewards of the four sanctuaries, the Monster Forest was the top priority.

Growl.

Screech!

Raul walked leisurely through the dense mana of the forbidden zone. Despite being surrounded by constant monster cries, he remained unperturbed.

Whoosh.

After each scream, neatly processed monster materials floated in the air before disappearing into Raul’s subspace behind him.

‘This is boring. Isn’t there anything interesting?’

Even while wandering through the forbidden zone, he felt no tension. Because the hundreds of weapons he had spread around him took care of the monsters, slaying and organizing them automatically.

It was a sight that some might call the pinnacle of auto-hunting. Raul finally reached his destination. A point marked with a red line on the hologram map.

The so-called ‘Player Line’.

‘Well, there shouldn’t be any problems now.’

Without hesitation, Raul crossed the invisible boundary. He walked deeper into the forest until a new scene unfolded before his eyes. Endless trees gave way to a small plain.

In the middle stood an old, crumbling castle, seemingly on the verge of collapse, welcoming Raul.

(To be continued)
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“Found it.”

Raul looked at the crumbling old castle with a calm expression, but his mind was a turmoil of emotions. He had reached his limit; this old castle was the farthest point he could access in the west.

‘The Grand Guild Alliance…’

The direct interventions and enticements aimed at him began when the Forbidden Zone Scenario started. Bae Dohyun, an orphan with no support, was an easy target for various factions.

For both newcomers and established guilds, recruiting the number one ranked player symbolized substantial prestige and advantages. But Bae Dohyun had resolutely rejected everyone’s proposals.

In the game world, he wanted to be free from anyone’s control. Instead of monopolizing quests by aligning with powerful factions, he wanted to be a pioneer, opening paths for ordinary players.

And above all…

‘The offers were absolute garbage, those bastards!’

The recruitment proposals he received were outrageous. The base pay they offered was less than one-tenth of what he earned through casual streaming.

The signing bonuses were equivalent to the auction value of a single one of his items, and the contracts were riddled with prohibitive clauses that were exhausting to read through.

The fact that all the proposals from dozens of places were the same meant…

‘They either underestimated me or had some mutual agreement.’

Perhaps they didn’t really need Bae Dohyun’s recruitment but just wanted to remove an obstacle. They knew his disposition well enough, and there was no guarantee he would follow group actions obediently even if he joined a guild.

Thus began the war between the Grand Guild Alliance and Bae Dohyun. The result was clear. The phrase “good fight but lost” was merely a consolation for losers.

In a war that spanned almost ten years, they gained everything, and Bae Dohyun lost it all. Even his life. And this old castle was one of the battlegrounds between him and them.

The gateway city of Expedition, the entrance to the western Monster Forest Forbidden Zone. Early in the Forbidden Zone Scenario, Expedition was the only A-Grade city near the entrance and the sole place to breach the main road.

Bae Dohyun attacked the guild alliance that sought to monopolize it, and after three days of battle, he managed to seize control.

‘Only to lose it again in a month.’

Governing newly acquired lands in the Forbidden Zone required adhering to several rules. Among them was a siege period, with the duration of allowed sieges varying from S to F grades based on the size of the land.

E and F-Grade small settlements could be attacked at any time. However, d-grade medium towns could only be attacked once a week.


Once the battle ended, the land would generate a protective barrier to ward off external intruders, and the lord (village chief, mayor, commander) could expel hostile forces.

The higher the grade of the territory, the longer the protection period; A-Grade cities granted a month-long mayoral authority.

‘If only I had a faction back then….’

The Monster Forest wouldn’t have fallen entirely into the hands of the guild alliance. Raul reminisced as he slowly walked across the plains towards the castle.

Whooo.

A chilling wind whistled through the crumbling castle walls, creating a trembling tone. The burst-open gates hung precariously on their hinges, creaking, and inside the grounds, no buildings remained intact.

All that was left were well-maintained roads, building foundations, and a precariously standing, decaying inner fortress.

‘Huh, we’ll have to rebuild everything from scratch.’

Judging by its current state, it wouldn’t even qualify as a D-Grade medium town, let alone an A-Grade city. It must have been rated A-Grade due to its geographical advantages and potential for expansion.

Raul walked towards the inner fortress, its dilapidated interior making walking within it a terrifying experience.

“Ah, this is too much. Shouldn’t there be at least something usable left?”

Of course, it was better than the Elemental Jungle in the eastern forbidden zone. In the Elemental Jungle, there were no villages built for human habitation to begin with.

“Look on the bright side. It’s much better than starting from scratch, clearing the land, and building the walls.”

Rabel, who was perched on Raul’s shoulder, looked around and consoled him.

“Yeah, that’s true.”

When Raul first came to the Monster Forest in his past life, the city was already somewhat established. Well, it was no wonder the big guilds with endless funds had poured everything into restoring it.

But thinking about the fact that he had to rebuild an entire city himself, he couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed.

Creak, creak.

Raul walked on the wooden floor, which looked like it could break at any moment, heading towards the deepest hall of the inner fortress. And there, he found what he was looking for.

At the far end of the long main hall. Behind the lord’s chair stood a magnificent natural sculpture. The center of the display was empty.


Raul approached the statue and reached out towards the empty podium.

‘Now the real work begins.’

Mana flowed from Raul’s hand, filling the podium with energy.

Poof!

*

Swish! Thud.

Grooowl.

A medium-sized monster with the face of an owl and the body of a bear, an Owlbear, collapsed with a groan.

Boom, boom.

At the same time, several other Owlbears in the vicinity also fell.

“Huuup.”

As Ilwoo regulated his breathing, the nine avatars scattered around him were reabsorbed into his body.

“Phew, you’re turning into more of a monster every day, deputy Guild Leader.”

Luis Blake, who had just crushed an Owlbear’s head with his gauntlet, loosened his shoulders and approached.

“Monster, my foot. I’ve still got a long way to go.”

At Ilwoo’s words, Blake shrugged and put an arm around his shoulders, speaking softly.

“Still worried?”

“…….”

“Well, who wouldn’t be shaken by news like that? Miss Seohyun hasn’t logged in for days.”

“Phew. What about you, are you okay?”


“Hmm? I’m fine. What’s good is good, right? Though the Guild Leader’s situation is unfortunate, it worked out well in some ways. Look at Linda, she was actually happy.”

Recalling Linda’s reaction, Ilwoo couldn’t help but smile.

“I’m not particularly worried either. I just think I need to put in more effort.”

‘To repay even a bit of my debt to him.’

Once, he thought he was the most unfortunate person in the world. As an orphan who had faced discrimination, he saw no way up in life. But his life changed one day.

It was the day he met Raul and joined the First Knight Order. From there, he became the Vice Master of the top player guild in Connect, the Purple Guild.

The president of the First Player Association.

The vice president of First Management Company.

Now, hardly anyone in South Korea, or even the world, didn’t recognize his face.

When he logged out, a luxurious penthouse, which he’d never dreamed of affording, awaited him.

His bank account held amounts that made spending money seem incomprehensible, and the numbers kept rising in real-time. His secretary’s meeting schedule was packed with famous figures from TV and influential people from politics and business.

Despite his lack of significant authority, people lined up to ask him to arrange meetings with the chairman. All of this was thanks to Chairman Raul.

But then….

‘Chairman Raul was Bae Dohyun?’

A month ago, just as the kingdom’s civil war had ended and a new scenario was about to begin, the Purple Guild executives were all summoned. At that meeting, Raul revealed his true identity.

He was Bae Dohyun, and Bae Dohyun was him. At first, it was impossible to believe. How could the Grand Lord within the game and a person on Earth be the same individual?

But as Raul calmly explained, Ilwoo had no choice but to accept it.

‘He was a test pilot for Connect Company.?’

Summarizing Raul’s story:

Bae Dohyun, an orphan from South Korea, was adopted to the United States while in elementary school. However, his adoptive parents were not good people, and he was eventually disowned.

With no way to return to Korea, he decided to enlist in the military and later joined a mercenary company, serving as a special forces operative.

During this time, he met Alex Song, the chairman of Connect Company., and became his personal bodyguard. While guarding Alex, he suffered an irreversible injury due to a terrorist attack and, upon the chairman’s suggestion, became a test pilot for the capsule.

‘And when he woke up, he was in the body of the game character Raul?’

It sounded like something out of a fantasy novel and was hard to believe. But real documents in the real world (forged by Rabel) and photos of Bae Dohyun inside a capsule at the true headquarters of Connect Company (also forged by Rabel) backed up his story.

Most decisively, alex Song himself vouched for Raul’s account (due to a secret deal between Raul and Alex Song).

How could they not believe?

Once they accepted it, many things started to make sense. The First Knight Order and Raul providing conveniences specifically for players.

Unlike other nobles who saw players as outsiders, Raul and the First Knight Order embraced and utilized the Connect system.

Their deep understanding of Earth, exemplified by the establishment of First Company Inc. in the real world. And the unmatched strength displayed by Bae Dohyun.

Honestly, whether it was true or not didn’t matter.

‘He’s my benefactor, and I’m already deeply intertwined with him.’

The only unsettling part was realizing that their friend Bae Dohyun was actually Count Raul de First. It was inevitable to feel a sense of distance. This was something only time could resolve.

The guild members probably felt the same way as Ilwoo. Initially shocked, but realizing in the end that nothing really changed. In a way, it might have been a sign of how much Raul trusted them.

‘Or perhaps it no longer mattered if the secret got out.’

Regardless, they resolved to protect Raul’s secret and assist him as much as possible.

‘He said that if we see the game to its end, we might be able to return to the real world.’

That was likely why Han Seohyun, who had been secluding herself for days, was now fiercely leveling up. Ilwoo himself had also decided to cooperate fully with Raul—no, Bae Dohyun.

“Come on, let’s finish up. We still have our designated area to cover.”

“Whoa, take it easy. Let’s recover some mana first. We’re already the furthest along.”

Blake quipped.

At that moment, a system message appeared before them.

『Notice』

Thanks to the brave efforts of the players, the invasion of Forbidden Zone monsters has been halted. Don’t forget the importance of reclaiming and restoring the territory taken during the invasion.

Scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Invasion』 has concluded.

A hidden settlement within the Forbidden Zone has been discovered by a pioneering player. New scenario conditions have been met, opening a new chapter.

Scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Pioneering』 has begun.

Kim Ilwoo and Blake locked eyes.

“Finally.”

“It’s starting.”

The guild communication window lit up, flooding with messages.

“Let’s head back. An emergency assembly has been called.”

“Everyone’s going to be busy.”

The two turned and began making their way out of the Forbidden Zone. The days of fighting monsters amicably were over. From now on, the real battle for power between players and guilds would commence.

Of course, that was assuming anyone dared to challenge the Purple Guild.

(To be continued)
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The giant head, as large as a person, dropped to the ground. Its eyes bloodshot, two sharp lower teeth resembling elephant tusks, and a rough, hairless, dark brown hide—it was the head of an Ancient Ogre (A+).

“That was more troublesome than expected.”

Raul muttered as he cleaned the dark red blood off his longsword. Under the blistering sunshine, in the middle of a basin surrounded by cliffs, lay the torso of the Ancient Ogre, like a small hillock.

This was none other than the deepest part of an A-Grade dungeon. The lair of a dungeon guardian. And Raul had just defeated the A-Grade dungeon guardian, the Ancient Ogre.

He had conquered countless A-Grade gates and dungeons throughout the kingdom over the past six months, but none had been as challenging as this. The skin of the Ancient Ogre was so tough that even aura could hardly penetrate it.

Even Raul’s normally restraining psychokinesis was forcibly undone by the brute strength of the Ogre, adding to the complications.

‘And that regenerative ability was infuriating.’

The wounds he inflicted were healing almost within a minute. Despite all this, the creature was no match for Raul. Even if tough, repeatedly targeting the same spot made it possible to sever through.

If the psychokinesis unraveled, he would just bind it again. If the healing was quick, he would inflict wounds faster. Even for an A-Grade dungeon guardian likened to a superhuman, it was impossible to withstand a Master of Raul’s caliber.

‘Still, it’s beyond the players’ ability to handle for now.’

Players approaching the superhuman threshold of Level 100 were beginning to emerge. Most rankers from the Purple Guild had already reached Level 99 and were challenging the boundary of superhuman status.

Yet, even so, they were hardly a match for the Ancient Ogre.

‘Certainly, the dungeons and gates within the Forbidden Zone have to be considered a notch above the rest.’

As Raul had feared, the scenario was progressing faster than in his past life, and players’ abilities were not meeting expectations.

He couldn’t pioneer the vast Forbidden Zone alone; the players’ growth was increasingly vital.

‘Well, if it comes down to it, I’ll just have to do the hard work myself.’

Swish.

Raul invoked his aura to slice open the belly of the Ancient Ogre.

A moment later,

Poof!


In Raul’s hand was a statue of a goddess, emitting a dazzling light. Along with this find, a system message appeared before him:

-Congratulations. You have found the guardian statue of the A-Grade gateway city, Expedition.

-Please return the guardian statue to its original place in the inner fortress.

‘I was planning on doing just that anyway.’

Otherwise, there would have been no reason to invest time in such a troublesome dungeon. Raul returned to Expedition and placed the guardian statue in the empty slot on the display pedestal as the system requested.

Rumble.

Poof!

After a brief tremor shook the entire city, a brilliant multicolored magic circle emerged around the statue, enveloping the city’s sky. The immense magic circle, absorbing the surrounding mana, then descended into the ground, disappearing beneath Expedition.

“Wow. Just as Raul said, it worked. The mana around the city has been purified, and a protective barrier now surrounds the city!”

With an intrigued expression, Rabel adjusted his glasses and observed the flow of mana around them. At that moment, Raul received a new quest message.

<Pioneering Quest: Rebuild Expedition>

Grade: A

Objective: Rebuild the gateway city, Expedition.

Repair the broken walls

Restore the damaged magic circles

Defend the city from monster invasions (Time limit: 15 days)

Reward: Management rights over the city of Expedition and its surrounding areas.

Explanation: Expedition was the first gateway city built by humanity to pioneer the Forbidden Zone. Repair the ancient walls and magic circles to secure a foothold for further exploration of the Forbidden Zone. Surrounding monsters who dislike human intrusion will target the city. Rebuild and defend the city!

The countdown began as soon as the quest was confirmed. For the next 15 days, waves of monster attacks would continue, akin to those in past invasions.

But Raul wasn’t particularly worried.


“Rabel, are you ready?”

“Of course. I’ll start at the front of the inner fortress.”

Rabel drew his staff and planted it into the ground in the central plaza of the inner fortress. An all-too-familiar magic circle formed, creating a shimmering shape in the air.

It was a portal.

The penalty that prohibited teleportation within the Forbidden Zone was removed once the guardian statue was placed.

“Master, you’ve done well!”

Pierce was the first to step through the portal, bowing to Raul. Following him, members of the First Knight Order and carts loaded with various construction materials passed through the portal.

“Whoa, is this the place?”

Among them were master builders and production-class players who had gained ample experience developing free cities. Additionally, scattered rankers and guild members from the Purple Guild, along with Kim Ilwoo, appeared.

Over a thousand individuals arrived before the portal entrance finally closed.

“Let’s get to work right away!”

A development plan for Expedition, based on past data, was already in place. The construction master took charge, directing artisans and even knights to start the rebuilding efforts.

“Alright, let’s start with rebuilding the walls! Move the foundational materials to each section as planned. Players, please take out the stones from your inventories! Knights, stack the stones according to the construction order.”

The First Knight Order, already trained in setting up temporary fortresses, were excellent laborers. Building the walls of a massive city, far beyond the scope of a temporary fortress, they faithfully acted as human cranes.

Meanwhile, the mages from the First Magic Tower, led by Vice Tower Master Perido, were busy restoring the magic circles.

“Vice Tower Master! The mana line of the wall reinforcement magic circle is broken here.”

“The barrier protection magic circle on the walls seems almost erased!”

“The voice amplification magic circle for city-wide announcements is….”

“The alarm magic for detecting intruders….”

Dozens of mages were running around frantically. Rabel watched them with a prim expression, sitting atop the skill compendium.


“Hmm. It finally feels like they’re acting like proper mages.”

The growth of Connect’s mages had been somewhat unorthodox. With power armor production being highly profitable and the mainstream magic, basic magic circles and foundational spells were often neglected.

The Perido Tower was slightly better off, but to Rabel, they were still half-baked mages at best. Thus, since the establishment of the magic tower, Rabel, together with Nakia and Vice Tower Master Perido, had been guiding the mages diligently.

And the result?

They were now capable of restoring various magic circles and repairing walls on their own, even without Rabel’s direct supervision.

“Looks like you won’t need Rabel’s help for anything but the core magic circles now?”

“We have a long way to go. If they’re under my tutelage, they should aim to be the best magic tower on the continent, not just the kingdom’s!”

Despite her words, the pride Rabel couldn’t hide made her chin lift at an impressive angle.

‘Well, given her caliber, Rabel could probably rival the Great Sages.’

Raul wasn’t particularly well-versed in magic, but Rabel, who had spent thousands of years researching magic and various knowledge in the library, seemed unlikely to fall short compared to them.

‘If the skill compendium supports her, that is.’

Rabel’s abilities, still in her spectral form, were tied to the skill compendium. Raul needed to break the remaining seals and boost its rank for her sake.

And he had a pretty good idea of how to do so.

‘It’s not far off. And perhaps….’

He might even be able to grant her wish.

“Master, we’re ready to start reconnaissance.”

Ilwoo and other Purple Guild executives reported to Raul.

“As stated in the shared quest, monsters will target and attack the city. The First Knight Order members will handle the defense, so be careful not to get caught in the wave.”

“Leave it to us!”

With Ilwoo’s confident reply, they left the city of Expedition. They planned to explore the surrounding settlements based on the information Raul had provided.

Other than Expedition, most of the initial areas were B-Grade or lower settlements. Raul intended to use the Purple Guild members to claim any settlements that were C-Grade (large villages) or higher.

‘No need to do all the work for others to benefit.’

By securing key outposts stretching from this point into the Forbidden Zone, ‘It will be difficult for later guilds or players entering the Forbidden Zone to act against us.’

Securing key outposts was essential for the upcoming activities in the Forbidden Zone. While the others were clearing the initial paths, Raul intended to go deeper to target A-Grade or higher settlements.

Ideally, Raul would have preferred to mobilize the First Knight Order to quickly pioneer the Forbidden Zone. However, the Forbidden Zone Pioneering Scenario had strict limitations.

Specifically, it was a ‘player-exclusive’ scenario. The reason Josh’s initial scouting team couldn’t pass the ‘Player Line’ and got lost in the maze was due to these scenario constraints.

Residents (including quasi-players), unlike Raul or those from Earth, couldn’t enter the Forbidden Zone’s interior. Two conditions were required for them to enter: the area had to be pioneered by players first, and they needed the administrator’s permission.

In essence, Raul had to secure temporary management rights of a settlement by finding its guardian statue before NPC residents could be mobilized for reconstruction.

‘The scenario’s intention is clear.’

The Forbidden Zone was designed for players. Without these restrictions, kingdoms with Masters would undoubtedly covet the Forbidden Zone lands. The problem was that players couldn’t complete the pioneering and reconstruction without the help of residents.

So, they would eventually have to rely on the kingdoms or nobles for assistance.

‘Let’s see how well those greedy folks can cooperate. Tsk.’

The nobles in Connect.

The elites on Earth.

All equally greedy.

The pioneering process wouldn’t be smooth.

‘Not that it really matters.’

Whatever happened to them, Raul’s objectives were clear. Seize key strategic points in the Forbidden Zone and prepare for the upcoming linked scenarios.

By the time the greedy ones reached a grand compromise and joined the scramble for the Forbidden Zone, the situation would already be under control. Thus, the pioneering of the Monster Forest progressed rapidly according to Raul’s plan.

***

“… So, the conclusion of the research team is that this method is practically impossible.”

In the conference room, a holographic figure continued his briefing, using the enormous screen that covered the entire wall as a backdrop.

“How can that be possible! The combined force of government and corporate alliances can’t control a mere in-game faction? The number of players connected to Connect has surpassed one million and is now approaching two million. Do you think it’s reasonable that all these players are being swept up by one mere count household? It suggests that there is a systemic issue, don’t you think?”

Presenter Daven managed to maintain his composure, barely keeping his expression neutral as he glanced towards the speaker.

‘A high-ranking official from the Chinese Communist Party.’

Typical of those who believed that sheer numbers could solve any problem. He likely had no understanding of the influence wielded by the First county and the Purple Association within Connect.

“A mere count household…. If the Chinese analysts genuinely think so about the First county, then I must express my regrets. We’re talking about a countdom that possesses ultra-humans equivalent to a kingdom, the strongest knight order, and exerts near-total control over the player base through the Player Association—‘that’ First county. If that’s China’s stance, then cooperation will indeed be challenging. The Chinese representatives can find their own solutions as they see fit.”

“What? How dare a mere research analyst dismiss our China…”

Beep.

One of the holograms occupying a seat disappeared and another individual appeared.

“I apologize to Dr. Daven. The earlier comments reflect personal opinions, not China’s official stance.”

The figure’s holographic bow and apology were graciously accepted by Daven, who then continued the briefing.

“As I mentioned, the best option would be to halt Connect’s scenario progress itself. However, the reality is that we cannot stop the First county, even if we control the players. Therefore, we need to find alternative strategies.”

The screen displayed a map of the Connect continent.

“The Monster Forest in the western Forbidden Zone is directly adjacent to the First county’s territory. For our alliance to seize control of this area is nearly impossible. Thus, we must focus elsewhere.”

His laser pointer marked several locations.

“Our top priority should be the eastern Forbidden Zone, the Elemental Jungle. The Ice Mountain Range to the north and the Demonic Seas to the south are likely inhospitable for human habitation. Therefore, it makes sense to begin our pioneering efforts centered around guilds in the Marcus Kingdom, which is nearby…”

“Wait. In that case, since our American guilds are the most numerous, we should take the lead…”

“What nonsense! The top guild in the Marcus Kingdom is undoubtedly Russian…”

“No, no, the largest player base is in China, so we should go first!”

Thus, the intergovernmental and corporate alliance meeting soon devolved into a power struggle, with no basic agreement reached, ultimately ending inconclusively.

Representatives from each country’s guilds then plunged into the Forbidden Zone pioneering efforts. The curtain rose on the full-scale struggle for control over the Forbidden Zone.

(To be continued)

TL’s Corner:

Greed is good 9999999.
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 266

				
‘So, this is the Forbidden Zone? It doesn’t seem impressive enough for all the fuss.’

Rustle, rustle.

A group of players cautiously proceeded step by step through the dense bushes. Leading the way was Cho Minchan, a ranker from the New Star Guild, clad in thick plate armor like a knight.

His former guild, saebyul, which was central to the anti-First Knight Order alliance and the core of the Ripple Association, had disbanded.

An order for their capture was issued by all the kingdoms, and bounties were placed on their heads, making normal gameplay impossible.

But as they say, riches endure for three generations. The officially disbanded New Star Guild was replaced by the newly formed New Star Guild.

Despite having to raise the guild’s rank by accumulating guild honor points from scratch, money solved everything. With the powerful financial backing of the New Star Group, former guild members rejoined, and within half a year, they regained a similar position.

‘But it is hot. I wonder when I’ll be able to ditch this stifling mask….’

Cho Minchan wiped the sweat under his mask and grumbled. Although the dissolution of the guild removed the official nationwide bounty, many players still harbored animosity towards them.

While few players posed a threat to a ranker like him, the Purple Guild was a different story. He couldn’t risk being tracked by them.

So, the notable players of the New Star Group had to wear different masks and move cautiously.

‘But that won’t last much longer.’

Cho Minchan clenched his fists and opened his system window.

—

『Scenario: Forbidden Zone Opening – Pioneering』

Explanation: The monster invasion from the Forbidden Zone has been halted, but the weakened barrier will not regain its original strength. Leaving the Forbidden Zone unattended could lead to unknown threats in the future.

However, crises can also be opportunities. The weakened barrier has opened a path for players to enter the Forbidden Zone.

Head to the Forbidden Zone and pioneer the land. The lands you claim will belong to you. Reclaim the lost lands of humanity and establish territories for players, not residents.

Entering the Forbidden Zone requires a certain level of ‘contribution points’. To delve deeper into the Forbidden Zone, continue to secure more ‘contribution points’.

Only players have the right to pioneer the Forbidden Zone. NPCs cannot enter the Forbidden Zone without permission. To pioneer, you must discover ‘pioneering sites’ that can be developed.


Pioneering sites range from F to S rank, and the difficulty of pioneering increases with the rank.

Accept the quest at the center of the discovered pioneering site. The first to restore the guardian statue of the site will be granted temporary management authority.

By completing the ‘Pioneering Site Reconstruction Quest’ as a temporary manager, you will become the true manager (Lord).

As a temporary manager, you can receive help not only from other players but also from Connect residents. Use the residents appropriately to expedite the reconstruction of the pioneering site.

Once you become the manager of a pioneering site (territory), you must start developing the territory seriously. Protect and develop your territory from not only monsters but also other threats.

The siege system (territorial war) for the pioneering site will be activated. Please refer to the attached rules for details. A territory exclusively for players.

This was an incredible opportunity.

Although an enormous number of players had entered the world of Connect, NPCs still ruled the world. The powerful armor users and Masters of the kingdoms were monsters that players could not handle.

As a result, players often had to bow to noble whims and endure unfair treatment. But if one became a lord?

If one could genuinely own a territory?

One wouldn’t need to deal with the arrogant nobles of the continent who saw players as mere mercenaries.

‘And also get rid of the thorn in our side, the First Knight Order.’

According to the notices, the manager of a pioneering territory would be like a king. Like the mayor of a free city, they could expel unwanted individuals and enjoy protection from external invasions for a certain period.

This scenario seemed specially designed for Cho Minchan and the New Star Guild.

‘Securing a pioneering site and growing the territory will make defeating the First Knight Order just a matter of time.’

This scenario and land were for players only. No matter how formidable the First Knight Order was, as long as they were not players, they could not exert power in the Forbidden Zone.

‘First, we’ll build our power in the Forbidden Zone, then defeat the Purple Guild, and eventually take over the kingdom…!’

Player growth rates were incomparable to NPCs. With the player population exceeding two million and aiming for ten million, and if they reached the levels of the so-called superhuman NPCs, connect would eventually belong to the players.

‘Guild Master wasn’t crazy to keep throwing money around after all.’

Politics would be handled by Guild Master Kim Leesung. All Cho Minchan needed to do was to keep enhancing his gear and level with the robust support.


‘I’ll stand at the pinnacle of Connect someday!’

Currently, the Purple Guild, backed by the First county, might be thriving, but the true victor was the one standing last. And with the endless investment from the New Star Group, that victor would be New Star Guild and him.

“Vice-guildmaster! There’s an unusual tree up ahead!”

A guild member who had gone on reconnaissance reported.

“Where is it?”

Cho Minchan hurried over, and in front of him stood an enormous tree.

‘Was this here? It wasn’t visible just a moment ago.’

The gigantic tree easily exceeded a height of 100 meters. However, no matter how dense the jungle they had traversed, they should have seen such a tree from afar.

This could only mean that the tree was something special. Cho Minchan’s lips curled upward as he quickly moved towards the center of the tree.

Entering through a gap between the roots, he found that the inside of the tree was hollow, resembling a massive cave, with branches entangled in vines forming a staircase.

“Found it!”

As he ascended the tree staircase, a statue made of intertwined leaves stood before him. Reaching out to the empty pedestal and infusing it with mana, a quest window appeared.

“Yes!”

Cho Minchan couldn’t help but cheer.

The quest window clearly displayed ‘S-Grade.’

‘Amazing! Finding an S-Grade pioneering site right off the bat! If we claim this…!’

Given the high rank of the pioneering site, there were likely very few of them. This place must undoubtedly be a key pioneering site in the eastern Forbidden Zone, the Elemental Jungle.

“Gather all the guild members! We’re staking the guild’s future on this quest!”

Cho Minchan, who had received the guild command authority from the Master for this pioneering scenario, called upon hundreds of New Star Guild players.

And a day later, the pioneering site he discovered was enveloped in light.


*

“Master, we have arrived safely with the pioneering team.”

Philip bowed his head.

“You’ve done well, sir Philip. Please take care of Kupiditas Fortress.”

“I will do my utmost.”

Raul had now ventured quite deep into the Monster Forest. They had reached about a quarter of the way on the map. Essentially, this was the deepest part of the forest humanity had reached in his past life.

And the current pioneering site he occupied was the S-Grade fortress 『Kupiditas』.

In ancient language, ‘Kupiditas’ meant ‘Hope’. This place would become the center of the forthcoming scenarios.

‘The reconstruction quest is challenging given it’s S-Grade, but….’

He never doubted they could protect it. Expedition, the first pioneering city, was already complete, and quests for three other A-rank cities were simultaneously in progress.

With just one Master stationed at each, the rest of the knights’ strength was concentrated here. Additionally, with support from Marquis Ashton’s territory, they had over fifteen Masters at Kupiditas Fortress.

No matter how deep within the Forbidden Zone they were, defending for a month should be manageable.

‘If worse comes to worst, I can return.’

With the portal set up, there was no need for him to remain here.

“Raul, where do you plan to go next?”

“Well, where should I head next…”

Raul pondered Rabel’s question for a moment as he opened the Connect community.

– Lackluster Pioneering Quests: No significant results from the other Sanctuaries except the Monster Forest in the west….

– Game company’s difficulty miscalculation? Players wiped out by S-Grade pioneering quests from the start. Petitions submitted against the game company.

– Experts’ consensus: “Expanding from lower-ranked pioneering sites is more advantageous than targeting high-ranking sites from the beginning.”

– Purple Guild strikes again? Foolish players at the mercy of the First Knight Order even in the pioneering scenarios.

“The Pioneering Scenario in Connect should be achieved solely by player power….”

Japanese Prime Minister Kitashiro Azuki’s statement backed by world leaders. However, players are uneasy about politicians involving themselves in the game.

It had been a month and a half since the start of the 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Pioneering』 scenario.

Yet, apart from the western Monster Forest, there had been no significant achievements. Newly formed national and large guilds tried to conquer the other three major Sanctuaries but faced disastrous failures.

‘Of course. They bit off more than they could chew without knowing their limits…. Tsk tsk.’

Raul clicked his tongue internally, but he wasn’t in a position to be too proud either. In his past life, Bae Dohyun had also met a bitter end by attempting the S-Grade pioneering quest at the entry of the Elemental Jungle.

Honestly, the only Forbidden Zone feasible for players at their current levels was the Monster Forest in the west.

The Elemental Jungle in the east was filled with high-difficulty pioneering sites from the start, seemingly rejecting human entry.

The northern Ice Mountain Range posed inherent difficulties, requiring the search for underground pioneering sites buried in snow amidst extreme cold.

The southern Demonic Seas were untouchable without first securing vessels capable of navigating the rough seas. Finding a proper strategy(攻略) and achieving results would likely take at least six months.

‘And not many have such patience. Especially those with resources are even less patient.’

Once they concluded the strategy was tough, their next moves were predictable.

‘They’ll flock to the already successful western Monster Forest.’

Though they dare not touch the joint pioneering site of the Purple Guild and First county, they would covet the lower-ranked pioneering sites held by allied guilds.

While issuing statements and warning players could have short-term effects, it would likely foster resentment in the long term.

‘The Monster Forest should not become a battlefield just yet. The pioneering sites need to be firmly established before they can be revealed to prepare for the future scenarios.’

To achieve this, distracting their attention was necessary.

“Rabel, prepare. We’re heading to the eastern Elemental Jungle.”

“Haha. I’m always ready. I have a strong feeling that I need to shine this time.”

Raul gave a thumbs-up in response to Rabel’s confident demeanor.

“Count on it. I’ll need your help a lot this time.”

“Leave it to me. I’m an expert in that area.”

Even without Raul’s request, Rabel’s spirits were already high. It was natural, considering the Elemental Jungle was where her homeland, 『Forest of Dasos』, was located.

Though sealed within the spellbook for ages, she had only heard about her homeland through written texts. Even though it had burned down, she still longed to see her homeland once again.

‘Based on the information, it’s deep within the Elemental Jungle. It might be difficult to go there immediately…’

Having received so much help from her, Raul was determined to take Rabel to her homeland. Sensing his thoughts, Rabel smiled and said, “You don’t need to overdo it. After all, it’s been thousands of years, so being a bit late won’t matter. Actually, it might be better not to go at all.”

She feared disappointment if they found nothing.

“No, that won’t do. I promise on my honor. I’ll do my best to help you find your kin. That’s my duty as your ‘partner’.”

From the moment he accepted her into the skill compendium, Raul hadn’t made her any promises, although it might have seemed calculated. Simply allowing her to stay in the skill compendium had saved her life.

But in his heart, he always planned to fulfill her wish. And that moment was approaching.

“If you say so, Raul, thank you. I, I need to prepare for a bit. See you in a moment.”

With a soft pop, she disappeared into the ether with the skill compendium. Raul noted the slight blush on her face. Feeling slightly awkward, he scratched the back of his head and stretched.

“Well then, shall I start moving too?”

His gaze was already set towards the east.

(To be continued)
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“Hahaha, I look forward to working with you, Count Raul.”

“The pleasure is mine, Marquis Elrod.”

In a lavish reception room, Raul shook hands with a solidly-built man who appeared to be in his mid-fifties.

Marquis Elrod.

One of the three Marquises in the Marcus Kingdom, he operated the Hamart Mercenary Knights named after his family.

During the recent war of succession, the Hamart Household remained neutral, allowing them to survive the conflict unscathed. But satisfaction? That was another story altogether.

One of the houses deeply involved in the civil war lost its main force and was demoted to a countdom after falling out of favor with the king.

Conversely, the house that backed the new king was elevated to the first ducal house in the Marcus Kingdom, reaching unprecedented heights.

‘Damn it. Those Jesto bastards became a dukedom?’

But what could be done?

He could only blame himself for choosing safety over investment. And Raul knew how to exploit that very point. With the end of the civil war and the reorganization of power, other noble families were eager to develop their new territories.

Yet, the Hamart Household had missed out on the spoils, left licking their lips with nothing to show for it, looking for any opportunity to gain an advantage. That opportunity came in the form of the Forbidden Zone Opening.

Of course, the restriction was that only players could enter. But nobles didn’t care about such details. They naturally wanted to find any way possible to plant their flag within the Forbidden Zone.

‘But trusting those outsiders… that’s a different matter.’

As a marquis running a mercenary company, he was well-acquainted with the nature of similar players. They were like moths attracted to immediate gains, rarely sticking to any real commitments.

Even if a deal was struck, there was no guarantee they would keep it. Moreover, without permission, it was impossible to even enter the Forbidden Zone, making any potential issues even more complicated.

There was a real risk of fattening up the outsiders while being muscled out of the Forbidden Zone. That’s when Raul approached him. Initially, his request for a meeting was not warmly welcomed.

Even though he was merely a count, he commanded over ten Masters, which was burdensome—reason number one.

‘His First Knight Order drastically cut into our profits!’

As a competitor in the same industry, there was no reason to welcome him—reason number two.


However, after spending half a day talking with Raul, “Hahaha! Leave the rest to our house. I will personally ensure everything proceeds smoothly.”

Pouring wine himself, the once skeptical Marquis Elrod had his concerns about Raul completely washed away. The development of the Forbidden Zone.

Raul proposed a way to enter the Forbidden Zone, which was rapidly becoming the hottest investment item among the nobility. Though it sounded grand, it was essentially a straightforward cooperation proposal.

Raul would use his Purple Guild to secure key areas within the Forbidden Zone. The Marquisate would handle the development, protection, and revenue collection.

In return, the profits would be distributed according to the investment ratio.

‘I can’t trust outsiders, but I can trust Count Raul.’

Through the recent civil war, who gained the most fame?

It wasn’t the new kings of each kingdom or pre-existing powerful figures.

It was Raul.

The master of ten Masters, the owner of the First Knight Order. An incredible tactician capable of mobilizing hundreds of thousands of players as he pleased.

And he himself was a genius knight who attained the rank of Master in his teens. Every noble house on the continent knew Raul played a crucial role in quickly ending the civil war in the Ruben Kingdom.

Moreover, it was known that the First Knight Order and the Purple Association influenced the outcomes of other nations’ civil wars.

‘If he were an enemy, he’d be unbeatable. But as an ally, there’s none more reliable.’

Furthermore, someone with such a reputation wouldn’t scam a foreign marquisate.

“Hahaha, please make yourself at home as if it’s your own house.”

Thanks to the delighted Marquis, Raul stayed at the marquisate for three days, attending various parties.

“What do you think of the marquisate?”

“The Marquis seemed a bit frivolous, but I think we can trust him. Since they didn’t participate in the civil war, they have sufficient forces, and it looks like they’ve been preparing for Forbidden Zone expansion internally.”

“That makes sense.”

Raul nodded at Kane’s assessment. In fact, Raul knew the Hamart Household very well. In his past life, Bae Dohyun had settled in the Marcus Kingdom, and his main activity area was Hamart Marquisate.


‘He’s a calculative person but never crosses the line.’

Though he occasionally made derogatory remarks about outsiders, he was also meticulous about honoring contracts. Even if the other party was an outsider.

Moreover, Raul appreciated the Marquis’ strong anti-imperial sentiment.

‘The Marcus Kingdom dispatched the most troops and knights when they engaged in battle. The Marquis himself even stood on the battlefield occasionally.’

Thanks to these actions, Bae Dohyun had benefited greatly, and thus Raul had decided to cooperate with him.

“Then, I’ll leave the rest to you. If there are any additional negotiations or collaboration required, Kane can handle it and report back to me.”

“Understood. Although that’s unlikely, Master, please be careful as well.”

The two parted ways via the portal, each headed for their respective destinations. Kane was returning to the First County to act on Raul’s behalf, while Raul was heading to the free city of Zena in the Marcus Kingdom.

*

Flash.

The magic circle activated, and Raul was soon in Zena. In the meantime, Raul had shifted to his Bae Dohyun persona.

‘Hoo, it’s been quite a while.’

It had almost been two years since he last officially visited to invest in the free city.

Despite spending significant time here in his past life while strategizing for the eastern Forbidden Zone, the Elemental Jungle, it felt unfamiliar.

‘Wow, it’s changed so much. It was a backwater town till the end in my past life.’

While it wasn’t as developed as the free city of Mira, numerous five-story buildings lined the streets, and the bustling commercial area was thronged with players.

Free City Zena.

Located in the eastern part of the Marcus Kingdom, it was also the easternmost free city on the entire continent. Geographically isolated, it was known as one of the most underdeveloped free cities.

Yet, here it was, now showing signs of significant urban development.

‘Indeed, a city thrives when money flows.’


Unlike his past life, Raul had made substantial investments this time, and with the First Knight Order dominating the western Forbidden Zone, players had flocked to this location.

The benefits were evident.

“Recruiting for Elemental Jungle raiding team! Mages and Elementalists are welcome!”

“Top 1,000 tankers will protect you! Mage-type players, come this way!”

“Looking for superhumans with elemental powers! We have tough tankers ready to guard!”

The plaza resembled a bustling market as players sought party members for their Elemental Jungle raids. Though they could use Connect’s bulletin board or community to organize, the fact they were out here recruiting directly meant, ‘They’re desperate.’

Moreover, the demand was almost exclusively for mages, elementalists, and superhumans with elemental abilities. The players had presumably grasped the Elemental Jungle’s nature to some extent.

Murmur murmur.

Not only the plaza, but all corners and alleys of the city were teeming with players. The fervor for Forbidden Zone pioneering was palpable.

Raul navigated through the crowds and finally arrived at the First Knight Order’s Zena branch.

“Welcome, Master!”

The branch manager, Willex, greeted him warmly.

“It’s been a while, Branch Manager Willex. How’s the training going?”

“Of course, Master. We are training diligently to ensure we do not disappoint.”

Raul could sense a strong spiritual energy emanating from Willex.

‘He’s about to advance to a higher level soon.’

Branch Supervisor Willex was a ‘Tree Manipulator.’

Given the proximity to the Elemental Jungle, his position was fitting. Probably having fewer responsibilities compared to other branches, he seemed to have focused more on his personal training.

“The preparations you requested are complete. We’re on standby and can move in as soon as you give the word.”

“Good, I’ll be counting on you.”

Although the management of the pioneering site would be handled in cooperation with the Hamart Household, players were still necessary.

Thus, they had selected a cooperating guild that wanted to venture into the Elemental Jungle. The First Knight Order and the Purple Guild were already busy pioneering the Monster Forest.

‘And trespassing in another nation’s territory could lead to complications.’

While there was no official law declaring who owned the Forbidden Zone, the adjacent kingdoms might claim ownership. There was no need to stir conflicts over that land.

‘It’s sufficient to just take a share of the profits. A lone wolf never lasts long; sharing the spoils reasonably is the way to go.’

“Shall I guide you to your lodgings?”

“No. The schedule took longer than expected, so I’ll head straight to the Forbidden Zone. Lead me to the portal.”

“Understood. This way, please.”

Though Zena was the easternmost free city, the Forbidden Zone was still quite a distance away.A portal had been set up for regular travel near the Forbidden Zone.

Of course, there was a different portal for players, but Raul used the guild-exclusive portal.

*

“Jerica Guild is hiring mage mercenaries!”

“Kade Sun Guild is looking for ranger mercenaries!”

“Rank 900 Workshop Party has an open spot! Looking for one mage and one sub-tank!”

“Here’s a sub-tank!”

“I’m a Rank 2000 tank! I can take hits well, so bring me along!”

The pioneering camp at the entrance of the Forbidden Zone. Even the Elemental Jungle’s entry camp was bustling with players.

The difference was that the players here appeared to be of much higher levels, and there were many renowned guilds present. Raul (Bae Dohyun) smiled as he recalled old memories.

Once, players would line up to have Bae Dohyun in their party.

‘I never joined a fixed party, but I did participate in random parties occasionally.’

From time to time, he spotted guild names or emblems that irked him. These belonged to guilds that had been part of the grand guild alliance in his past life.

But Bae Dohyun ignored them and walked past.

‘I have urgent matters now, but we will meet soon enough.’

Even if he didn’t seek them out, another clash was inevitable. Bae Dohyun had grown too influential to care about these minor irritations.

Even without personally intervening, he had more than enough capable subordinates who could eliminate those pests with a single command.

Watching those self-important guild members strutting around was simply amusing.

“One person?”

The player guarding the camp exit asked.

“Yes, and?”

“That’ll be 1 gold.”

Raul licked his lips and handed over the gold to the player, who seemed to find it surprising that Raul paid the toll without complaint.

“You look like a ranker, but it’s dangerous to go alone. The forest may seem ordinary, but it’s very treacherous. If you haven’t found party members, would you like me to help?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Ah, alright then. Good luck.”

Dressed in high-level gear, anyone could see Bae Dohyun was a high-ranking player. He was equipped with the best armor and weapons sold at the First Knight Order workshop.

A moment after Bae Dohyun passed through the gate, the guard communicated with someone.

“A high-ranking solo player just entered. Yes, his gear is… No guild mark. Yes, I understand. We will proceed accordingly.”

Shortly after the communication ended, several players wearing cloaks began to trail Bae Dohyun as he left the camp.

(To be continued)
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‘Now and then, it’s always the same.’

Bae Dohyun frowned as he sensed multiple presences closing in on him. It wasn’t just one or two. At least a dozen figures were stealthily trailing him, trying to hide their presence.

「Raul, what do you plan to do?」

「I’m thinking of just letting them be for now.」

They weren’t a significant threat, and he was curious about their intentions, despite having a good idea already.

‘Anyway, the small fry will fall off on their own.’

Bae Dohyun began to pick up the pace.

The Elemental Jungle.

The name was not given lightly. Suddenly, he felt a warm gust of air brush across his face as he sprinted.

Swish.

He sidestepped swiftly, changing direction just in time.

Whoosh!

The space he had just occupied was engulfed in a blazing column of red fire. The pillar of fire shot up as high as the trees, exhaling a fierce heat before rapidly extinguishing itself.

‘Whew~.’

Bae Dohyun whistled unintentionally, feeling the familiar warmth. The flame disappeared as quickly as it had erupted. Astonishingly, everything in the area remained untouched.

The underbrush and trees, which should have been incinerated, were swaying peacefully in the wind. Even the hot air had cooled down; if one hadn’t seen it, they wouldn’t have known the flame pillar even existed.

The cleansing flames, preserving the jungle while burning away foreign objects, were merely a preliminary greeting from the Elemental Jungle. Sudden deluges of water bombarding like waterfalls.

Tornadoes capable of lifting heavily armored knights into the air. Unexpected sinkholes and earthquakes. Cannibalistic trees capturing and consuming living beings.

The Elemental Jungle was literally a minefield of traps, with natural elements manifesting in various forms to torment intruders.

‘Of course, there are always signs.’


As with the hot air beforehand, each phenomenon had its precursors. Bae Dohyun knew these signs better than anyone. Even if he didn’t, he was now at a superhuman level where such elemental traps posed no real threat.

And the same went for other players. It might have been different during the early stages of Forbidden Zone exploration. By now, the research would have largely been completed, and strategies for dealing with sudden elemental traps would be well known.

‘That’s one reason they’re recruiting mages and elementalists.’

Yet the Elemental Jungle was not a place to be underestimated. While the entrance had manageable simple phenomena, the deeper one ventured, the more likely they would encounter catastrophic natural occurrences.

And the most annoying part was, ‘You can’t properly rest.’

Bae Dohyun had been exploring the Elemental Jungle for about two hours. In that time, he had encountered over twenty anomalies. This meant he experienced strange phenomena at least once every five minutes.

Exploring under such unpredictable conditions was more challenging than it seemed. Especially when, in addition to the anomalies, monsters appeared as well.

Howl!

A translucent wolf figure charged at Bae Dohyun. There were five of them. The small whirlwinds surrounding them were also bothersome.

Wind Wolves.

These were troublesome elemental-type monsters, with half their bodies imbued with the power of the wind. They were nearly immune to physical attacks and absorbed much of the mana-based attacks.

This made them particularly troublesome for knights using pure mana, necessitating the presence of mages or elementalists.

But.

Whir!

Bae Dohyun didn’t even need to lift a finger. Around twenty daggers, controlled by his psychokinesis, instantly annihilated the wolves.

‘That’s only an issue for those of similar strength.’

Against overwhelming power, attributes and affinities didn’t matter. Bae Dohyun continued to advance through the Elemental Jungle undeterred, and the number of those trailing him dwindled to a handful.

‘Hmm. It should be around here….’

Bae Dohyun stopped walking and expanded his restrained senses. His perception, which initially covered about a 50-meter radius, gradually broadened.

100 meters, 200 meters, 300 meters….


When his senses finally reached 500 meters, he detected something subtle.

Swish.

Moving as if teleporting, Raul found himself facing a large tree.

‘Town Tree. Long time no see. About C-rank, I guess?’

It was a massive tree standing around 30 meters tall. Like the tree Cho Minchan of the New Star Guild had found, this one was hollow inside, and a wooden statue was placed in its upper part.

“Who goes there? This area is claimed by the Crown Guild. Leave now, or you will be executed for trespassing!”

Rumble.

Over a dozen players emerged from their hiding spots, brandishing their weapons.

“That’s a rough welcome. Just continue what you were doing.”

Bae Dohyun turned around without hesitation. This seemed to confuse the players even more.

“What? Is he really just leaving?”

“Didn’t they say he was a ranker?”

“This doesn’t feel right, does it?”

However much they muttered, Raul truly left the potential pioneering site.

‘No need to waste time on just a C-rank site.’

They were annoying, but not worth his time. After wandering around the Elemental Jungle for quite some time, Bae Dohyun scratched his head and sighed.

‘What’s going on here?’

「Weren’t there supposed to be many high-rank pioneering sites at the entrance of the Elemental Jungle?」

Rabel, also finding the situation odd, asked curiously.

「Indeed. Even if the pioneering sites in the Elemental Jungle are known to move, it’s unusual not to find any at all.」


He’d found over ten sites, but they were all C-rank except for one B-rank. The A-rank or higher sites Bae Dohyun sought were nowhere to be found. The pioneering sites in the Elemental Jungle differed slightly from those in the Monster Forest.

While the Monster Forest’s pioneering sites were remnants of towns or cities once pioneered by humanity, the Elemental Jungle’s sites were ‘Town Trees,’ subspecies of the World Tree.

The problem was that these Town Trees did not stay fixed in one place but moved around. If pioneering wasn’t completed, it was impossible to predict where they would appear next.

「Unless all the high-rank Town Trees have moved, this is very unusual…. Could those idiots be…?」

There were two reasons for a Town Tree to move:

If it wasn’t conquered within a certain period, or if the Guardian Statue quest was failed or abandoned. The latter seemed more likely in this situation.

「So, guilds are deliberately resetting the high-rank pioneering quests?」

Rabel asked, shocked.

「Yes, that’s the only explanation that makes sense.」

‘These foolish idiots….’

It sounded like a decent strategy at first glance. By manipulating the moving habit of Town Trees, they pushed high-rank pioneering sites deeper in and created manageable ones at the entrance.

However, for Bae Dohyun, who had lived through his past life, this strategy was anything but welcome.

‘If a Town Tree quest is reset too many times, a wave will trigger!’

In his past life, a similar strategy led to a devastating wave that obliterated the eastern territories of the Marcus Kingdom. For players, dying and respawning was the end of it, but for the kingdom, it was a disaster.

Not only would the numerous pioneering camps and infrastructure in front of the Forbidden Zone be destroyed, but it would also incur massive penalties in future linked scenarios.

The bigger problem was questioning whether this was truly a strategic, systemic approach to pioneering the Forbidden Zone.

‘That’s impossible.’

To develop such a grand pioneering strategy, a somewhat organized guild alliance or coordination from an association would be needed, but that wasn’t the current situation at all.

「So, they’re essentially thinking, ‘If I can’t have the pioneering site, no one else should either’?」

「Exactly. If any guild secures an A-rank or higher site successfully, the balance of power in the Forbidden Zone development will shift dramatically.」

「Could this be an attempt to target our Purple Guild? After all, the only ones capable of securing an A-rank or higher site right now are us.」

「It’s possible.」

Rabel’s suspicion seemed quite plausible. The Purple Guild was currently focused on pioneering the western Forbidden Zone, but who’s to say they wouldn’t turn their attention here later?

In fact, Raul, under the guise of Bae Dohyun, had already come to the Elemental Jungle.

‘Annoying pricks.’

Those who couldn’t even secure a mere C-rank site were just full of greed. So, Bae Dohyun had no reason to hold back. His primary reason for coming to the Elemental Jungle was to facilitate the players’ efforts in pioneering it.

He intended to secure at least an A-rank site and make it accessible to everyone. This would provide players with a forward base for rest and resupply, accelerating the pioneering process.

But given the current circumstances, he had no choice but to secure a site deeper within.

‘Let them find their way here on their own.’

Bae Dohyun started making his way deeper into the Elemental Jungle.

*

「He’s heading further in!」

「It seems he’s aware we’ve secured the entrance areas.」

「Judging by his direction, he’s likely heading for Pioneering Site A-07.」

The scouts trailing Bae Dohyun frantically relayed messages via their guild communication. At first, they thought he was just a solo player specializing in solo play.

But his pace through the Elemental Jungle was beyond their imagination.

‘He must at least be a top hundred, if not a top ten ranker.’

Exhausted scouts had already fallen behind, replaced by rankers trailing Bae Dohyun.

‘What’s his goal? Just surveying the sites?’

He didn’t take any specific action that would reveal his motive, only finding the sites and observing the players before moving on.

Some tried to pick a fight on purpose, but he would just chuckle and move so quickly that no one could catch up.

‘Is he just a goddamn attention seeker?’

The pursuers couldn’t fathom that Bae Dohyun was genuinely traversing the Forbidden Zone to conquer pioneering sites.

Even with dozens of players struggling to clear a C-rank quest, thanks to the Forbidden Zone’s difficulty adjustment, they couldn’t imagine a ranker attempting it solo.

Meanwhile, the leadership of the major guilds leading the eastern Forbidden Zone’s攻略 were just as frustrated.

“Where did he come from?”

“Which guild is he from?”

“Could he really be from the Purple Guild?”

It was impossible to identify him based solely on his attire. First Knight Order workshop items were now sought after by every ranker. A monochrome mask covered his face.

Moreover, his hunting speed was so fast that those trailing him couldn’t even catch a proper look at his combat style.

“Keep following him! How dare he try to take a piece of our pie? Whoever he is, we’ll make him regret it.”

“Gather the guild members. If necessary, we’ll use force!”

The guild masters quickly mobilized, causing tension to ripple through the entire Elemental Jungle. And finally, Bae Dohyun set foot in an A-rank Town Tree site.

“Stop! This site is being strategized(攻略) by 『Champion Overlord』 Guild! Withdraw, or we will attack!”

Champion Overlord Guild. One of China’s representative guilds and a key member of the grand guild alliance in Bae Dohyun’s past life.

They had also participated in the recently formed anti-First Knight Order alliance. Having received information about Bae Dohyun, Zhang Dong, the second team leader of Champion Overlord Guild, assumed he would retreat.

Just as he had at various other pioneering sites. But this time was different.

“Seriously? These punks think they can monopolize quests? If you don’t want to die, step aside!”

Clang.

Dozens of weapons floated into the air from behind Bae Dohyun.

(To be continued)
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Shing!

The guild members of Champion Overlord, who had been occupying the A-rank Town Tree, simultaneously drew their weapons. But Zhang Dong couldn’t bring himself to give the attack order.

‘He’s controlling that many weapons? Could it be…?’

The atmosphere and the mana emanating from the masked man were anything but ordinary.

Step, step.

As the masked man approached and drew a spear from midair, Zhang Dong’s eyes widened in shock.

“B-b-Bae Dohyun…?!”

There was no mistaking it. That spear was a custom weapon made specifically for Bae Dohyun. His battle footage had already become widely known through various quests and scenarios.

His main capabilities were spear and swordsmanship, rivaling even top NPCs. Moreover, his psychokinetic weapon control had only increased in number over time.

Based on his combat style and affiliations, experts had drawn a conclusion. Bae Dohyun was Count Raul’s disciple. Periodic inactive periods are likely due to receiving instruction from him.

And considering that the number of weapons he controlled had doubled since the Ruben Kingdom civil war, this seemed certain.

Gulp.

Zhang Dong swallowed hard and glanced at his surroundings. Nearly a hundred guild members were standing behind him.

‘Could we… win? If we could just defeat Bae Dohyun….’

It could make him an extraordinary star. Since Connect’s service began 2 years and 3 months ago, Bae Dohyun had never once relinquished the Rank 1 position.

Moreover, in official combat, he had never lost to anyone. Be it in single combat or when outnumbered.

‘However, he hasn’t faced players recently.’

When Bae Dohyun resumed activities after the Ruben Kingdom civil war, players had already become staunch believers in the Purple Association.

Opposing factions had to carefully avoid receiving quests against the Purple Association. Thus, all of Bae Dohyun’s exploits in the latter part of the civil war had been against NPC forces.

‘Yes, a lot of time has passed. As in all games, the gap between the frontrunners tends to narrow over time.’


Although Zhang Dong wasn’t a top-10 ranker (his ranking was 538), the players gathered here were all within the top-10,000.

With no vast level differences, there was a slim chance that they could really—

Even as Zhang Dong started to build a hopeful narrative in his mind, his body betrayed him. As Bae Dohyun drew nearer, Zhang Dong instinctively stepped back, giving way.

The others followed suit. The mere mention of ‘Bae Dohyun’ by Zhang Dong had a powerful impact. Some guild members were already inching backwards, ready to flee at any moment.

“Huh. What a disappointment.”

As Bae Dohyun muttered to himself while passing by, his words stung Zhang Dong’s ears, yet he couldn’t muster a response.

Watching Bae Dohyun’s back as he walked down the aisle formed by the parting guild members, Zhang Dong suddenly remembered the guild master’s orders.

Do whatever it takes to prevent the unknown ranker from accepting the quest. The potential consequences of failure flashed through his mind.

‘Damn it. Do I have choice?’

Even if they fought and died, they could simply respawn. But disobeying orders would cause issues in the real world.

The Champion Overlord Guild’s guild master was the son of a member of the Chinese Communist Party’s Central Politburo.

Just as Zhang Dong gritted his teeth and was about to give the attack order,

「Bae Dohyun has appeared?」

The guild communication window activated, and the guild master spoke. Apparently, a guild member had reported it while Zhang Dong confronted Bae Dohyun.

「Plan change. Let him accept the quest.」

「What? Just let him be?」

「Yes. If it’s Bae Dohyun, it’s a different story. He might actually complete the A-rank quest solo. If he fails, so be it. But if he succeeds…!」

「Ah, the guardian statue!」

「Exactly! We’ll take the guardian statue and claim the pioneering site. Stop what you’re doing and gather at Pioneering Site A-07 immediately! We’ll lay traps and wait for him.」

「As expected of the guild master! Conquering the eastern Forbidden Zone will be a piece of cake for our Champion Overlord Guild!」


Praise for the guild master flooded the communication channel. Zhang Dong, not wanting to fall behind, also showered the guild master with compliments, calling the plan a divine tactical brilliance.

‘So now we just have to open the path… Oh, it’s already open.’

Even without orders, the path to the quest’s guardian statue was as clear as a ten-lane highway. Bae Dohyun leisurely passed through the Champion Overlord Guild members, received the quest, and departed from the Town Tree.

“Humph. Consider yourself lucky. If not for the guild master’s orders, you would’ve died right here!”

By then, Bae Dohyun was already out of earshot. Zhang Dong, having thrown out a final remark, quickly retreated into the Town Tree, fearing Bae Dohyun might return.

*

「Hmph! Cowards.」

Rabel, perched on Raul’s shoulder, looked back at the Town Tree and stuck out her tongue.

Turning back, she asked,

「Their intentions are obvious. What’s your plan?」

「Well, we’ll see how they play it. If they hand over the pioneering site quietly, there’s no need to expend unnecessary energy. But if they don’t…」

Raul clenched his fist and swung it fiercely toward the air.

Boom!

A bat-like wind elemental monster shattered into pieces.

「They’ll learn the true meaning of an overwhelming power gap.」

There was no need to go out of his way to hunt down every cockroach hiding in the shadows.

‘If they start acting up in front of me, I’ll have no choice but to squash them.’

Explosions continued to erupt around Bae Dohyun as he walked.

Boom! Crash! Bang!

Thirty or so daggers darted around, obliterating any approaching elemental monsters.


“Indeed, this is quite bothersome.”

The eastern Forbidden Zone Elemental Jungle was notorious for the difficulty of its pioneering quests. This was mainly due to the endless assaults by elemental monsters that started the moment one accepted a quest.

The attacks, involving low to high-tier elemental monsters (from F to B rank), continued relentlessly until the guardian statue was returned to its place.

Combining natural disasters of the Elemental Jungle with monster rushes created a situation of constant high tension. Moreover, the quest to find the guardian statue came with a time limit.

The allotted time varied by quest rank, but exceeding the limit meant the quest reset and the Town Tree moved to a new location.

‘So, you can’t just accept the quest and use the Town Tree as a base.’

In his past life, Bae Dohyun had struggled greatly because of this. Already in conflict with major guilds, resupplying was difficult, and the sheer difficulty of the quests, compounded by guild interference, made things even tougher.

But now, none of that was an issue. While others would be overwhelmed by the relentless elemental monster rushes, Bae Dohyun faced no such worry.

Thirty daggers took care of the elemental monsters on their own. Moreover, another advantage was, ‘My pursuers have fallen back.’

The monitors that had hovered within a certain range greatly increased their distance after the monster rush began. This allowed him the freedom to unleash his full power without issue, depending on the situation.

All that was left was to retrieve the guardian statue. Bae Dohyun walked resolutely through the Elemental Jungle. Even without directly intervening, the weapons imbued with aura effortlessly blocked the rapier.

Despite the relentless targeting by the elemental monsters, an even greater number of weapons filled the space, slaughtering them.

“How dare a human set foot on this sacred ground! You will never be forgiven! You are cursed, wretch!”

The dark-skinned man, constantly hurling curses at Bae Dohyun, charged forward. With ears distinctly different from humans, any fantasy aficionado would recognize him at once.

A Dark Elf.

The guardian of the Elemental Jungle dungeon was a Dark Elf Master.

‘But a monster is still a monster.’

Expecting rational dialogue just because he could speak and resembled a human was a mistake. His words were one-sided, and no matter what Bae Dohyun said, there was no response.

Most boss monsters in Connect were like this. Whether they were infected by demonic energy or under some curse, they could only spout predetermined lines, and communication with players was impossible.

They moved solely based on their fixed objective—to defend the dungeon or gate. In some ways, they were in a worse plight than the guardians who were bound by seals to protect the barrier for ages.

“I don’t know why you’re bound to this dungeon, but I won’t pity you.”

Bae Dohyun unsheathed his primary weapon, a longsword.

“I’ll make it quick.”

He drew aura from the sword and slowly guided its blade toward the Dark Elf Guardian, who was bound by his legion of weapons.

Swish, swish, swish.

The golden aura blade carved through the space, skimmed the rapier, and drove deep into the Dark Elf’s body. And with that, the battle—if it could even be called that—was over.

Few monsters could move after being decapitated, and the Dark Elf was not one of them. Bae Dohyun used his psychokinesis to gently close the glaring eyes of the decapitated Dark Elf and started walking again.

Slightly bending his knees, he saw a sapling that had barely taken root standing pitifully.

‘A branch of the World Tree. The guardian statue of the Elemental Jungle is this.’

It may have looked strange for what was called a statue, but the quest clearly indicated this sapling.

“I’ll take you to where you belong.”

Gently brushing away the soil, Bae Dohyun carefully placed the sapling in his arms.

*

“He’s coming!”

“Everyone, to your positions!”

The interior of Pioneering Site A-07 became chaotic. Given that it housed a tree 100 meters tall, the space was incredibly wide. Champion Overlord Guildmaster Liu Minghao wielded a massive crescent blade as he arranged his guild members.

In total, over 2,000 players had gathered at the site, including affiliated and allied guilds, with 500 specifically summoned by him.

While the total number could go over ten thousand, players below a certain level would only be a burden. The 2,000 present had at least completed their second job change (50LV).

Warriors could use mana blades, mages could cast at least 4th-circle spells, and superhumans wielded intermediate-grade powers.

Moreover, Liu Minghao himself was ranked 82nd, and nearly 50 of the 2,000 players were within the top 1,000 rankings.

“Will you hand it over peacefully?”

“Of course not. Would the top-ranked player just give up so easily? He may not rush into a fight, but he’ll likely try to negotiate.”

No one in their right mind would forcefully take over a quest occupied by another guild. Bae Dohyun probably didn’t expect them to hand over the site easily either.

He would likely suggest some terms for negotiation.

“Then what’s your plan? Will you accept his offer?”

“Well, we’ll see how it goes.”

If Bae Dohyun proposed a reasonable deal, accepting it wasn’t a bad option. They could secure the A-rank pioneering site with minimal damage. But if his terms were unreasonable, ‘We’ll just take it by force.’

With this number of rankers present, even the top-ranked player couldn’t possibly win.

‘A 1-vs-100 scenario is only in movies. A 1-vs-2,000 fight is just impossible. Learn your limits, Bae Dohyun.’

Liu Minghao smiled as he patted his beloved weapon. Even if they couldn’t seize the guardian statue, no significant loss would occur. They could continue resetting the outer pioneering quests and slowly establish their base.

Killing Bae Dohyun would elevate the guild’s reputation, so there was nothing to lose.

‘Come, come quickly. Hehe.’

Laughing as he imagined himself as the ruler of the Elemental Jungle, Liu Minghao had no clue what kind of monster he was about to confront.

(To be continued)
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「Whew~. News sure spreads fast.」

Bae Dohyun took only half a day to clear the A-rank dungeon and retrieve the guardian statue. Yet, during that time, the area around Pioneering Site A-07 had filled with players.

Aside from those inside the site, including Champion Overlord Guild and its allies, a crowd had gathered to spectate. Half were curious onlookers.

The rest were competitors from other guilds contesting Champion Overlord’s claim. Chaos erupted around the site.

Boom. Whoosh!

Being part of the Forbidden Zone, elemental traps triggered frequently. Players were busy dodging sudden natural disasters, causing further commotion.

Additionally:

“This is Champion Overlord’s territory! Leave if you’re irrelevant!”

“That’s a laugh. When did you stake a claim in the Forbidden Zone? Want to fight?”

Champion Overlord and its ally guilds guarded the site’s boundary, while rival guilds gathered, ready to storm in. Surrounding the area like an impending siege.

「What’s with all this chaos?」

「Indeed, quite the circus.」

Rabel clicked her tongue as Bae Dohyun chuckled. The bickering over territories without even completing quests was laughable.

‘Big guilds always manage to annoy me.’

Among the jostling guilds were familiar names from his previous life.

Korea’s Crown Guild, New Star Guild.

Japan’s Rakuen Guild.

America’s Drake Guild.

Russia’s Karchun Guild, among others.

A significant number of the larger guilds assembled were not affiliated with the First Knight Order.


“Hey, it’s Bae Dohyun!”

The bickering ceased the moment Bae Dohyun appeared.

Shing, bang! Thud!

The only sound around the now quiet site was Bae Dohyun’s psychokinetic weapons cutting down elemental monsters. But it didn’t last long. Among the cautious crowd, one brave soul stepped forward.

“Bae Dohyun, can we have a word—ugh!”

This person, probably the third team leader of Crown Guild, approached with a smile, despite having previously threatened the Purple Guild. Bae Dohyun found no reason to respond.

The man approaching flinched back as a psychokinetic dagger whizzed past his nose. And that was just the beginning.

“Bae Dohyun, how about selling that guardian statue to our Karchun Guild?”

“Bae Dohyun-san! Rakuen Guild will buy the guardian statue for the highest price!”

“Representing the Korean Guild! Would you consider donating the guardian statue to the nation?”

“Purple Guild already has enough with the Monster Forest! Get lost and mind your own territory!”

Numerous guilds wanted to buy the guardian statue, while some made absurd demands.

‘Annoying.’

Bae Dohyun’s method of dealing with such people was straightforward.

Shing.

Most of the weapons covering a significant radius to fend off the elemental monsters vanished into the subspace. Only a few remained close to Bae Dohyun, and anything that got past them was dealt with by his fists.

The problem then shifted.

“Whoa! Block it!”

“Mages! What are you doing?”

“Damn, it’s a B-rank Rage Boar!”


The elemental monster rush that Bae Dohyun easily managed now overwhelmed the surrounding players. While Bae Dohyun could handle them with ease, b and C-rank elemental monsters were a tough challenge for ordinary players.

Consequently, those who tried to approach him could only back away, sweating bullets. Negotiating with Bae Dohyun while dealing with the monster rush was no easy task.

“Bae Dohyun, you’ll regret this! Don’t think the Purple Guild can hog everything forever!”

A voice full of spite echoed in his ears.

‘Regret? If you’re so confident, why don’t you actually try me?’

Bae Dohyun scoffed and proceeded into the interior of the pioneering site.

*

“Hmph.”

Though he expected resistance, he hadn’t anticipated such an overt blockade. Seeing 2,000 players densely packed and arrayed in formation in the clearing in front of the Town Tree was intimidating.

At the forefront stood Liu Minghao, holding his crescent blade with a triumphant air.

‘Seeing him again… Still feels disgusting.’

Champion Overlord Guild, representing China with their massive membership, was a guild Bae Dohyun had frequently clashed with in his past life.

Despite their numerous encounters, he had only seen Liu Minghao’s face a few times. As a leader of a large guild commanding millions of players, this might be expected.

This was the first time he had the opportunity to have a close conversation with him.

“Welcome, Bae Dohyun. We’ve been waiting for you.”

The confident expression on Liu Minghao’s face was starting to irritate Bae Dohyun.

“Who are you? If you have no business with me, step aside.”

Seeing Bae Dohyun’s overt irritation caused Liu Minghao’s expression to twitch. It no doubt hurt his pride that Bae Dohyun didn’t even know who he was.

But, as befitting the leader of a large guild, Liu Minghao maintained his composure and spoke again.

“I am Liu Minghao, the guildmaster of the Champion Overlord Guild overseeing this pioneering site. We’re both busy, so I’ll get straight to the point. Hand over the guardian statue to me, and I’ll compensate you generously.”


Bae Dohyun became curious. Outside, others had made similar offers claiming they’d pay top dollar.

“You want to buy it? If the price is right, I might consider selling.”

Bae Dohyun pulled out the guardian statue, 『Branch of the World Tree』, from his inventory.

“Ohh.”

“Is that it? Did he really bring it back alone?”

Players’ eyes were filled with admiration, curiosity, and greed. Liu Minghao’s gaze clearly leaned towards greed.

‘As expected. Thinking he could chase all these people out and seize the site solo is absurd.’

“How much are you thinking? Ten thousand gold? Twenty thousand gold? Hmm. Since you’ve come all this way, I’ll add a bit for your trouble and offer thirty thousand gold. How about that?”

“Oh wow, Master, you’re so generous!”

“Thirty thousand gold! That’s around three hundred million yuan (roughly 5 billion)!?”

Chinese players around him looked at Liu Minghao in awe, impressed by his willingness to offer such a large sum for something he could take for free.

However, ‘Does he think I’m an easy mark?’

Fifty billion would be a jaw-dropping sum for an ordinary person. But this was an A-rank pioneering site. The first foothold and a key to controlling the Elemental Jungle.

With proper development, it could yield gold worth hundreds of billions, yet he was offering merely thirty thousand gold.

Amused by the audacity, Bae Dohyun asked, “Are you serious? You really want to buy this statue for thirty thousand gold?”

“Of course! Thirty thousand gold is indeed a significant amount, but if you desire, I’ll pay you gold right here.”

His boastful tone made Bae Dohyun burst out laughing.

“Hahaha! This is hilarious, truly hilarious!”

“You bastard! How dare you mock the Master’s generous offer?”

“Do you laugh at our guild master’s proposal?”

“Master, let’s kill him immediately!”

Liu Minghao’s subordinates were more enraged than he was.

“What’s the problem? Thirty thousand gold for a mere branch is more than enough. Don’t you know excessive greed leads to downfall?”

Suppressing his rising anger, Liu Minghao spoke, while Bae Dohyun finally stopped laughing and looked him in the eye.

“If you genuinely thought that amount was appropriate, you’re a fool who doesn’t know the value of things. If you knew and still offered that price, you’re trying to scam me, thinking I’m an easy mark. Either way, your judgment is skewed. Not that I ever intended to sell it in the first place.”

“What?! You mean to tell me you were toying with me?”

At last realizing he had been mocked, Liu Minghao exploded in rage. But Bae Dohyun was equally furious.

‘If I didn’t have power, he wouldn’t even have made that proposal. Just like in my past life.’

He didn’t expect ethics and morals in a game, but there was a limit. Even now, as an outcast guild, Liu Minghao was trying to strong-arm him. Some things never changed.

“If your business is done, get out of my way. Or are you planning to take this by force? Surely, the proud master of a major guild wouldn’t stoop to banditry, right?”

As he spoke, Bae Dohyun waved the Branch of the World Tree mockingly.

“You bastard! For your insolence, I’ll take that as payment. If you put it down now and leave quietly, I might spare your life.”

Creating an excuse on the spot, Liu Minghao wasn’t entirely a fool. But the problem was that such empty threats didn’t work on Bae Dohyun.

“What a novel justification for robbery. If you can take it, go ahead and try. You’re nothing but a thief using numbers to intimidate.”

Liu Minghao’s patience snapped.

“Attack! Get the guardian statue from that loud-mouthed brat!”

With his command, 2,000 players rushed at Bae Dohyun.

Clang!

In response, over a hundred weapons emerged behind Bae Dohyun.

‘These guys always get on my nerves.’

While Liu Minghao was the strongest of the group, he stayed back and let his subordinates do the dirty work. Regardless of the reasons, sending only his underlings into the fray while he stayed safe was irritating.

And Bae Dohyun no longer needed to tolerate the irritating ones.

Shing! Swish!

Drawing his sword and creating an aura blade, Bae Dohyun cut down dozens of players in an instant. Then he extended his hand towards Liu Minghao.

“Kuh, what is this…?”

With a whoosh, Liu Minghao, who had been standing merely twenty meters away, was abruptly yanked towards Bae Dohyun as if pulled by a magnet.

“Master!”

“The guild master is captured! Free the master!”

Startled by the sudden turn of events, champion Overlord guild rankers charged at Bae Dohyun, but they couldn’t close the distance.

Clang. Thunk!

“Kuhk!”

“This is insane. How can the weapons he controls with psychokinesis have aura?”

Their weapons were sliced by his telekinetically controlled, aura-imbued weapons.

Some of the rankers, even those within the top thousand, lacked the skill to avoid Bae Dohyun’s attacks and were instantly game over. Those whose weapons were shattered stepped back with fear and shock in their eyes.

“Even so, he’s just one person! He can’t keep up controlling that many weapons for long! Push forward!”

“The Master will compensate for any death penalties! Don’t fear death!”

Whether it was due to their training as elite members of a large guild or simply because they treated it as just a game, the players continued charging despite being cut down by Bae Dohyun’s weapon army.

Watching the scene with indifferent eyes, Bae Dohyun clicked his tongue.

“An idiotic guild master leads his subordinates to their deaths. Do you still think you can buy this guardian statue for thirty thousand gold?”

“Uh, uh!”

Liu Minghao, trembling and trying desperately to break free from Bae Dohyun’s psychokinetic grip, stilled. He had realized he was facing an opponent far beyond his capacity.

Seeing this, Bae Dohyun loosened his grip slightly on Liu Minghao’s neck.

“Why? Was the western Forbidden Zone not enough? Does your Purple Guild really need to hoard everything to feel satisfied?”

It was amusing to hear him talk as if he were the victim.

“Well, I have no reason or loyalty to tell you, but since you’re so pathetic, I’ll indulge you. It’s just that I felt sorry for you all. Watching you bicker and fail even to secure the entrance, I couldn’t ignore it.”

“Hah. So, you mean to take everything for yourself, you selfish bastard! You might be on top now, but soon your pathetic guild won’t have a place left!”

Liu Minghao’s curses fell on deaf ears. Who was he to call someone selfish?

“Selfish, huh. Maybe. But shouldn’t you be more concerned with your predicament?”

“Hmph! It’s just a game; life means nothing. Kill me if you dare!”

“Oh, really?”

Crunch.

(To be continued)
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The battle at Pioneering Site A-07 ended with Bae Dohyun’s decisive victory. Even after Liu Minghao’s death, the core leadership attempted to resist.

However, they couldn’t handle even half of Bae Dohyun’s full strength. To avoid unnecessary slaughter, Bae Dohyun focused on eliminating the rankers and leadership, causing the remaining guild members to scatter in panic.

When he placed the guardian statue, the Branch of the World Tree, in the vacant pedestal,

Uuuuuung.

The Town Tree, which had withered like an old tree, rejuvenated as it fused with the Branch of the World Tree. Simultaneously, the surrounding clearing expanded, and palisades were erected at the perimeter.

Once the transformation was complete, Bae Dohyun lightly declared, “Expel”.

All the other players hiding within the pioneering site were expelled outside.

“Now everything’s settled. Time to get started properly.”

Through a portal created by Rabel, members of the Hamart Household entered the pioneering site. The cooperative guild members who would manage the site in Bae Dohyun’s stead also arrived, marking the official start of the pioneering process.

Players and members of rival guilds loitering around the perimeter could only look up at the high palisades with regret. The first player ‘superhuman’ is born.

– Rank 1 Bae Dohyun showcases Aura Blade in a conflict with Champion Overlord Guild.

– One-man army appearance. Bae Dohyun single-handedly defeats Champion Overlord’s blood pact!

– Pioneering site secured in the Elemental Jungle! Located deeper than a mere entry point.

– Concerns from guilds strategy for the Elemental Jungle.

– Worried about monopoly by the Purple Guild.

Articles flooded in, and community reactions were varied.

– I expected this. What were the eastern guilds doing while the First Knight Order fully pioneered the western Forbidden Zone entrance? Complaining about monopoly instead of stepping up.

– Honestly, two months is more than enough time for the Purple Guild to be generous. If I were Bae Dohyun, I’d monopolize the entrances of all four Forbidden Zones and charge entrance fees.

– And that’s the difference between you and Bae Dohyun.

– But isn’t Bae Dohyun too strong, even for Rank 1? He soloed 2,000 players, including many rankers. Are top rankers really that untouchable?


– You’re just realizing this now? Newbie, perhaps?

– Wasn’t this proven during the civil war? Even among rankers, there’s a massive skill gap: Purple Guild > Cooperative Guilds > Regular Guilds. Plus, now that he’s a master using Aura Blade, he’s unmatched.

-“I thought level 99 was the cap. Purple Guild rankers were stuck at 99 for ages. But now that third job changes are confirmed, let’s hit the grind.”

Bae Dohyun had indeed become a legend, but he knew that this was just the beginning. The real challenge was yet to come with the following stages in pioneering the Elemental Jungle and beyond.

– I’ve heard that reaching level 100 isn’t just about leveling up and improving skills; you need some sort of enlightenment, like in martial arts games…

– Could you please refrain from spreading rumors without evidence?

– Anyway, will we be able to enter the Elemental Jungle in the east even if we’re not in a guild? I’ve heard the experience points and rewards there are far superior.

– Solo play is not recommended. Enter with at least a party. If needed, form alliances between parties before entering. The Elemental Jungle is much tougher than the Monster Forest. For detailed strategy, check out Blog **….

– What guarantee is there that the site will be open to everyone? The Purple Guild and their allies will hog everything. Don’t get your hopes up.

– Seriously? If they monopolize and restrict access like other big guilds, it’ll be disappointing.

– Tsk tsk, some people still lack faith. Do you really think Raul and Bae Dohyun are the same as other guild masters?

Exactly a week later, The Purple Association made an official announcement.

– The first pioneering site in the eastern Forbidden Zone, 『Armeda』, would be open for unrestricted use by all players.

Anyone could enter by paying a nominal fee required for the site’s maintenance. Even the Champion Overlord Guild, which had fought against Bae Dohyun, was granted access.

Everyone marveled at Bae Dohyun’s generosity. Of course, the terms for those who had been part of the anti-First Knight Order alliance were different. They had to pay an additional fee as a penalty.

However, even with the additional fee, it was cheaper than the entrance fees charged by the temporary camps at the Forbidden Zone’s entrance.

This underscored just how exploitative the major guilds had been.

“Are you really going to be so lenient? Considering what they did, isn’t this too generous?”

For once, even Rabel found it hard to understand, but Raul’s reaction was different from what she expected.

“Lenient? Who said that? Do you think I’m forgiving them?”


“Weren’t you? Wouldn’t it be better to completely block their access and hinder their pioneering?”

“Hmm. Do you really think that’s the case?”

Raul asked with a smirk.

“Rabel, do you honestly think the eastern guilds can pioneer the Elemental Jungle with their current skills?”

“…Hmm. It wouldn’t be easy. But if they use 『Armeda』, which you’ve set up as a base, it might not be impossible. The growth speed of players is incredible.”

“Of course. They might be able to secure up to B-rank Town Trees. But do you think they can hold on to them till the end?”

“…What do you mean? Wait, are you suggesting…?”

Rabel’s eyes widened as she realized what Raul was hinting at.

“Raul, I sometimes think you’re more ruthless than you appear.”

“Hmm. You might be right. I’ve been burned too many times already. If they’re enemies, they must be thoroughly crushed.”

If he forgot the lessons from his past life, he might end up walking the same path again.

‘Initially, the fruits of pioneering may seem sweet, but they will soon realize how wrong they are.’

When dealing with player guilds, a different approach was necessary. Unlike Raul, whose roots were in Connect, their foundation was Earth. Simply taking their lives wouldn’t cause significant damage.

‘I need to drain their Earth-based financial resources.’

Ideally, he would directly pressure their parent companies or organizations on Earth, but there were still many constraints. So, he needed to draw their funds into Connect and burn them away.

The current Forbidden Zone development was a perfect opportunity for that. Securing a pioneering site wasn’t the end. It needed to be developed through investments and constantly defended against attacks.

The required funds were beyond what a single guild could manage.

‘They’ll have to attract sponsors and engage in massive in-game gold transactions.’

This was particularly true for establishing dominance in unclaimed lands. What if the heavily invested and developed pioneering sites were obliterated in an instant?

Even the most successful guilds wouldn’t be unaffected. Raul’s lips curled into a sly smile. They were already stepping into the trap he had laid.


*

– Bae Dohyun, now a superhuman, continues his unstoppable strategy.

– Bae Dohyun of the Purple Guild secures an A-rank outpost in the Northern Forbidden Zone Ice Mountains!

“I want many players to enjoy the pioneering scenario.”

– Bae Dohyun, ranked 1st in humanity, an exclusive interview!

– Southern Demonic Seas conquered! Bae Dohyun captures an islet with a single combat ship.

– Sea enthusiasts with dreams of sailing flock to the Southern Seas….

– Golden Pioneering Era! From small to large guilds, a wave of pioneering sweeps through Connect.

– Official territorial wars erupt! The Forbidden Zone is now in the Warring States period.

Six months passed.

The pioneering wave initiated by Bae Dohyun had turned into a tidal wave, sweeping through the Forbidden Zone. Once key outposts were secured, the previously stagnant development accelerated uncontrollably.

Guilds formed alliances, unions, and betrayals to establish their power. Smaller guilds that struggled to defend lone outposts sought protectors. Medium-sized guilds allied with each other to climb over larger ones.

Large guilds frequently engaged in territorial wars for regional dominance. It was a chaotic era, a tumultuous period, described either as a time of great opportunity or a total mess.

“…Meanwhile, the development of the western Forbidden Zone’s Monster Forest is proceeding according to our plan. We are establishing a robust defense line by linking key pioneering cities.”

A map of the Monster Forest was displayed on the magic screen, showing the pioneering progress clearly. Starting from the southeastern entrance (First County), the pioneering formed a semicircular line pushing inward.

For some reason, however, the pioneering stopped at a long defensive line stretching from north to south near the border of Ashton Marquisate. Overall, it looked like half of a bottle gourd.

“Fortunately, our partner guilds seem to have heeded our advice.”

Raul remarked.

Kane replied with a slight smile, “They would struggle to venture deeper on their own. The partner guilds seem to appreciate the cooperation with Ashton Marquisate as well.”

“That’s expected. Without the support of the marquisate, their development speed would be exceedingly slow.”

It had been nine months since the Forbidden Zone scenario commenced. Fields outside the city, visible through the conference room window, were rippling with golden grains.

The harvest season was upon them.

“And as you mentioned, the Purple Guild reports that the barrier hasn’t opened yet. However, they feel that its strength has weakened.”

“Indeed, the time for it to begin is nearing.”

Although the Forbidden Zone was opened, not all areas were accessible. Just past the initial player line, another barrier blocked further progress.

The reason seemed to be:

‘It’s likely that the current player levels can’t handle what lies beyond inside.’

The exact criteria were unclear, but Raul had some rough information from his past life. The average player level. The number of players connected to Connect.

And the ‘size’ of the pioneering sites secured within the Forbidden Zone. These three conditions were likely the primary factors determining when the next scenario of the barrier would open.

Which meant:

‘I can manipulate the pace of the next scenario’s initiation.’

In his past life, securing pioneering sites in the Forbidden Zone had been exceedingly slow. Thus, the next scenario didn’t unfold until player levels and numbers had sufficiently increased.

But this time, there was the First Knight Order and Raul.

‘We’ve accelerated the pioneering speed to offset the shortage of levels and numbers.’

The timing of the next scenario’s start had its pros and cons, but it was certainly undesirable for it to be delayed too long.

To grow stronger, players and even the subordinates of the First Knight Order needed tougher enemies and real combat experience. The Forbidden Zone was the perfect place to fulfill that requirement.

The true competition for pioneering the Forbidden Zone wasn’t the player guilds; it was the ‘Empire.’ The longer the barrier took to open, the more territory the Empire could occupy.

In his past life, the large guild alliance had betrayed the kingdoms and sided with the Empire for good reasons.

‘This time, I won’t let that happen.’

No matter what, he couldn’t allow the Monster Forest to be lost to the Empire. Of course, there were significant obstacles to surpass before that could be addressed.

“When the barrier opens, we have no idea what variables will come into play. Focus on fortifying the defense lines and continue your reconnaissance using players.”

“Understood.”

“Also, don’t neglect the development status of other Forbidden Zones. Ensure that cooperative guilds form final defensive lines there as well.”

“We’ll proceed accordingly.”

Overreaching would only invite resistance and envy. Thus, the First Knight Order had concentrated on the Monster Forest. However, they hadn’t completely ignored other areas.

Through branches in the free cities of various countries, an alliance of cooperative guilds was quietly securing initial pioneering sites just beyond the entrances of other Forbidden Zones.

They focused on slightly remote areas rather than the most lucrative locations.

‘In case of a worst-case scenario, it’s crucial to prevent the war from affecting the kingdoms directly.’

A few days after finalizing these plans, a popup appeared before all players logged into Connect.

『Notice』

Thanks to the efforts of players, the Forbidden Zone is becoming human territory…

A new scenario has begun.

(To be continued)
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“Now that we’re all here, let’s start the meeting.”

The conference room in a small castle. Gathered there were individuals of various attires. The common feature among them was their adornment with expensive jewelry and armor, likely among the most costly items available in Connect.

These were the leaders and subordinates of the major guilds dominating Connect. Of course, the Purple Guild and their cooperative guilds were excluded.

The gap between them had already grown significantly wide. Even if those present didn’t agree, that was the reality.

“If you’ve gathered all these busy people, there must be something very important you want to discuss, right?”

The man who asked with a sarcastic tone had a square jaw and a rugged appearance. His face and body bore numerous scars, marking him as Isaev Rublan, guildmaster of Russia’s state guild 『Slava Russia.

His bitterness stemmed from the fact that the one who had called the meeting was Brent Jones, leader of America’s united guild 『SUS (Super United States)』.

“I’m surprised there are fools who don’t even know why they’re here. Your government must not care much about this place, huh?”

“What did you say?”

The fierce Isaev was about to lash out before his guild members restrained him.

“Let’s ignore the idiots. I think we all know why we’re here.”

Brent Jones locked eyes with the other guild leaders present. On closer inspection, the participants of this meeting differed somewhat from the previous anti-First Knight Order alliance.

The key figures from major guilds who had played central roles previously were more in the background now. Those who had taken their place were the so-called ‘new guilds’.

But no one dared to underestimate these new guilds. The reason was evident just by looking at their names.

American 『SUS』.

Russian 『Slava Russia』.

Chinese 『Zhonghua』.

Japanese 『Great Japan』.

British 『GUK (Glory United Kingdom)』.

Korean 『Republic of Korea』.


And many more guilds bearing the names of various countries. These were state-sponsored guilds. Some might wonder why state guilds existed in a mere game, but that was the reality.

Governments had integrated numerous mid-sized guilds without sponsors, unaligned rankers, and players nurtured by the state to form new guilds.

These newly formed state-sponsored guilds now occupied this gathering.

“With the new scenario beginning, the situation has become critical. You all must have noticed that the situation on Earth is deteriorating rapidly. Our sponsors expect us to secure as much territory as possible.”

A week had passed since the new scenario was launched. The higher-ups in various governments could no longer dismiss the claims of a connection between Earth’s condition and the Connect scenario.

The steadily declining energy efficiency had plummeted to less than half immediately after the scenario began. There were countless power outages, and most of the population was experiencing extreme weather conditions.

Access to Alex Song, the chairman of Connect Corporation, remained impossible. Thus, reluctantly, action needed to be taken within Connect.

Most citizens were unaware of this situation. State-run media and press redirected attention using excuses like global warming, El Niño, La Niña, and solar flares.

People’s reasons for turning to Connect became simpler. Despite its unknown principles, the capsule’s self-powering feature meant no need for external electricity.

Research indicated that players felt as rested as if they’d had a full night’s sleep while logged into Connect. Connect offered a comfortable play environment unaffected by Earth’s abnormal climate.

This led to Connect becoming the norm for anyone’s leisure time outside of work. Even so, the supply of capsules was insufficient (only about 5 million units), and their personalized nature made them non-transferable.

People were now eagerly waiting to be among the few who could enter Connect.

“So, what’s your point? Are you suggesting we all get along and cooperate to divide the Forbidden Zone?”

There had been a sense that a multinational guild alliance would form since the state guilds emerged. However, this had not materialized, and as the pioneering scenario progressed, guilds from different countries had engaged in near-war territory disputes.

Talks of reconciliation and cooperation might now seem too late….

“It’s possible. Why not stop wasting our strength in pointless conflicts and establish mutually agreed territories?”

The hall buzzed with whispers at Brent’s suggestion. While it seemed impossible, if an agreement could be reached, it wouldn’t be a bad thing.

“And how exactly do you plan to divide it? This sounds like another scheme for you Americans to grab the prime spots!”

Isaev’s sharp voice found support among some attendees.

“Yeah, how do you propose dividing the Forbidden Zone fairly? It’s not a simple slice of cake!”


“Are you planning to covet our pioneering sites under the guise of territories?”

For six months, territorial wars within the pioneering sites had already somewhat defined the borders. However, asking everyone to accept the current boundaries as definitive territories would incite objections from almost everyone.

‘No one would be satisfied with such limited land.’

‘In a month, I could easily seize my neighbor’s territory, how can I agree to this now?’

With the vested interests of dozens of guilds interwoven, how could they simply set clear borders as if drawing lines on a map?

“Ah, it seems I may have been misunderstood. The ‘territories’ I’m referring to are not the current pioneering sites. I’m talking about ‘future pioneering’ sites we will acquire.”

Ziiing.

As Brent spoke, the front of the conference room illuminated with a magical screen displaying maps of three Forbidden Zone regions, excluding the western Monster Forest.

“As you can see, the areas we have claimed so far are minuscule compared to the entire Forbidden Zone. Frankly, we’ve spent six months fighting tooth and nail over tiny pieces of land near the entrance.”

The map highlighted the current pioneering sites, marked with colors and national flags. Unlike the well-fortified and wholly claimed Monster Forest, the other regions were sporadic and looked like a piece of bread riddled with holes.

The reason was simple.

The uncolored areas represented A-rank and S-Grade pioneering sites. Players had focused on capturing any site other than the A and S-Grade ones, continuously struggling over them.

“But the situation has changed. Look at the maps.”

The initial barrier line within the Forbidden Zone was erased, turning the previously blocked off areas into golden hues.

“There is no longer a need to fight for the small pioneering sites near the entrance. Look at the vast newly accessible areas. Therefore, I propose: Let’s agree on the pioneering priorities for these new sites and focus on development rather than territorial wars!”

The golden areas.

For some reason, they seemed to promise richer treasures.

As a result, the players’ eyes gleamed with greed.

“I agree. Our 『Zhonghua』 Guild supports this proposal. There’s no need to cling to small lands. Stopping the fighting and advancing based on ability seems right.”

That was the beginning. Everyone thought the same way. Secure the empty lands first. We can steal from others later.


And so, after several chaotic meetings filled with shouting, a grand compromise was reached. The maps were divided into segments as neatly as if drawn with rulers, each marked with a national flag.

Naturally, the size of these territories corresponded with the power of the respective nations. Finally reaching an agreement, they shook hands and parted ways, but all were thinking the same thing.

‘Let’s pretend to maintain the borders, but if an opportunity arises….’

Moreover, their agreement completely excluded many smaller guilds and individual players. In fact, some of the land they planned to divide already included territories claimed by smaller guilds.

In reality or in Connect, the course of history is determined by the negotiations of powerful nations.

That’s what they believed.

*

“What a spectacle they’re putting on.”

Raul scoffed as he listened to the meeting’s details.

‘How can it be so predictable?’

It was almost identical to the events of his past life. Although this time, the largest piece of the pie, the Monster Forest, was excluded.

“What should we do? If we leave it as is, the three Forbidden Zones might fall into their hands.”

Kane’s concern was understandable, but Raul wasn’t worried at all.

“If that happens, so be it. But it will never go as they plan. Inform the cooperative guilds that they can let go of essential outposts, save for the core ones.”

“What? Why?”

“The situation may soon render holding onto the pioneering sites a burden. It might be wise to withdraw guild members from all but the main base.”

Kane bowed his head at Raul’s command.

“Understood. I will relay your instructions.”

Raul was the decision maker, and following his words rarely led to errors.

“What about the preparations for war?”

Raul asked Philip, the Supreme Commander, who stood nearby.

“They’re proceeding smoothly.”

“Never underestimate them. This time, the enemy isn’t just mere monsters. Prepare as if we’re facing a kingdom.”

“Yes, sir.”

The magic screen at the front of the meeting room. The video, shot from above, depicted a large village bustling with green-skinned creatures—Orcs. The reconnaissance familiar circling the village captured footage until an Orc shaman shot it down with a spell, ending the video.

‘With a force that size, they easily surpass 30,000.’

Beyond the barrier of the Monster Forest. Surprisingly, it wasn’t a forest but a vast ‘plain’. Humans had merely labeled it the Monster Forest; in reality, fertile plains were hidden within.

‘I only found out about it at the very end.’

One of the reasons Raul had initially targeted the Monster Forest was precisely because of that vast land. In his past life, the top brass of the large guild alliance had kept silent about the land beyond the Monster Forest.

Just like them now, they drew lines and divided territories among themselves, monopolizing the resources therein.

‘Well, to be accurate, they never truly set foot on the plains.’

Because the true owners of that land weren’t human. Just before the footage cut off, countless black dots filled the vast plains captured in the final frame.

Those dots were none other than:

‘Orc tribes.’

Ranging from thousands to tens of thousands, these Orc tribes had filled the expansive land.

『Notice』

Thanks to the efforts of players, the Forbidden Zone is gradually becoming human territory. It might only be a matter of time before humanity regains the glory of the past.

However, you are not the only ones desiring the Forbidden Zone.

Before it became a Forbidden Zone, this land was undoubtedly the home of others.

And now, its original inhabitants are beginning to resurface.

-The conditions have been met, triggering a linked scenario.

-The scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening-Pioneering』 will change to a permanent quest. Rewards and rules from pioneering will continue.

-The new scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Encounter (???)』 begins.

-Scenario information will be disclosed upon meeting the conditions.

Raul already knew about this new scenario.

‘This is pretty much the last main scenario I’m aware of.’

In his past life, Bae Dohyun had lost his life during the progression of this very scenario. It had only been 3 years and 9 months since Connect’s service began.

Yet, they had already caught up to the events that had spanned 15 years in his previous life. The reason for this rapid advancement was:

‘The large guild alliance had completely blocked the scenario’s progression.’

As a result, the same scenario had stagnated for nearly a decade, halting Bae Dohyun’s and the players’ growth. But that wasn’t the immediate concern. The real issue now was:

A race that once formed a major part of Connect’s world.

The war with the Orcs was imminent.

(To be continued)
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“…This land is truly blessed. Chwik.”

“Indeed, Great Chief. Chwik. A land where fruits grow without farming—unbelievable. Chwik.”

Standing atop the makeshift fortifications—crudely patched with wood and sand over crumbling stone walls—were Orcs with green skin.

Their upturned noses, exposed lower tusks, and rugged features gave them a fierce and rough appearance. Physically, they were imposing, averaging a height of 2 meters, making them inherently superior to humans.

With an incredibly fast growth rate, they reached adulthood in just two years, making the Orcs a formidable race. Moreover, with each birth producing four to five offspring, their population growth was unparalleled.

However, sustaining such a population required vast amounts of food and prey.

“Have all the tribe members settled, chwik?”

“Yes, chwik. The land is indeed vast. Chwik. Our subordinate tribes have also found suitable places to settle. Chwik.”

Standing atop the wall were the Great Chief Mauhagr and the chiefs of the Blackstone Tribe Alliance.

Mauhagr, towering at over 2.5 meters, was exceptionally large even among Orcs, who averaged about 2 meters.

His immense strength and leadership had helped him lead his tribe effectively. Mauhagr leaned his axe against the wall and started reminiscing. The harsh and barren plains.

A place where food was always scarce and dangerous predators constantly roamed. Despite this, the Blackstone Tribe had survived through the ages.

The years of struggle and survival had forged the tribe into one of the top ten great tribes among the Orcs. And then one fateful day, the prophecy that their ancestors had foretold came to pass.

“Return to the ancient homeland beyond the ‘Mystic Gate’. Though days of struggle and trials await, the future of the tribe lies there.”

The grand prophecy spoke unanimously by the shamans of the entire tribe. Subsequently, the enormous ‘Mystic Gate’ appeared.

Though it was only natural to follow the prophecy, not everyone was in agreement.

“This place is our home now. Chwik. Why risk finding our old home, chwik?”

Five of the ten great tribes chose to stay, Leaving the land they had settled over thousands of years wasn’t easy. The remaining five chose to follow the prophecy.

“This land is dying. Chwik. Staying in a place losing its vitality is no different from abandoning life itself. Chwik.”

“For the sake of our future generations, we must reclaim our ancient homeland, chwik!”


As the five great tribes crossed the gate, they were greeted by the heart of the Forbidden Zone, teeming with mana and life force. Naturally, there were already inhabitants, so war was inevitable.

“They’re just powerful prey, chwik! Defeat them all and reclaim our homeland, chwik!”

“There’s no place left to return, chwik! We must establish a foothold for our kin still at the mystical gate, chwik.”

The monstrous creatures of the Forbidden Zone were formidable. However, despite their individual strength, they weren’t united. In contrast, the Orc tribes formed a cohesive army centered around powerful war chiefs and shamans.

Though many Orcs shed their blood, they eventually succeeded in driving the powerful monsters to the periphery of the forest and Forbidden Zone, securing the heartland.

Now, the fruits of their labor were before their eyes. Abundant edible plants and fruit trees thrived. There were enough animals and prey to sustain the entire Orc tribe.

“Indeed, it is an abundant land as foretold. Chwik. We were right to choose our ancient homeland, Great Chief, chwik.”

The nearby monsters remained a threat. Even compared to the world they had left behind, many strong creatures deserved the term “monsters”. Even now, as they held their ground, warriors bled daily at the borders.

But it was manageable. That was what unsettled Mauhagr. The tribe members were content with the current situation, but as the Great Chief, he needed to see further ahead.

‘There must have been a reason our ancestors left such an abundant land. And according to the stories, there were other races living here besides us…’

Six months had passed since they crossed the mystical gate. They had driven out the previous occupants and settled, but his instincts kept warning him. The real challenge had yet to begin.

“Great Chief, the scouts have returned, chwik.”

It didn’t take long for his fears to materialize. The seemingly impassable walls to the north and south of their world vanished overnight.

*

‘Hmm.’

Raul examined the map on the table carefully. Continuous aerial reconnaissance after the barrier opened had gathered information about the interior of the Forbidden Zone.

And today, the map, once darkened, was now brightly lit with new details.

“Amazing. Where did these creatures even come from?”

Second Combat Group Leader Homer shook his head in disbelief.

“It’s baffling. It doesn’t seem like they’ve been settled for long. If they really came through the gate…”


As Fourth Combat Sub-Captain Omar furrowed his brow and spoke, the room filled with heavy sighs. The western Forbidden Zone’s Monster Forest was enormous—comparable to the size of two kingdoms combined.

Its periphery was a dense forest of massive trees and rough terrain. Yet, deep within lay a vast plain, an almost paradisiacal land surrounded by the forest like natural walls.

The Orcs had settled in the central part of this plain, dividing it vertically into three sections. They occupied the middle, bordered by forests to the north and south.

To their left and right were areas teeming with monsters driven out by the Orcs. The most crucial point was that the number of Orcs was far higher than anyone had anticipated.

“Even the rough estimates suggest over ten million. And we have no idea how many more are beyond the gate that hasn’t closed yet.”

Kane reported.

Jake whistled, “Whew. Just like the master said, this is almost on the scale of a kingdom. Seventy thousand during the civil war was massive, but this….”

Given the nature of the Orc race, except for very young children and the elderly, almost everyone was a combatant.

“What’s even more worrying is that these Orcs are unlike any we’ve encountered. According to those who have faced their scouts, they are at least 1.5 to 2 times stronger than the Orcs that appear in the kingdom. Moreover, unlike ordinary Orcs that don’t surpass monster intelligence, these ones possess significant intellect, making them even more challenging opponents.”

The seriousness of the situation weighed heavily on the leaders listening to Kane’s briefing.

These Orcs, being inherently stronger and far more numerous than humans, and intelligent on top of that, represented a newfound force capable of contesting the continent’s dominance.

At this, Raul finished his contemplation and spoke.

“Everyone, focus. I understand your concerns, but the situation isn’t entirely bleak.”

Raul drew several lines on the map with his hand.

“As you can see, they aren’t united into a single collective. From the arrangement of their villages and tribes, you can tell they’re divided into five major groups.”

The lines Raul drew effectively divided the Orcs into five distinct groups.

“Furthermore, there’s no immediate reason for them to attack us. Luckily, it’s the harvest season, so they’re well-supplied with food.”

Orcs typically don’t covet land beyond what they need.

They rely on hunting and gathering rather than settling and farming.

‘So when they start running out of food, they’ll likely try to expand their territory.’


Though conflict was inevitable if the population of the Orcs continued to grow explosively, that was a concern for the future.

“For now, let’s focus on the fact that they have another enemy besides us—the Empire.”

With a gesture from Raul, Kane took over the explanation.

“This is footage from the northern forest edge of the Monster Plains, which we’ll refer to from now on.”

The magic screen displayed aerial footage showing dozens of humans. Zooming in, the armor they wore bore the black dragon emblem of the Empire. The next footage revealed a wall of bones barely visible through the foliage.

“The Empire is already there?”

“They’ve even constructed ramparts….”

It was clear why Raul had focused on establishing a strong defensive line. The Forbidden Zone didn’t just hide powerful monsters; two massive forces were also in play.

This identified the four factions now vying for control over the Monster Forest. The original monster inhabitants of the Forbidden Zone. Raul’s First Knight Order and their players, forming their base in the southeast.

The Orcs occupying the central Monster Plains. And the Empire to the north. All four factions likely had the same goal: securing the fertile, resource-rich Monster Plains. This inevitably meant war.

“For now, we will monitor the situation calmly and look for opportunities. Advise our players not to cross our defensive lines unnecessarily and prevent any unnecessary conflicts with the Orcs.”

“Yes, Master!”

Though the meeting ended on that note, Raul wasn’t planning to sit passively and wait for opportunities. When there isn’t an opening, one must create one.

The best strategy in the current situation was, ‘To instigate a conflict between the Empire and the Orcs.’

While the two forces exhausted themselves in battle, Raul’s forces could prepare and strike decisively. This was Raul’s ideal scenario.

In his past life, it had been the large guild alliance that first clashed with the Orcs. Brimming with confidence, they had underestimated the difference between ordinary Orcs and the new Orc tribes, pushing into the Monster Plains recklessly,

‘Only to be thoroughly defeated and forced into a retreat, almost losing the Forbidden Zone’s entry points.’

The Empire had then taken advantage, advancing into the heart of the Forbidden Zone while the kingdom alliance had to fight on two fronts, including the western Forbidden Zone.

Raul had no intention of repeating such foolish mistakes. A direct conflict with the Orcs might be too much for his current defensive lines and First Knight Order’s forces to handle.

‘A ten-million-strong army is significant no matter how you look at it.’

It was easy to write down such a number, but facing it in reality was an overwhelming prospect. Thus, the first wave of the Orcs had to head north, not south.

‘Let’s see who’s stronger.’

Raul’s lips curled into a slight smile. The next day, Raul entered the Monster Plains alone for a special mission.

*

Shwink.

A mana-infused sword sliced cleanly through an elemental monster.

“…Doesn’t something feel off?”

The swordsman who retrieved his blade tilted his head.

“What do you mean? That the monsters are tougher? We’re deep in the Forbidden Zone, so that’s expected, right?”

Inside the secondary barrier of the Elemental Jungle.After the major guild meeting, the players began a full-scale pioneering rush.

Elite squads from various guilds, forming five to ten-member parties, scoured the jungle for new pioneer points.

“No, it’s not that. Have you noticed the elemental traps haven’t triggered for a while?”

“Now that you mention it, yeah.”

The traps that frequently activated up to the secondary barrier’s edge had gone silent.

“And don’t the monsters seem… different? They used to act on instinct, but now they’re….”

Their movements were showing traces of organization, almost as if receiving orders.

“The change might suggest something’s up. Everyone, keep a close eye on the surroundings! There might be a pioneer point nearby—ugh!”

“What the—ugh!”

“It’s an ambush! Defensive forma—!”

Shwink! Thud!

Within just a couple of breaths, the first arrow claimed its victim, and in the blink of an eye, nine of the ten party members, excluding the captain and tank, were dead.

The tank looked at the arrow that had pierced his shield and stopped right between his eyebrows, cold sweat trickling down his neck.

‘Who the hell—!’

He thought only other players would use metal weapons in the Elemental Jungle. But his thoughts were cut short. An arrow arched over his shield and pierced his forehead like a serpent going over a wall.

In his last moments, he glimpsed, ‘Pointy ears…?’

On the same day and at roughly the same time, elite pioneering teams from various guilds who crossed the secondary barrier of the Elemental Jungle were annihilated.

(To be continued)
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-『Breaking News』 Interspecies sightings within the secondary barrier of the Forbidden Zone.

-Elemental Jungle pioneer vanguard annihilated. Perpetrators identified as ‘Elves’?

-Northern Forbidden Zone, ice Mountain pioneering team encounters massive golem forces and retreats. Multiple reports: “It seemed like there were operators inside the golems.”

-Enchanted songs heard in the Devil’s Sea? Pioneering team members entranced by magic leapt into the ocean and drowned.

-Who’s in the Monster Forest? Purple Association enforces pioneering defense line. Players who crossed the barrier report, “Monster numbers have drastically increased.”

– Are these the harbingers of the second wave?

Fifteen days into the new scenario, the exploration of what was expected to be promising new pioneering sites hit an impassable wall.

As hinted in the scenario, the former rulers of the conquered lands began to reveal themselves. However, no one had seen them up close.

There were many vague sightings, but no one had come face to face with these mysterious beings. This sparked intense debate within the community.

-The fantasy protagonists have finally appeared! Elves in the east, dwarves in the north, sirens in the south, and the west—who knows? It’s all fantasy now!

-I always thought it was strange. Connect borrowed from classic fantasy settings, but there were no non-human races, only humans. I guess it’s finally finding its footing.

-I’m not sure if those guesses are accurate, but I’m excited nonetheless. It seems like there’s more diverse adventure content now.

-Developers, are you watching? New races revealed—when do we get to play as them? I want to be an Elf!

-That seems unlikely. How about Orcs? Just make it happen.

-No escapism, please. I also think Orc sync rates would be the highest.

-Damn it, I don’t want to be a Dwarf.

-Hahahahahaha!

-Don’t get your hopes up. They can’t even change the appearance of existing avatars. Different races? Unlikely.

-Developers, do your job! Shouldn’t the game be less stressful?

-But don’t you get a weird feeling? Most of the pioneering teams seem to have been wiped out. Is this setting up for a war between races?


-Totally agree. This definitely looks like a setup for a big conflict.

-I have to admit, seeing the big guilds take a hit is satisfying. National guilds have been getting cocky lately, and it’s annoying.

-Absolutely. Why are national guilds even involved in a game? They don’t contribute to my spending but take fees for everything.

-Let them be. They’re just 2nd-rate guilds anyway. They’re just picking up the scraps that the First Knight Order left behind.

– I’m reporting racial discrimination. Our beautiful Elves and Siren ladies can’t have bad personalities! Clearly, the pioneers did something wrong, duh.

-What’s with this idiot?

Despite the community’s varied opinions, the major guilds pioneering the Forbidden Zone were thrilled.

“Elves, you say? Are we certain they were Elves?”

“It seems almost certain. Some survivors from the annihilated reconnaissance teams definitely saw pointed ears. Besides, isn’t the dungeon guardian here a ‘Dark Elf’? There’s enough consistency.”

After hearing his aides, the guildmaster of 『Republic of Korea』, An Bummo, fell into deep thought.

‘This is… an opportunity.’

Hunting monsters could only yield by-products and material items.

But Elves?

In the fantasy genre, Elves were known for possessing the most valuable magical items and rare materials.

Their equipment.

Their craftsmanship.

Their knowledge.

And the Elves themselves.

If those could be acquired, ‘We could change the current balance of power!’

This was a chance to upend the situation where they lagged behind the First Knight Order and Purple Guild.


And it wasn’t just them.

Hardly any time after the rumors began spreading, messages started pouring in from everywhere.

If you capture Elves, I’ll buy them at a high price.

Trade Elven jewelry for equivalent artifacts.

Bring back young Elves….

Secure a genuine Branch of the World Tree….

Nobles, magic towers, slave traders, and even sponsor players…

Interest in the newly unveiled Elves was overwhelming.

Guildmaster An Bummo decided.

“Summon our allied guilds immediately. Reach out to Daesung, crown, and New Star Guilds as well. The agenda is to form an ‘Elf Extermination Squad’.”

“Understood, Master!”

An Bummo’s eyes gleamed with greed. And he wasn’t the only one. Every national guild—Great Japan from Japan, Zhonghua from China, s-US from America, slava Russia from Russia—mobilized.

The large guild alliance, blinded by greed, began organizing squads to hunt these newfound prey. But who would end up being the true prey?

The flames of a new war began to blaze fiercely.

*

“Guuurrr!”

Crack! Boom!

A Twin-Headed Ogre over 5 meters tall uprooted two massive trees and swung them around. With each swing, wooden huts and fences were shattered, sending debris flying everywhere.

“Block it, chwik! Don’t let it reach the center, chwik!”

“We need to buy time for the children and elders to escape, chwik!”


Green-skinned figures stood in the Ogre’s path. Orcs wielding crude iron weapons charged at it, but…

Crack. Thud!

Greenish blood splattered over the tree trunks. Yet, the Orcs were fearless. Regardless of their comrades’ heads being smashed or bodies being mangled, they relentlessly charged at the beast.

Crunch.

Eventually, the tree could no longer withstand the force and snapped.

“Kuuaaaagh!”

But the Twin-Headed Ogre did not weaken; its roars only grew more explosive. Hurling the broken tree, it began crushing Orcs with its bare fists and tearing them apart with its hands.

It even shoved Orcs into its mouth, chewing them to pieces. The weapons the Orcs used to exploit any openings couldn’t pierce the Ogre’s tough hide, making the situation desperate.

‘To think they’d attack when our warriors were away….’

The elder of the Orc village, struggling with his old body, gripped his hand axe tightly. The humans appearing at the northern forest’s edge were the problem.

Like hyenas, they occasionally attacked the hunting warriors. While some of the village’s warriors were out scouting the northern forest, this disaster struck.

‘I must buy time until the hunting warriors return.’

Their luck couldn’t have been worse. Even the few warriors left to guard the village were out hunting. The few remaining warriors were quickly turned to pulp by the Ogre.

Now, only he, who could manipulate the forces of nature, remained. Elder Buruba of Dekend Village took determined steps toward the Ogre.

“You beast, I’ll take you on, chwik!”

Buruba threw his axe, hitting the Twin-Headed Ogre’s navel.

“Kuwaaa!”

As the beast locked eyes with Buruba, he quickly dodged.

Boom!

The Ogre’s fist cratered the ground, and Buruba ran towards the opposite end of the village, throwing another axe. Infuriated, the Ogre turned to chase him.

However, his aged body couldn’t keep up with his intentions. Barely twenty paces later, the Ogre caught up to him.

‘Oh, ancestors! Please look after our tribe.’

With a prayer, buruba swung his worn axe against the rock-like Ogre’s fist.

Thud!

“Guuurrr!”

The Ogre roared in pain.

‘Huh? What happened…?’

Buruba, ready to die, looked up at the Ogre in shock.

“……!”

A large battle axe was embedded in one of the Twin-Headed Ogre’s heads. The beast, in evident agony, clutched its head with one arm and glared somewhere else.

It seemed to have forgotten Buruba.

“How dare you harm our kin, chwik! You shall pay with your life, chwik!”

Thud! Swoosh!

A large shadow passed over Elder Buruba’s head as he collapsed.

Boom!

“Guuurrr!”

The Twin-Headed Ogre staggered back, blood dripping from its clenched fist. Charging towards the retreating Ogre was a figure riding a beast—one rider, one wolf.

‘A Wolf Rider! Where did they come from?’

Elder Buruba’s entire body shivered with excitement, unconsciously clenching his fists. Even among the Orc race, there were exceptionally strong individuals.

Adult Orcs who honed their skills in hunting and combat and could use the power of nature were recognized as Orc warriors.

Among these warriors, the truly exceptional ones became elite orc warriors. And among the elite orc warriors, those chosen by the ancestral spirits earned the title of great orc warriors.

But standing above even them were the elite warriors known as Wolf Riders. These were at least high-ranking warriors who had earned the loyalty of ferocious Giant Wolves.

Small tribes might not even have a single Wolf Rider in their ranks; they were the ultimate elite. In Dekend Village, to which Elder Buruba belonged, there was only one elite orc warrior who was a Wolf Rider.

Whizz! Crack!

The Wolf Rider, appearing out of nowhere, demonstrated immense power fitting his reputation. The seemingly invincible Twin-Headed Ogre groaned in pain, bleeding from multiple wounds.

Each swing of the Wolf Rider’s battle axe tore through the Ogre’s hide, broke its bones, and soaked the ground in blood.

“This is the end, chwik!”

Finally, the Twin-Headed Ogre, kneeling, had its two heads severed and sent flying by the battle axe.

“Waaagh!”

A tremendous cheer erupted from the village. Tribe members, who hadn’t dared interfere in the Wolf Rider’s battle, rushed out from everywhere, shouting victory.

The Wolf Rider, covered in the Ogre’s dark red blood, emotionlessly retrieved his axe from the beast’s severed head.

‘Younger than I thought. And such an extraordinarily trained body.’

The Wolf Rider appeared to be over 2.4 meters tall, almost matching the physical stature of a Great Chief. Besides, the black wolf he was riding seemed special.

‘Where did he tame that?’

The wolf appeared about 1.5 times larger than the village War Master’s wolf, with eyes that held a mix of ferocity and serenity.

“Who is the representative of this village, chwik?”

Pulled from his daze, Elder Buruba hurriedly stepped forward.

“The Chief is away, chwik. I am currently representing the village, chwik. I am Elder Buruba, young and strong warrior, chwik.”

“Ah, I expected as much, chwik. I pay my respects to your courage as a warrior, Elder Buruba, chwik. I am Nakadu, the warrior who follows the wind, chwik.”

“Ah, a warrior who follows the wind, chwik. Thank you for saving Dekend Village, chwik.”

Elder Buruba spoke enthusiastically to Nakadu. A warrior who follows the wind meant a wandering warrior without a fixed place.

If Nakadu could be persuaded to stay, the village’s stability would be ensured during these perilous times.

“Warrior Nakadu, chwik. Could you use a place to stay, chwik?”

Under the welcoming hospitality of the villagers, warrior Nakadu took up temporary residence in Dekend Village.

*

「You’re quite the actor now, Raul. It suits you more than I thought, heh.」

Rabel said while playfully tapping on the muscles beneath the green-skinned form.

「Enough teasing. Speaking this way, with all the “Chwik Chwik” every time I talk, is exhausting.」

Raul, in the guise of Orc Nakadu, sighed deeply. Upon entering the Monster Plains, Raul used his 『Gray’s Polymorph Ring+5』 to transform into the Orc warrior Nakadu.

Orc mannerisms, speech patterns, and customs were meticulously documented in his café 『Linkage』, making the replication process simple.

Any awkwardness was ironed out during ten days spent traveling from the south to the north of the Monster Plains. Now, Raul blended seamlessly, even fooling the seasoned Orc elders.

Grrr.

The black wolf traveling with him, named ‘Gale’, was none other than Han Seohyun’s summoned creature.

Borrowed specifically for this mission.

While there were usually constraints about summoned creatures being far from their masters, Rabel and Nakia, the experts in such matters, resolved this issue.

Blending into Orc society proved to be relatively straightforward.

The Orcs’ life in village units and their nomadic tendencies made the presence of a “warrior who follows the wind” quite plausible.

While a Wolf Rider might draw more attention, it wasn’t out of place enough to raise significant suspicion.

‘Orcs aren’t as fast as humans at spreading rumors or news.’

Even if he were to arouse suspicion, it would be after he had achieved his objective and disappeared.

‘Time to get started.’

Raul’s sharp gaze turned northward, towards the Empire’s pioneering site.

(To be continued)
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Crunch.

“Ku, kurlgh.”

An Orc warrior coughed up green blood, staring at the arm that had pierced through his chest.

“You bastards, chwik! What have you done to our kin, chwik!”

The retreating Orc warriors shouted at the black-cloaked humans. The arm that had pierced the Orc warrior’s chest belonged to another Orc.

However, this Orc was covered in black tattoos, and its eyes were blood-red. Despite its frame, swollen muscles made its upper body look ready to burst.

This was an Demonic Orc Soldier. A bio-weapon created by the Empire through experiments on captured Orcs and Orc warriors.

“Dirty human scum, chwik! We will never forgive you, chwik.”

The regrouped Orc warriors charged back at the Demonic Orc Soldiers and the Imperial soldiers.

Boom!

And the Orc warrior unit, losing more than half their comrades, was forced to scatter and flee. They had not imagined that the Demonic Orc Soldiers would explode upon death.

“Capture them alive as much as possible! We still need more test subjects.”

“Yes, captain.”

“Oh, and don’t cross the forest boundary. There’s no need to provoke the Orcs just yet.”

Thus, skirmishes between Orc reconnaissance units and Imperial forces continued at the northern forest boundary.

Of course, the Empire’s losses were minimal. Their method of capturing enemies and turning them into soldiers was highly effective against the Orcs.

Living in small tribes, orcs took a long time to share information. The Empire was busy bolstering its forces by capturing Orcs along the forest boundary.

*

“The warriors are returning, chwik!”

The lookout on the palisade shouted, causing a stir throughout the village. Dekend Village, where Raul (Nakadu) was staying, was one of the larger ones in the north.


It had a population close to 3,000, with over 300 Orc warriors. Given that an average Orc settlement had fewer than 300 members, one could imagine its size.

‘Are they returning from a reconnaissance of the forest?’

Raul stepped out of his hut amidst the bustling commotion. He made his way towards the village entrance, following the other Orcs.

Since he planned to stay for a while, it was necessary to build rapport with the chieftain. Moreover, it would be advantageous to gather intelligence about the Imperial forces in the northern forest.

However, as he approached the entrance, the atmosphere grew increasingly tense.

“Healer, chwik! Where is the healer, chwik?”

“Good heavens, chwik. Less than half of the warriors have returned, chwik!”

The once proud and strong Orc warriors returned as a ragtag group of survivors. And most disheartening of all, “Chwik, is it true? The chieftain has been captured, chwik!”

Elder Buruba wore a look of deep despair.

“I have failed, chwik. I could not protect them, chwik.”

When Raul reached the village entrance, he noticed a warrior significantly larger than the other Orcs. This must have been the village’s elite orc warriors that Elder Buruba had mentioned.

‘Ch’Onggo, was it?’

He was gravely injured, green blood seeping from his wounds, and his Giant Wolf companion was equally bloodied. It seemed they had endured a severe battle.

At that moment, Ch’Onggo and Raul’s eyes met.

Ch’Onggo’s eyes widened, then narrowed with caution.

“Who are you, chwik? Why has a Great Warrior come to this remote village, chwik?”

It seemed Ch’Onggo instantly recognized Raul’s strength.

“My name is Nakadu, chwik. A warrior who follows the wind, chwik. I heard of trouble affecting the northern tribes, chwik. I decided to stay here briefly as I passed through, chwik.”

Upon hearing this, the suspicion vanished from Ch’Onggo’s face. Among the Orcs, a Wind-follower (a shorthand) was highly revered. To be called a Wind Follower, one had to reach a certain level of prowess.

Despite their outstanding skills, wind Warriors didn’t settle in one place but continued to train and solve problems for their kin, acting as roving troubleshooters.


After hearing from Elder Buruba about how Nakadu had saved the village from the Twin-Headed Ogre, Ch’Onggo could not hide his respect for the great warrior.

“Thank you, chwik. On behalf of the village warriors, I express my deepest gratitude, chwik. If times were better, we would share drinks and weapons in camaraderie, chwik. It’s a pity, chwik.”

After brief introductions, Ch’Onggo, Elder Buruba, and other key village figures gathered in the village hall. It wasn’t strange that Raul attended this meeting.

“Won’t the enemies in the northern forest attack the village, chwik?”

“What are their numbers, chwik?”

“Should we ask the tribe alliance for help, chwik?”

Various opinions were discussed as Ch’Onggo and the warriors shared the information they had gathered. However, from Raul’s perspective, it was frustrating.

‘The information we’ve gained is almost nothing compared to the losses.’

How large the Imperial army was, who their commanders were, their locations and force compositions—there was little useful intelligence to be had.

Their intelligence amounted to information on Mauling Soldiers, dark-cloaked humans, and the explosions.

‘Not that I expected much, but this is disappointing.’

Even in a relatively large village, this was the extent of their knowledge; the situation elsewhere could easily be inferred.

This was only natural.

Just like in the human world, the law of the jungle applied equally to Orc tribes. Stronger and larger tribes occupied the prime, prey-rich center of the Monster Plains.

Consequently, weaker tribes were pushed to the forest boundaries.

‘Well, at least it made it easier for me to blend in and operate.’

Whether or not these tribes were involved in battles didn’t matter. All Raul needed were witnesses to spread the word and some basic assistance.

Despite the unhelpful meeting, it was still interesting.

“We must rescue our captured kin, chwik.”

“This time, we fell short because only five tribes gathered, chwik. What if we gather warriors from ten tribes, chwik?”


“Isn’t it just a matter of avoiding those strange self-destruct attacks, chwik? Let’s set out immediately, chwik!”

Even after a significant defeat, fear of battle was hardly visible. Even the recently treated warriors clamored to fight again.

‘They truly deserve the title of a warrior race.’

However, their strategic thinking seemed lacking. Raul observed the meeting silently, and amidst the cacophony of reprimands and suggestions, the meeting concluded.

Elder Buruba was chosen as the acting chieftain. Though not the strongest Orc, his experience and bravery made him a fitting choice.

If the chieftain didn’t return, a new chieftain would be elected in a fortnight, likely the elite orc warrior, Ch’Onggo.

The decision was made to form alliances with more tribes and gather forces to rescue their captured kin.

However,

‘This is taking too long.’

The Orcs relied on couriers, not magic, to communicate. Only larger tribes had long-distance communication methods. Following through with the meeting’s resolutions meant waiting at least ten days.

‘I can’t have that.’

Raul hadn’t disguised himself as an Orc to watch things unfold leisurely.

So, Raul finally spoke up for the first time.

“We don’t have the luxury of time, chwik. While plans involving other tribes and larger forces are being made, we must act swiftly, chwik. Time is against us, chwik.”

Elder Buruba and the other gathered Orcs turned their attention to him.

“Warrior Nakadu, chwik, what do you suggest, chwik?”

“We need a swift strike team, chwik. A smaller, elite group that can move fast and hit hard, chwik. We can’t wait for the slow-moving bureaucracy to gather forces, chwik.”

Ch’Onggo nodded in agreement.

“That makes sense, chwik. But do we have enough willing and able warriors here, chwik?”

Raul’s eyes glinted with determination.

“We do, chwik. I will lead them, chwik. Gather the bravest and the strongest, chwik. We move at dawn, chwik.”

Elder Buruba looked thoughtful.

“A swift strike team, chwik. It could work, chwik. Very well, I will call for volunteers, chwik.”

Thus, Raul set in motion a plan for a rapid response team, aiming to act swiftly and decisively against the Empire’s forces.

“I need to say something, chwik.”

Everyone, who was about to disperse after the meeting, turned their attention towards him.

“What is it, Great Warrior Nakadu, chwik?”

Having acknowledged Raul’s prowess, Elder Buruba addressed him with newfound respect.

“I have heard my brothers’ opinions, chwik. But it’s too late to rescue our captured kin this way, chwik. Therefore, I will go myself and bring them back, chwik.”

“Ooh, truly, chwik?”

“In that case, take me with you, chwik!”

“I will go too, chwik!”

Surprisingly, there wasn’t a single skeptic among them. Instead, they clamored to join him, a testament to the Great Warrior’s presence. However, Raul couldn’t take everyone along, nor was it necessary.

He only needed a rough idea of where the captives were and a guide to bring them back.

“Ch’Onggo, will you join me, chwik?”

“It would be an honor, Great Warrior Nakadu, chwik.”

Elder Buruba was to stay back, forming alliances with other tribes and preparing the warriors. Thus, with just the two of them, the Wolf Riders set out towards the northern forest.

*

Tatak, tatak.

Riding a wolf was no easy task. Maintaining balance on their wildly moving backs required tremendous thigh strength and balance far beyond that needed for horse riding.

While the ride was bumpy, nothing could compare to the speed. Less than a day after leaving the village, Raul and Ch’Onggo reached the forest boundary.

“This way, chwik. From here, we need to be cautious of their scouts, chwik.”

Ch’Onggo, now dismounted, led the way into the forest. Carefully navigating through the forest, the two warriors and their wolves remained alert.

However, after walking a considerable distance without encountering any enemy presence, Ch’Onggo frowned.

“Strange, chwik. Their base should be around here, chwik. Why can’t we see anyone, chwik?”

“If we can reach our destination without meeting them, isn’t that better, chwik?”

Raul chuckled, and Ch’Onggo nodded in agreement, continuing to guide them. Though Ch’Onggo wasn’t aware of the real situation.

Far ahead of their path,

Whoosh! Thud!

Slick!

“It’s a monster!”

“H-how is the weapon moving on its own… Urgh.”

Dozens of flying daggers had swiftly slaughtered the Imperial scouts. Among them was a knight, but even his mana blade couldn’t stop the aura-infused daggers from piercing his throat.

The corpses, now impaled with multiple daggers, were discreetly moved to the underbrush. Raul, who had silently orchestrated the clean-up, observed Ch’Onggo leading the way.

‘Good. Now to ensure we get all the information we need.’

Unless someone had an exceptionally keen sense of smell or sharp observational skills, they wouldn’t easily spot the bodies in this dense forest.

With Raul’s controlled weapons taking out the scattered scouts, it was no wonder they encountered none.

Shortly thereafter, Raul and Ch’Onggo arrived at the site of the skirmish.

“Wait here, chwik. I’ll send this one back once I’ve dealt with the enemies, chwik.”

Though Ch’Onggo wanted to accompany him, Raul knew he’d only be a hindrance. Having left Ch’Onggo behind, Raul walked through the forest for a while before launching himself to the treetops.

“Hmm. That looks like the place.”

Even with aerial reconnaissance photos, finding the target in the dense forest was challenging.

However, from the top of a tree, Raul could see landmarks he had set as references—large trees, hills, and cliffs.

“Well then… time to pay a visit.”

With a fierce glint in his eyes, Raul darted through the trees towards his destination.

*

“Lieutenant Tian, you worry too much. What are a bunch of Orcs that you need to set up such a border?”

“Keep your voice down, the soldiers might hear. Besides, you know the higher-ups are tense. The failure of the wall operation has displeased the Emperor. We need to be cautious now more than ever.”

“That’s their problem. I’m just annoyed that we lowly officers have to suffer for it.”

Built with bone pillars filled in with soil, the makeshift walls were guarded by two Imperial officers, their expressions weary.

Since the battle with the Orcs a few days ago, security had tightened, and shifts had lengthened. The grumbling was common among both officers and soldiers.

“Really, even if the Orcs are tough, aren’t they just monsters? We outnumber them; they won’t be a match for us.”

“Don’t be so complacent. Some of them were at knight-level. Still, I agree, they’re just monsters.”

The battle had ended, and the captured Orcs were now mere test subjects. Despite the large number of Orcs in the plains, they were experimental material.

What was there to fear?

Something appeared on the field before the fortress.

“…What’s that?”

“It’s a Wolf Rider or something, urgh.”

With a thud, daggers embedded themselves in the foreheads of the two officers, cutting off their conversation. The nearby soldiers standing guard met the same fate.

“Time to get started.”

Riding the black wolf Gale, Raul leapt over the wall effortlessly.

(To be continued)
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Crunch.

A massive battle axe cleaved an Imperial soldier in half.

“It’s a monster!”

“Where are the knights?”

“Don’t approach! Surround it!”

In stark contrast to the crude bone wall, there was a sizable fortress within the perimeter. Soldiers’ barracks were lined up, and several sturdy stone buildings stood at the center.

Raul’s intrusion was immediately noticed. Though he had swept the soldiers off the wall, it was midday, and soldiers were naturally active within the fortress.

Importantly, Raul’s goal wasn’t to quietly rescue the captured Orcs.

Boom! Crash!

“Stop it!”

“How are we supposed to stop that?”

Man-sized mana blades erupted from his twin battle axes, slicing through everything in their path. Wooden barracks crumbled like paper.

Stone walls shattered like they’d been hit by cannonballs, sending fragments everywhere. Seated confidently on Gale’s back, Raul steadily advanced toward the heart of the fortress.

“Waaagh!”

“Fire!”

Spearmen charged, and archers loosed arrows, but…

Slash, crunch.

The spears sliced apart before reaching Raul. And the arrows miraculously missed him by inches, as if they were stringently avoiding his presence.

Raul’s attack range was greater and broader than the reach of the 3-meter-long spears. He wasn’t holding the axes’ handles directly.

Instead, sturdy monster-hide straps connected the axe handles to his bracers. Using psychokinesis, Raul swung the battle axes by these straps, making his technique appear almost magical.


To onlookers unaware of his psychokinetic prowess, it seemed like an otherworldly display of axe mastery. Ordinary soldiers and low-ranking commanders alike couldn’t halt Raul’s advance.

His mana-infused axes obliterated everything within a 10-meter radius as he reached the fortress center.

“Scum! How dare a lowly monster invade here!”

From the rooftop of a five-story stone building, someone shouted and leapt down.

‘Interesting.’

Raul retrieved his axes, clashing with the incoming sword strike.

Shiiiiing, boom!

A powerful mana shockwave rippled outward from the collision. The black-armored knight used the rebound force to flip midair and land on a third-floor balcony.

Although his movements were impressive, the outcome was clear.

“Is that the best you’ve got?”

Raul taunted, his voice dripping with contempt.

“You’ll regret underestimating me!”

The knight growled, drawing a larger sword charged with dark energy.

Raul smirked.

“Show me then.”

The knight lunged, swinging his dark-imbued blade with overwhelming force. Raul deftly manipulated the monster-hide straps, spinning his axes to meet the strike.

The impact created another explosion of mana, but Raul held firm, using his psychokinesis to absorb the force.

“Your strength is impressive, knight.”

Raul admitted, eyes narrowing.

“But strength alone isn’t enough.”


With a flick of his wrist, he directed one of the axes in a wide arc, catching the knight off guard and slicing through his armor. Blood sprayed in an arc as the knight stumbled back, clutching his side.

“No….” the knight gasped, eyes widening in shock and pain.

Raul, still astride Gale, looked down at his opponent.

“Your emperor sent you to the wrong fight.”

He commanded Gale forward, blade cutting through the knight’s defense with surgical precision. Moments later, the knight lay lifeless at Raul’s feet.

Turning his gaze back to the fortress, Raul raised his voice.

“Who else dares to challenge me?”

The fortress fell silent, fear gripping the hearts of the remaining soldiers. Raul could sense their trepidation and smirked.

“Prepare to face the wrath of the Great Warrior, Nakadu.”

The black-armored knight was flung back, clearly recognizing the disparity in strength.

“Hmph! Surprisingly strong for a monster. You’ll make an excellent test subject. Everyone, attack!”

He didn’t intend to prolong the conversation with an Orc, immediately giving the order.

“Die, you monster!”

“How dare an Orc act so arrogantly!”

Imperial knights, who had surrounded Raul, charged forward with mana blades glowing. However, Raul’s expression remained utterly unflustered.

‘Tsk, disappointing. I thought there might be at least one transcendent among them….’

The Imperial knight who appeared to be in charge was roughly at an Expert high-to-peak level. The thirty or so knights rushing at him also seemed intermediate-level at best.

Even if they activated the Emperor’s Mark and power armor to boost their capabilities, they still posed no threat to Raul. There’s a reason why transcendent beings are called as such.

Fwah!

Brilliant aura blades erupted from Raul’s battle axes.


“W-wait! How can an Orc…!”

“At the level of a Great Warrior…?”

The Imperial knights were wide-eyed with shock, visibly distressed. But it was too late to retreat.

Boom!

*

Thud-thud-thud.

Someone sprinted down the corridor and burst through the door.

“Disaster! Fort Vertian has fallen!”

The messenger, pale-faced, shouted into the room, drawing the attention of the Imperial officers present.

“What do you mean ‘fallen’?”

“Did the Orcs ambush? But there’s no tribe nearby strong enough to conquer the fort.”

“This isn’t a joke. A forward fort manned by 2,000 soldiers and fifty knights falling is absurd.”

The officers wore looks of disbelief. Admittedly, while there were only 2,000 soldiers, the fort also housed numerous Mauling Soldiers made from monsters.

With the presence of the research facility, magical defenses were also somewhat prepared. For the fort to fall, at least a 30,000-strong Orc army would be necessary.

And there was no way the Empire’s intelligence network would miss movements of such a large Orc force.

“Putting that aside, what about the other forward forts nearby? Was there no request for reinforcements?”

The messenger, sweating profusely, stuttered as he read from the report.

“The fort fell so swiftly, there was no time to request reinforcements….”

Bang.

“Then what was the fort commander doing?!”

“Yes, where is Sir Commander Kedmine? I’d like to hear his explanation.”

The messenger lowered his head and replied.

“The commander, sir Kedmine, was killed in action.”

“……!”

A heavy silence engulfed the meeting room. The news was so shocking that everyone had been speaking haphazardly, not expecting the commander to have fallen as well.

‘Commander Kedmine was defeated…?’

He was a top-tier Expert knight and could challenge transcendents with the Emperor’s blessing. The fact that someone of his caliber was killed and the fortress taken so swiftly was alarming.

“Messenger. Don’t be nervous, report everything calmly and methodically. What exactly happened at Fort Vertian?”

At the head of the table, a red-haired knight who had been silent finally spoke. This was none other than Sidious Fuscaro, one of the Empire’s most powerful demonologist.

He was also the overall commander of the expeditionary force tasked with conquering the Monster Forest. The messenger swallowed hard and cautiously began his report.

“According to the survivors, the enemy appeared….”

With the messenger’s detailed report, the expressions of the Imperial officers changed to ones of astonishment.

“One enemy? A single enemy took down the fortress?”

“I knew about the existence of ‘Great Warriors’ among the Orcs, but not to this extent.”

“We didn’t expect them to strike so boldly. The Orcs are indeed more warlike than we were told.”

Despite the discussions, one thing was clear: the prowess of the Orc Great Warriors was far from negligible. It was expected that someone of master-level skill could do considerable damage, but to destroy a fortress alone was beyond belief.

‘Could I have done it?’

Some of the Imperial masters pondered this, clicking their tongues. Even with the skill, charging into an enemy stronghold alone without any intelligence required extraordinary bravery.

“But why would a Great Warrior act so recklessly? What was there that provoked him?”

Commander Sidious asked, and his adjutant answered quickly.

“There was a facility for turning Orcs into Mauling Soldiers. Perhaps someone he knew was captured there.”

“Unlucky, then.”

However, despite the surprise, sidious’s expression remained composed. Losing one small forward fort was unexpected but not crippling.

There were over ten such small forward forts, and the main forces were stationed at the second line. Ancient forts restored into large fortresses like the one he occupied were still intact.

‘It’s not time to move the troops yet.’

He had no intention of hastily mobilizing forces just because one minor fort was lost. Intelligence indicated that the Orc numbers were significant, but more importantly,

‘The fools from the kingdom are pushing in from the south.’

Sidious knew well that acting rashly now could jeopardize their position against multiple fronts. He needed to maintain composure and strategize carefully.

*

Meanwhile, Raul and Ch’Onggo were advancing through the forest, inching closer to the heart of the enemy territory.

“What’s the plan, Great Warrior Nakadu, chwik?”

Raul smirked, his eyes glinting with a fierce resolve.

“We’ll divide and conquer. Target their leaders and disrupt their chain of command, chwik.”

Ch’Onggo nodded, understanding the weight of such a plan.

“Understood, chwik. Lead the way, and I’ll follow, chwik.”

The two Wolf Riders pressed on, prepared to unleash chaos in the heart of the Imperial stronghold. Thus, waiting was the proper course of action.

It was evident that the foolish kingdom’s actions were predictable. Once they learned that a fertile land lay just beyond and was held only by the Orcs, ‘Those greedy pigs wouldn’t just sit still, would they?’

A clash between the kingdom forces and the Orcs was inevitable. And when they were exhausted from fighting each other, when their strength was sapped and they were tired, he would sweep through them and carve a path to the kingdom.

However, sidious Fuscaro’s strategic plans were shattered in an instant.

Another panicked messenger burst into the room.

“Urgent news! Fort Reznai has fallen!”

“What!!”

The expressions of the Imperial officers contorted with horror. The armrests of Sidious’s chair crumbled into dust under his grip.

*

“…That’s enough for today.”

Whoosh.

Raul swung his battle axe, flicking off the blood coating it. He stood proudly on the debris of the ruined command building, with the bodies of black-armored knights piled beneath Gale’s feet.

The fortress interior had been reduced to ruins, and no one was left alive. The Imperial soldiers who once held it had fled or lay as cold corpses on the ground.

“Uooooh!”

From beyond the collapsed fortress walls, a group of Orcs came rushing, cheering loudly. These were the Orcs Raul had rescued.

They had been too terrified to join the battle and watched from a distance, now shouting in respect and awe.

‘…That makes three. As much as I’d like to send another message….’

The sun was setting, and the news had likely already spread. There was no need to push further. The objective had been more than achieved.

‘One might be excusable, but losing three fortresses? They can’t ignore this.’

There was a reason Raul hadn’t stopped the escaping Imperial soldiers. Fear-stricken soldiers would spread the news quickly, leading to a drop in morale.

Three fortresses, taken by what they believed to be mere monsters, and by a single individual.

Thus, the Empire had to respond.

‘They’ll need to reassure their troops that the command is still intact. They might not move a large force, but they’ll likely target and eliminate an Orc tribe as a show of strength.’

While ordinary soldiers might fear him, Raul knew the higher echelons would not. The Empire had many transcendents, and even a Magirian might be dispatched.

Still, Raul’s plan was unfolding perfectly. He descended from Gale and started giving instructions to the Orcs.

“Secure the perimeter and gather the supplies, chwik. We need to be ready for the next move, chwik.”

The Orcs obeyed without hesitation, gathering weapons and provisions. Raul’s presence had galvanized them.

*

Sidious Fuscaro stared hard at the map spread out before him.

“Three fortresses falling so quickly… This is more than a mere nuisance.”

His officers stood frozen, awaiting orders.

“We need to send a clear message. Prepare the elite squads. And inform the Magirians. Let them know we might need their expertise soon.”

“Yes, commander!”

As the officers rushed to execute his orders, sidious looked towards the horizon.

‘Let’s see who this so-called Great Warrior really is.’

There was no reason to be cautious just because of one Orc Great Warrior.

‘What will you do? You can’t simply let this slide because of your pride. Why don’t you start moving?’

Raul, surrounded by cheering Orcs, coldly stared toward where the Empire’s main forces would be.

*

“Great Chief, chwik. The Bloody Fang Tribe has proposed a Great Chief meeting, chwik.”

In the conference room of Castle Kalarg, the Blackstone Tribe’s stronghold, Great Chief Mauhagr and several dozen tribal chiefs and Great Warriors were gathered.

“Is that so, chwik. I wanted to hear their opinions anyway, good timing, chwik.”

Even before the arrival of the messenger, the Blackstone Tribe Alliance had been holding internal discussions.

The reason was the humans from the northern forest, from the so-called ‘Cranen Empire’. One month had passed since the barrier opened.

They had hoped the empire would avoid the forest, but things didn’t go as planned. It started when the Imperial forces suddenly crossed the forest boundary and massacred a small northern tribe.

The northern small tribes banded together and began fighting the humans, escalating the scale of the battles.

And the Orcs faced defeat in multiple simultaneous confrontations across various battlefronts.

Except for a small alliance centered around the ‘Dekend Tribe’, most of the northern alliances lost their homes and were pushed back.

If these defeats continued, and if the Empire established a foothold on the plains, ‘The situation could spiral out of control.’

Even though these were small tribes, the Blackstone Tribe couldn’t just stand by. While the Blackstone Tribe was part of the moderate faction, they would not avoid battle when faced with invasion.

“We will attend the Great Chief meeting, chwik. Prepare the soldiers, chwik.”

The decision from the meeting of the five Great Chiefs representing the major tribes was unanimous. To show those northern humans a lesson.

Buuuuu.

The horn sounded across the Monster Plains, signaling the massive Orc army to move northward.

*

The northern forest was alive with the sounds of rustling leaves and the distant echoes of war. Raul’s cold gaze caught the flicker of lights in the distance—likely campfires of the Empire’s forward bases.

‘Perfect. Time to create a real mess.’

He turned to Ch’Onggo, who stood ready with his weapon.

“Let’s disrupt their command structure first, chwik. We need to weaken them before our main forces arrive, chwik.”

Ch’Onggo nodded, his eyes flashing with determination.

“As you command, Great Warrior Nakadu, chwik.”

Raul led Ch’Onggo and their wolves through the dense forest, strategically targeting key command posts, further sowing chaos and fear among the Imperial forces.

With every strike, Raul could sense the Empire’s grip weakening. He knew it was only a matter of time before the Empire’s higher-ups had to respond more aggressively.

‘They’ll overreach, and that’s when we’ll break them.’

The night was young, and Raul’s plan was just beginning to unfold.

(To be continued)
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“Are you finally leaving, chwik?”

“Thank you for everything during your stay, chwik. We wish you good fortune, brother, chwik.”

In front of the large makeshift stone and sand walls of Dekend Tribe, newly appointed Chieftain Ch’Onggo and Elder Buruba were seeing someone off.

On a black wolf that stood 1.5 times taller than the others, sat the Orc Great Warrior Nakadu—actually Raul in disguise. It had been a month since Raul had been with them.

The size of the tribe had grown exponentially since his arrival. As the war with the Empire started, small tribes began to converge, and naturally, Dekend Tribe, where Raul was active, became the nucleus.

They were the only ones having consistent victories against the Empire. Survivors from decimated tribes joined them, and entire tribes, feeling their survival threatened, pledged themselves to Dekend.

The tribe’s numbers swelled from three thousand to ten thousand, to thirty thousand, and now they had reached a hundred thousand. The tribe was now large enough to be considered a mid-sized tribe and could be called the center of the northern Orc tribes.

Furthermore, during the month-long battles with the Empire, Chieftain Ch’Onggo had incredibly reached the status of a Great Warrior (master level).

This was due in part to Raul’s personal guidance and care, but also Ch’Onggo’s inherent talent.

‘Though there are still many areas where he lacks, he’s more than capable of leading the tribe.’

With the tribe’s growing reputation, many other ‘warriors who follow the wind’ joined, as well as talented leaders from other tribes. As a result, Dekend Tribe could no longer be easily threatened by the typical Imperial forces.

Additionally, a recent Great Chief meeting among the Orcs had declared war on the Empire, and their vanguard would arrive in the north in a few days. Thus, orc Nakadu’s role here was complete.

“Brother, where will you head now, chwik?”

Ch’Onggo asked, his face showing clear regret. His voice, unusually soft, revealed how much he had hoped Raul would stay.

“I’m sorry to leave during these tough times, chwik. But I have a place I must go, chwik.”

“Where is that, chwik? I can send people to assist you, chwik.”

But Raul shook his head.

“I appreciate the offer, but I must decline, chwik. I’m heading further north, chwik. I need to see with my own eyes what the human ‘Empire’ truly is and what threat it poses to our kin, chwik. So our journey together ends here, chwik.”

Ch’Onggo and Elder Buruba’s eyes widened at Raul’s words. To scout the powerful human Empire alone was akin to risking his life. Yet, they couldn’t stop Nakadu.

“Then, may the winds guide you and the ancestors protect you, chwik. If you ever need us, just send word, chwik.”


“Thank you, brother. Until we meet again, chwik.”

With that, Raul, riding Gale, turned north and dashed away, leaving the Dekend Tribe behind.

*

As Raul ventured further into the north, the landscape changed. The temperature dropped, and the terrain became harsher. He sensed the presence of the Empire’s larger fortifications ahead.

‘I’ll need to be more cautious now.’

Raul’s mission was simple: gather intelligence on the Empire and understand the true extent of the threat they posed. He knew the stakes were high, but the information he would gather could change the course of the war.

‘Let’s see what secrets the Empire is hiding.’

The empire’s stronghold loomed as Raul approached silently, ready to uncover the mysteries that awaited him. Warriors who follow the wind risked their lives for such noble causes, embodying the essence of true warriors.

“Brother, may the ancestral spirits guide your path, chwik. We will never forget the kindness you have shown us, chwik.”

“We will ensure your honor is remembered and passed down through the generations, chwik.”

Raul felt a pang of emotion as he gazed at the two Orks, who were even shedding tears.

‘It seems our time together has bonded us over the past month.’

Despite their fierce and rugged appearance, the Orcs were a pure and upright race. Even though they might soon become enemies, Raul wished them safety in his heart.

‘Perhaps, after the war ends, we’ll meet again….’

Even if war broke out between humans and the Orcs, it was impossible to slaughter all ten million of them. A time would inevitably come when fighting ceased, and coexistence became the focus.

“I will be leaving now, chwik.”

Thus, Nakadu, who would go down in Dekend Village’s legends, departed.

Buuuuu.

The sound of Orc horns echoing across the plains mourned his departure.

*


“Welcome back, Master.”

If there is a farewell, there is also a reunion. Unlike his departure, Raul returned instantly via a magic circle, greeted warmly by his subordinates.

There was no awkwardness since he had remained in contact with the guild through communication channels while impersonating an Orc.

“How is the current situation?”

Heading straight to the situation room, Raul asked, prompting Kane to begin his report immediately.

“The defensive line along the southeastern forest boundary is solidly established. Fortunately, thanks to the cooperation of the players, the plains remain undisclosed.”

First Knight Order and Purple Association’s influence in the Monster Forest was undeniably significant. The Forbidden Zone’s internal monster levels were no ordinary challenge.

Few chose to ignore First Knight Order, which had firmly secured pivotal points within the forest. Furthermore, countless dungeons, gates, and hunting grounds were already within their secured territory without needing to venture deeper.

Prominent allied guilds were already focused on developing the areas they secured, lessening the need for new pioneering sites. Thus, forming the defensive line progressed smoothly, including involvement from players, ruban Kingdom soldiers, and private troops from noble houses.

“And the preparations for ‘Operation Tidal Wave’ are progressing well. We’ve confirmed pioneering points through the Purple Association, and troops from Marquis Ashton’s household have been deployed to the front lines. It seems Lord Lawrence will also be joining the campaign.”

“Really? If Lawrence is involved, we can count on him. Let’s discuss the details inside.”

The group arrived at the entrance to the meeting room. Inside, many senior members were already gathered.

“All right, let’s officially begin the discussion on Operation Tidal Wave.”

The grand operation, which would determine the dominance over the western Forbidden Zone’s Monster Forest and Plains, was now in full swing.

*

Meanwhile, situations in other parts of the Forbidden Zone were far from smooth.

First, the southern Demonic Seas had completely lost its maritime routes. Deaths caused by the Sirens’ “Songs of Enchantment” persisted unabated.

These weren’t mere curses or magical attacks but rather mental assaults with special mechanisms, making them hard to defend against.

Sailors tearfully relinquished their positions to female players, who then faced another hurdle.

Crack! Crunch!


“No! Stop them from getting closer!”

“Mages, what are you doing? Keep casting reinforcement spells on the hull! Do you not understand that if it gets breached, we’re all done for?”

Those who survived the Siren attacks encountered Merfolk—Mermen and Mermaids. As an aquatic race, repelling their attacks from below the ships wasn’t easy.

Some tried to engage them underwater, but combating Merfolk in their own territory was no simple affair. Although they weren’t individually overpowering, the ocean environment was a treacherous battleground.

High-ranking players had to be dedicated to protecting their vessels, making even maintaining a ship a formidable task.

Moreover, among the Merfolk, there were powerful leaders; encountering a Merman Great Warrior could spell doom even for the elite. Consequently, the initially secured small pioneer sites (islands) became isolated, left to fend for themselves.

Only those with established portal magic circles managed to survive, but being marooned meant limited hunting grounds and insufficient income, causing many guilds to abandon their sites.

The situation in the northern Ice Mountains wasn’t much different. The pioneering site in the Ice Mountains wasn’t on the surface but underground.

An ancient underground city accessed through cave systems—that was the Ice Mountains’ pioneering site. After Raul first secured the pioneering site, players celebrated:

“Good heavens! The cave walls are filled with ores!”

“Grab your pickaxes! We can earn money and gain merit points at the same time; this is incredible!”

At first, players flocked to the underground mining town because they could level up and make money just by mining instead of fighting high-level monsters in the Forbidden Zone.

Guilds rushed to secure and pioneer the underground mines, as the commissions from mining players alone were highly profitable. But those prosperous days didn’t last.

With the excitement, deeper explorations of the underground led to unexpected dangers. Golems and ancient guardians, some even piloted by mysterious entities, began defending the mines fiercely.

Further complications arose as the underground structure itself posed hazards, and only those prepared for extensive reaches could sustain their operations.

Thus, the seemingly easy profits from mining dwindled. Only the best-equipped and strategically minded guilds could maintain their hold on the valuable, but perilous, underground cities.

Raul and his inner circle understood that while the Southern and Northern fronts struggled, the Western Forbidden Zone offered a critical, albeit fiercely contested, opportunity.

Their strategic depth in Operation Tidal Wave was designed to leverage the strengths of First Knight Order and its allies to secure a decisive victory in the Monster Forest and Plains.

“Now then.”

Raul began as they settled into their seats, “Let’s delve into the specifics of Operation Tidal Wave. Time is of the essence.”

Kane and the other senior members nodded, each ready to discuss their roles and contingencies in this pivotal campaign.

—

“Damn it! Where did they come from? We fortified the walls thoroughly!”

Boom!

The golems that had infiltrated began demolishing buildings and walls indiscriminately.

“It’s the Dwarves! Raise your shields!”

Swish, thud!

Bang!

The Dwarves’ thrown tomahawks and their non-stop barrage of magic guns and cannons were more than enough to incapacitate the players.

“Roar!”

And with golems constantly emerging from the ground, redeploying formations was nearly impossible.

“No! We invested so much here!”

Guilds, shedding tears of blood, had no choice but to abandon their territories to the Dwarven engineers. The situation in the Eastern Elemental Jungle was even grimmer.

“Trouble! The forces we diverted were ambushed…!”

“Elemental monster rushes occurred without taking a pioneering quest?”

“Half our forces were wiped out by elemental traps before even engaging the Elven units!”

The Elemental Jungle was a hellscape. The entrance was merely a prelude; elemental monsters respawned endlessly, devouring every player that ventured in.

Even reconnaissance rankers couldn’t outmatch the Elves in the forest. Like ghosts, they moved in harmony with the trees, seamlessly erasing their presence.

Elven scouts were always one step ahead of the players. The result was catastrophic. Specializing in ambushes and ranged attacks, the Elves’ combat skills were exemplary.

The international guild alliance, confident in their ability to defeat the Elves, found themselves retreating in defeat without having fought a proper battle.

Contrary to popular belief, the Elves were extremely aggressive. Thinking they could retreat to the second barrier was a mistake.

“What’s happening here?”

“The barricades are moving on their own!”

“The magic circle of the Town Tree has stopped!”

Pioneer sites, painstakingly secured, no longer favored the players. As if remembering their old masters, the barricades opened gaps, allowing elemental monsters to flood in.

Continuous arrow sniping from hundreds of meters away chilled the players to the bone. And when the Elven warriors and druids finally appeared, they massacred the players.

Though few in number, each Elf was as strong as a high-ranking player. Led by high Elves, each of them surpassed master level, transcendent in their abilities.

No matter how numerous or skilled the player guilds were, they couldn’t handle the Elven transcendents. The outcome was horrific.

Zero survivors.

None of the guild members tasked with protecting the pioneer sites managed to escape alive. They couldn’t outrun the Elven rangers in the forest, and the high Elf mages used barriers to block any attempts at teleportation.

A month had passed.

It took just one month for most of the hard-won pioneer sites to fall into Elf hands. The major guild alliance lost everything they had invested in these sites, often losing their lives multiple times in the process, effectively erasing their foothold in the Forbidden Zone.

However, not all pioneer sites in the Elemental Jungle were lost.

“Keep the shield gaps closed! Knights, intercept the arrows!”

“Mages, continuously check the magic circles and prevent the Elves from forming barriers!”

“Armored Cavalry, prepare for the charge! Now, charge!”

The frontier pioneer sites that Raul had strategically positioned in the Forbidden Zone’s outskirts managed to withstand the Elven assaults. Fortresses fortified by Raul, who was already familiar with the Elves’ attack patterns.

Reinforced with the regular knight orders and elite mages from Marquis Hamart of the Kingdom of Markas. Along with support troops from the First Knight Order and Purple Guild.

These strongholds were thoroughly prepared for defense, preventing the Elves from breaching the walls and resulting in significant setbacks to the Elven forces. But the success was limited to just these frontier sites.

The Elemental Jungle was no longer human territory. The Elves had unparalleled synergy with the jungle, commanding elemental monsters and triggering elemental traps at will.

Reconquering pioneer sites deep within the jungle, infested with ambushing Elves, was a daunting task. Player activity was thus confined to the entry points of the Jungle, near the pioneer sites secured by the First and allied guilds.

Periodic raids by Elven guerilla units further compounded the issue.

“We can’t just lose everything and give up! Find a way!”

“This is the end if we don’t discover a breakthrough! Isn’t there anything we can do?”

The major guilds, pushed back to the frontier pioneer sites, were at a loss. Then, it happened—suddenly, the Elven offensives ceased, and sightings of Elves in the Forbidden Zone dwindled.

“What? Is it another trap?”

“Send out scouts. We have no other choice!”

Finally, the news arrived:

War had broken out between the Cranen Empire and the Elves!

Once again, the major guilds stood at a crossroads.

(To be continued)
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“What on earth is going on here!”

“I-I apologize. We are currently reviewing multiple alternatives….”

“How long do you plan to keep searching for alternatives? Haven’t you received the reports? The industrial complex’s operating rate has fallen below 50%! Hospitals are filled with patients due to unusual climate phenomena! Come up with a solution immediately. Isn’t that what you are here for?”

President Ahn Jin-won’s rebuke left the officials in the room silent. Even though high-level ministerial meetings were being held almost daily, no practical solutions had been devised for the ongoing events.

It was clear that resolving supernatural phenomena with human effort was no trivial task. However, that didn’t mean they could just sit back and do nothing.

The President, frustrated, had raised his voice, but he didn’t truly expect a groundbreaking solution to be found. He inwardly clicked his tongue, calming himself before speaking again.

“Yesterday, I received a direct email from Alex Song, the chairman of Connect. It was not just sent to me but to leaders of various nations. I believe you all need to be informed.”

A screen in the office turned on, displaying the email from Alex Song. Ministers and attendees were visibly shocked by the email’s contents.

“Is this for real? Why were we not informed earlier…?”

“What exactly does Alex Song know? And what is he thinking?”

“If he’s going to tell us, he should be thorough. Why leave out important details?”

Watching the murmuring officials, the President sighed.

“Hoo. I don’t know how much of his words we can trust either. But we can’t ignore him, given that his previous warnings have consistently proven true…. Each ministry must formulate a response based on this email.”

The email projected on the screen was summarized as follows:

—

The changes in Connect (scenario progression speed) are faster than anticipated, making it impossible to meet capsule supply demands.

Therefore, starting from this month, we will mass-produce simplified capsules with fewer functions and lower performance. The distribution of these simplified capsules will be left to each nation, and Connect Company will not be involved.

Earth’s changes are accelerating beyond expectations. Soon, a cataclysmic transformation will occur. It’s advisable to begin preparing now to protect humanity against the 『Apocalypse』.

Lastly, as I’ve repeatedly stated, the answers lie within Connect.

—


The room fell into a heavy silence as the implications of the email sank in. President Ahn Jin-won’s eyes narrowed as he looked at his ministers.

“Coordinate with your teams and devise plans to manage this situation. Time is of the essence.”

The ministers nodded, some with grim determination, others with resignation, ready to dive into the monumental task ahead.

-P. S.: Strongly advise against antagonizing the residents (NPCs) of Connect.

The President’s eyes fixated on the last sentence of the email. It was essentially a statement supporting First Knight Order.

‘First Knight Order and Purple Association. I can’t say I’m fond of them.’

Though unspoken, the reality was clear—First Company Inc., supposedly established by First Knight Order, was essentially a subsidiary of Connect Company.

And while referred to as “residents” of Connect, they were merely by-products of Connect Company’s advanced AI. The very notion that humans were being influenced by mere data fragments was absurd.

However, given the society, rules, and laws humans had created, criticizing a legally operating entity wasn’t feasible at this juncture. The President, having finished his musings, asked again.

“Have we managed to contact the chairman of First Company Inc.? If not, what about CEO Bae Dohyun?”

The chief secretary, looking grim, responded.

“We’ve conveyed our invitation to the Blue House several times, but they have repeatedly declined. They have mentioned that there’s nothing particular to discuss with the government regarding matters internal to Connect….”

“Sigh, what a mess! If not the chairman and CEO, then shouldn’t we have reached out to someone in the executive team? What about that Kim Ilwoo?”

“I-I’ll try to arrange a meeting as quickly as possible!”

Though bowing in acquiescence, the chief secretary’s face reflected deep frustration.

‘How am I supposed to get hold of people who are in capsules all day?’

Attempts to visit their headquarters had yielded no encounters with any executives. And he wasn’t the only one eager to meet them.

The lobby of First Company Inc. was perpetually crowded with diverse individuals—differing in race and hair color.

Employees of the US Embassy, among other nations’ representatives, were frequently present, as were secretaries from major corporations that regularly liaised with the Blue House.

In the industry, it was now common knowledge that meeting executives from First Company Inc. was harder than reaching for the stars. Just then, someone clicked their tongue and remarked.


“This is unacceptable. How can a mere company ignore the President? Perhaps applying some pressure might yield results. A tax audit or tightening their funding streams might provoke a reaction. After all, no business conducted here is utterly flawless….”

But he couldn’t finish his statement.

“Sigh, who is this now?”

“Pardon?”

The President’s sigh and interruption cut him off.

“Whose agenda are you pushing? The Americans? Chinese? Or the Japanese?”

“S-Sir, it’s not that….”

The President’s eyes narrowed, and the room fell silent. His frustration evident, but the realization that they were dealing with forces beyond conventional means loomed large.

“Shut up. Do you think I’m a fool? Do you really think I don’t know what provoking them would mean?”

“…….”

“Get out! Right now!”

“You’re misunderstanding, sir! I’m only trying to—”

“What are you waiting for? Drag him out now!”

The aides hurried over and dragged the man out of the office. Rubbing his temples with a dark expression, the President spoke firmly.

“Let me make this clear. No one is to apply any pressure or engage in any plots against Connect Company. and First Company Inc.! Should they be provoked to relocate their companies abroad or develop resentment against us… I swear on my name, I will not spare the one who orchestrated such nonsense.”

The benefits of having them based in South Korea were numerous. Many were desperate to lure them to their own countries.

A tax audit? Financial pressure?

They should be thankful Connect Company chose to have their headquarters here.

‘How dare they try to pull such tricks in front of me?’

As the President glared around the room, everyone averted their eyes.


“Get back to work!”

Thus, another meeting ended without any substantial progress.

*

“Here’s the list of guilds we’ve reviewed.”

Kane placed a stack of thick documents on Raul’s desk. The documents contained information on medium-sized and large guilds seeking reconciliation and offering to cooperate with the Purple Association and First Knight Order.

“A considerable number of guilds have contacted us. We are filtering out those who do not meet the criteria set by you, Master.”

Swish.

Raul briefly skimmed through the documents, then smiled.

“Many have now acknowledged that their situation is dire. But too bad, there aren’t that many spots available.”

Since the beginning of the Forbidden Zone scenario, they had purposefully excluded some guilds. With a finite pie to divide, more people wanting a piece would naturally lead to discontent.

However, now that enough progress had been made, and the cooperating guilds were content with their shares, it was time to loosen the reins a bit.

‘Operation Tidal Wave will require more players anyway.’

Having made up his mind, Raul spoke.

“Allocate positions to the guilds that have passed the review process, in order. But make sure they clearly understand the terms.”

“I will handle it accordingly.”

Those who bent the knee now could not be given the same conditions as those who had remained steadfast during tough times.

Those who showed loyalty through hard times deserved better treatment than those who blew with the wind of circumstance. Of course, the conditions for the new guilds won’t be too harsh.

Like it or not, they’re all in the same boat now.

‘Alright, that settles the work for now….’

Raul stepped out of his office, heading towards the private training grounds. There, his mentor, Caldenas, was already waiting with his sword drawn.

“Come forth!”

“Here I come!”

Boom! Clang! Clang!

Raul and Caldenas didn’t cross swords directly. Both stood at opposite ends of the training ground, merely watching each other. The actual combat was between the weapons they controlled.

Caldenas maneuvered two swords.

Raul, meanwhile, managed twenty swords. The objective was to strike a small marked spot on the opponent’s sword handle. The first to land a hit would be the winner.

The clash of aura-infused swords was intense. The power behind each blade was immense, reminiscent of a battle between twenty-two masters. After nearly ten minutes, the winner was revealed—Caldenas’s two swords.

“…Huff. I’ve learned a lot.”

“Good effort. You’ve improved significantly since yesterday.”

It was Caldenas who had suggested these long-distance duels. Direct combat with swords had become meaningless. Raul’s skills had advanced rapidly and were now at a level that even surpassed what Caldenas could handle with his physical body.

So when Caldenas proposed this method, Raul had initially underestimated it.

‘I’ve mastered psychokinesis for so long. Even with Master Caldenas, I should have an advantage in this field.’

But the outcome was shocking; his army of thousands of weapons couldn’t defeat Caldenas’s mere two swords.

“As I suspected, Raul, you still have a significant weakness.”

There are multiple ways to enhance psychokinesis. Increasing the strength to move objects, extending the range through heightened sensory abilities, and focusing on controlling numerous items at once.

In his previous life, Bae Dohyun had aimed for balanced growth but ultimately leaned towards controlling many objects. Being pursued by large guilds and operating solo had forced him to adapt to fighting multiple enemies simultaneously.

Moreover, it was the most efficient way to enhance a psychokinetic’s combat power. However, this combat habit was now hindering Raul.

As his rank increased and he took on the responsibility for many lives, the nature of his adversaries also changed.

“To make full use of your unique psychokinetic abilities, you must now get used to facing a single, formidable opponent rather than multiple foes.”

Raul nodded, absorbing his mentor’s advice. He realized that in future confrontations, the nature of his challenges would evolve, demanding a more refined approach to combat.

Caldenas continued.

“Your psychokinesis must become as precise as a scalpel, capable of striking a single target with overwhelming force.”

Raul now had to prepare to face singular, absolute powerhouses rather than multiple adversaries. The Demonologists of the Empire, the ever-unpredictable Demons, and other formidable individuals like his father, the Sword Saint, and mentor, Caldenas, whom he must surpass, even if they weren’t enemies.

Increasing the number of his weapons alone wouldn’t help against such opponents. In this regard, Caldenas’s new teachings were highly beneficial.

“The swordsmanship you wield with your own hands must differ from the swordsmanship of the Mind Sword (Psychokinesis Sword). The trajectories don’t need to match those of human arms.”

“Pay attention to the distribution of power. There’s no need to allocate equal power to all your weapons. Practice concentrating as much power as possible into a single sword.”

“Leverage your strengths! If a weapon breaks, you can bring another one into play. Keep the attacks coming, one after another. Didn’t you say the strength of psychokinesis lies in controlling space? Use the entire space efficiently.”

Thanks to Caldenas’s teachings, what started as dueling with a hundred swords had now reduced to just twenty. The goal was one sword.

If Raul could defeat his mentor’s two swords with just one, and then gradually increase the number of weapons, he felt he would edge closer to achieving a level of transcendence beyond anything he had imagined.

In addition to swordsmanship, Raul continued to practice using psychokinesis in other combat methods. His skills kept advancing as he honed his techniques. While welcoming new guilds and bolstering player numbers, Raul’s strength continued to grow over the course of a month.

The initiation of ‘Operation Tidal Wave’ was imminent.

(To be continued)
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The war in the Forbidden Zone was intensifying. There were two main fronts where the Empire had actively intervened:

The Western Forbidden Zone’s Monster Forest and the Eastern Forbidden Zone’s Elemental Jungle. Though the Empire had a presence in the Northern Ice Mountains, it was with smaller units rather than a large force.

Their focus seemed to be on solidly defending the pioneering sites they had already secured, rather than aggressively attacking the Dwarven cities.

The Southern Demonic Seas was similar. It appeared the Empire found the maritime challenges insurmountable and wasn’t escalating their efforts there.

‘There haven’t been significant changes at the barrier either….’

This meant the Empire’s invasion routes were limited to two fronts. And in those two fronts, the Empire was engaged in a back-and-forth struggle.

“Reporting! The Empire’s forces have pushed back the Orc army in the northeastern Monster Plains!”

“What’s the status of the stronghold? Did they manage to secure it?”

“It looks like they’ve started building a temporary fortress. But it’s uncertain if they can stabilize it.”

“That’s to be expected.”

Most battles on the northern front ended in the Empire’s favor. While the Orcs had superior numbers, the Empire excelled in elite units.

Moreover, their lack of numbers was compensated by Demonic Soldiers—captured and turned Monster or Orc warriors—and Undead summoned by Necromancers from the barrier.

In terms of casualty ratios, the Empire had a clear advantage. Yet, despite their victories, the Empire gained little in terms of tangible footholds.

Anytime they tried to establish a stronghold on the plains, a massive Orc army would inevitably swarm the area. The Orcs operated not under a unified command but as an alliance.

Five major tribes held separate command structures, each managing subordinate medium and small tribes. Even if the Empire won a battle, they would be forced to retreat once a large reinforcements contingent of Orcs arrived.

The Orcs didn’t take their losses lying down either. Elite Wolf Rider units from the major tribes occasionally raided the Empire’s forest-based strongholds.

The swift mobility and destructive power of these units, which included transcendent-tier Orc warriors, were hard for the Empire to counter effectively.

‘In the end, most of the Empire’s northern forest strongholds are in tatters.’

With both sides relentlessly attacking each other, there was no time to properly maintain their walls. This continuous cycle of mutual destruction further escalated both sides’ casualties.

Raul meticulously observed these skirmishes, collecting invaluable data. The size of their forces, the identities and levels of their commanders, the quality of their soldiers, and details about their strongholds.


The vast amount of intelligence gathered with the help of players specializing in reconnaissance was accurately reflected on the battlefield map.

“At this level, we should have no problem taking them on.”

“With the increasing influx of players, there’s no longer any reason for us to be outmatched in terms of manpower. Besides, players have more than one life, so we have the upper hand even in a war of attrition.”

As they finished assessing the enemy, the commanders on the First Knight Order’s side also grew confident. Combining the superhumans of the Marquis Ashton household with those of the First Count’s family, they were in no way outmatched.

Moreover, the knight forces that had grown through the First Knight Order were powerful enough to claim to be the strongest on the continent.

The problem of lacking troops, once thought to be the biggest issue, was being resolved as players who completed their second profession change continued to join and expand the army.

And finally, Raul made a decision.

“Begin ‘Operation Tidal Wave’ as soon as the unit formation is complete. Everyone, prepare for battle mode. This is an all-out war!”

“Yes, Master.”

A large-scale operation to determine the hegemony of the Monster Plains began to stretch.

*

Meanwhile, Raul, having given his orders and returned to his room, gazed out the window at the city, lost in thought. The Calix castle of the First County.

The small castle that once had a population of only fifteen thousand had now grown into a great fortress accommodating hundreds of thousands. The four-layered expanded walls now included a vast urban area, various facilities, and farmland.

Dozens of portals connected to each territory and base continuously spewed out players and residents. Outside the walls, the place was bustling with soldiers in training, cavalry units dispatched for gate duties, and carriages commuting for commerce.

‘A lot of time has passed…. Looking back, it seems I’ve come this far in the blink of an eye.’

When Raul first opened his eyes in this body, he felt hopeless. The youngest member of a weak and impoverished family with nothing to his name. Even that family was on the path of extinction.

But he overcame all those ordeals, not only saving the family from crisis but also establishing his independent house. Now, he was a lord reigning over more than a million residents, and the practical ruler of an association moving millions of players.

Knights numbering as many as those in an entire kingdom offered him their loyalty, and countless superhumans awaited his orders to protect his back.

‘But this is not the end.’

Though he had achieved much, it could all vanish like a sand castle. The scenario flowing with this world of Connect was still uncertain. Even as five years had nearly passed since he opened his eyes again.


Finally, a clue was discovered. Raul’s blue eyes sparkled as he recalled the recent system message.

-You have met the special conditions.

-Providing information about 『Final Scenario: Mediator』 to player Raul.

-To become a candidate for 『Final Scenario: Mediator』, certain marks or qualifications are required.

-The more marks or qualification conditions you have when the final scenario starts, the more advantageous it will be.

-Marks and qualifications are hidden within the scenario. Move for Connect’s sake. Qualifications will follow naturally.

-The selection of final candidates will be determined by the progress of the 『Forbidden Scenario』.

He had always been curious.

What was the end of this scenario?

Why did Connect draw in beings called players into this place?

It seemed like the day to find that answer wasn’t far off. And one more thing.

Why were nations and large corporations so desperate to get involved in Connect?

He had never seriously thought about it in his previous life. He had simply believed that greedy corporations wanted to monopolize the vast market of Connect.

And at that time, he didn’t have the luxury of such thoughts. Connect was everything to Bae Dohyun, and he was too busy fighting alone against large guild alliances and empires that wanted to take his haven away.

But now, he was no longer alone. He had built a solid power base and had roots in the real world. His perspective on the world had changed since he reached a position of responsibility over many people.

The quality of information he could obtain was also on a different level compared to his past life.

‘Connect scenarios and the anomalies on Earth are linked….’

Such rumors existed even in his past life. There were many who speculated that Connect might not just be a world within a game.

Of course, there was no scientific evidence, and it was half-jokingly mentioned. But the fact that it could be true….

Information circulated by various government agencies, influential corporations, and research labs clearly indicated as much.


‘And Alex Song, the chairman of Connect Company. His existence is undoubtedly peculiar.’

The keyword extracted from the related information that Rabel hacked was ‘mage’. The chairman of a company handling the sophisticated scientific creation known as a capsule, and a mage.

Doesn’t that feel jarring?

Perhaps Alex Song was the only person who knew the connection between Earth and Connect.

‘But he won’t meet with me….’

Raul had already exchanged a few messages with Chairman Alex Song via email and messenger. He needed his help to manage the affairs of the First Knight Order and Earth’s First Company.

But regarding matters outside of business, he couldn’t obtain any information.

‘It felt like he wanted to tell me but couldn’t. Just like Master Caldenas.’

Master Caldenas couldn’t tell Raul anything other than swordsmanship. He mentioned that his memories of previous eras were under ‘restriction,’ so perhaps Alex Song was in a similar position.

Anyway, Raul had a rough idea of why governments and corporations were snooping around Connect. They hoped to find the cause or countermeasures for Earth’s anomalies in Connect.

And there was also the aim to uncover the secrets of Connect or the capsule.

‘Thinking that way, I can somewhat understand the bizarre behavior the large guild alliance showed in my previous life.’

What would be the most important thing for those who gained control or dominance in the game? It would probably be the scenario itself.

Being the first to clear the scenario, complete the quests, and see the ending. The original purpose of a game is to see the ending. However, the large guild alliance showed the opposite behavior.

They rigorously controlled the players and blocked the progress of the scenario. From any angle, it didn’t look like they intended to be the first to see the ending.

‘Maybe it was the influence of national governments.’

As the scenario progressed, Earth’s anomalies accelerated, so in reverse, they intended to halt the scenario progress to prevent the situation from worsening.

Thanks to that, the growth rate of players significantly slowed down, and rankers even completely stalled in their growth.

For over ten years, they clung to the Forbidden Scenario, and the anomaly’s progression did slow down. But was that truly the right answer?

Although Raul didn’t get to see the end result, he had a feeling it wasn’t going to be good. And there was a reason he thought so.

*

A few days ago.

Kim Ilwoo visited his office alone. Since he often came for matters related to the Purple Guild, the association, or First Management Company, Raul thought it was another business visit that day.

However, what Kim Ilwoo brought up was something Raul did not expect.

“Mr. Chairman, actually, I came here because I need some counseling….”

“Counseling? Is it related to business?”

“Well, it’s hard to say if it is or isn’t. It could be considered a personal matter, too.”

“If that’s the case, I’ll counsel you as a friend. What’s the matter?”

After revealing the truth about Bae Dohyun, Raul decided to be friends, even in private, with a few members of the Purple Guild. Naturally, the first choice was his best friend from the previous life, Kim Ilwoo.

Though he was hesitant, he eventually agreed to be friends due to Raul’s persistent requests.

“Then I’ll speak comfortably. I don’t know if it’s just me, but… it seems I can use my abilities in reality.”

“…! What do you mean?”

Raul, who had been comfortably reclining on the sofa, was startled and leaned forward.

“Well, you see.”

Ilwoo’s explanation was simple. He had visited the company to handle routine tasks and headed to the training room intending to sweat a bit, just like usual.

Although his body didn’t feel vastly different, the weights he could handle were about 1.5 times heavier than usual. Moreover, he felt a tingling sensation and tried using his abilities as he did in the game….

“Did the abilities really activate?”

“Yes. Though it was very weak. It wasn’t a full doppelganger, just a single finger appeared. But still, isn’t this not supposed to happen?”

“…It shouldn’t.”

“Anyway, I was so surprised that I practiced activating my abilities in reality for a while, and I felt like I was getting better at it. So, I didn’t know what to do and you were the first person I thought of, so I came to see you.”

Raul, after organizing his suddenly complicated thoughts, asked.

“When did this start? Exactly when did this phenomenon begin?”

Ilwoo, rummaging through his memory, snapped his fingers as if he remembered.

“That’s right! It was shortly after I broke through level 100 and became an Advanced Doppelganger.”

Ilwoo was the first player to surpass level 100 and reach the realm of superhumans, aside from Bae Dohyun. Subsequently, rankers of the Purple Guild also began to complete their third job change (level 100) rapidly.

“For now, it’s better not to tell anyone about this. And I’ll prepare a separate space for you to practice manifesting your abilities in reality regularly. If your abilities have indeed manifested, you should be able to use them properly in case of an emergency.”

“Got it. It’s not like I wanted to reveal this right away either.”

“And immediately double the security for the rankers through First Security. Especially for those who have completed their third job change, I’d like you to inform them to avoid going out as much as possible.”

“Even if you don’t mention it, they hardly go out in reality anyway. But I’ll do as you say.”

“Thanks, Ilwoo. This might be something very important. If there are any further changes, please don’t hide them and let me know. Whatever happens to you, I’m on your side, no matter what. Anyone who tries to mess with you will have to deal with me. So don’t worry and act as usual.”

“Thank you for saying that. That’s really reassuring.”

After finishing the consultation with Ilwoo, Raul’s mind grew even more tangled.

‘Connect. What exactly are you…?’

(To be continued)
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If it was really possible to use Connect’s abilities on Earth….

‘Why didn’t I feel that in my past life?’

He had some guesses.

First, Bae Dohyun spent almost all his time living inside the capsule. He only exited the capsule to inject nutrient solutions for meals or to meet people for broadcast-related issues.

Perhaps he didn’t have enough time to notice any physical changes in reality. If not that, the forcibly delayed scenario progress might have been the cause.

‘In my past life, Earth’s anomalies didn’t manifest as severely as they are now.’

As the scenario progressed rapidly, Earth’s anomalies were also progressing rapidly. Even with the same scenario progress, the intensity of the changes was much stronger, which might have caused significant stimuli to the human body.

For whatever reason, Kim Ilwoo’s change hinted at many things. Whether this change was limited to Ilwoo or would appear in all players was something to observe in the future.

‘If that happens….’

Raul’s mind began to spin quickly.

*

Boom, boom, crash!

Waaaah!

The commotion was such that it was hard to believe they were inside the Forbidden Scenario. The sounds of drums, trumpets, gongs, and various other instruments shook the forest.

And countless players, moving in formation with shields in front, marched slowly. The line was so long that its end could not be seen.

“Wow, it’s been so long since we’ve had a large-scale quest! My whole body’s itching.”

“So what? It doesn’t look like we’ll get much chance to fight anyway.”

“What’s wrong with that? We’re gaining experience and earning money just by shouting and walking. Plus, if we’re lucky, we might even get a share of the pioneering reward. Sweet deal, right?”

“I guess you’re right.”

Two players in the middle of the formation glanced around as they chatted. No matter how they turned their heads, there wasn’t a spot without people.


“Hey, how many people do you think we have here?”

“Probably. According to the rumors on the community, it’s close to a million.”

“Whoa…. I heard the level cap was 30, but that’s still a lot. Amazing.”

“Didn’t they release the new year statement recently? With the production of the entry-level capsules, the number of concurrent users exceeded ten million. Makes you wonder why they didn’t release the entry-level versions earlier.”

“I heard the entry-level capsules have a lot of limitations. The synchronization rate is low, and the automatic feeding and fatigue recovery functions are restricted.”

“Man, that’s just luck of the draw. Even if it’s a bit pricey, the premium version is still the best.”

The introduction of the entry-level capsules had sparked much discussion in the community. Some people complained about the lack of functions, saying it was like discriminating against people.

However, the demand for capsules still exceeded supply. It had been a while since the global population surpassed 10 billion.

Even if 10% of that population had the infrastructure and financial capability to enjoy games, that would be 1 billion people. In contrast, only 10 million units were distributed.

That’s just 1%.

So, the community was overflowing with posts demanding capsules, regardless of whether they were entry-level or not.

Additionally, some of the entry-level capsules were being sold, not just distributed through a lottery, so those who could afford it often chose to purchase rather than leave it to chance.

In any case, at this rate, it was only a matter of time before Connect’s concurrent users surpassed 100 million.

And now.

Far more players than they had imagined were walking through the western Forbidden Zone Monster Forest.

「What’s the current situation?」

「1.5 million players, excluding the reserves, and 500,000 territory soldiers have been deployed.」

「5,000 First Knight Order knights and 3,000 knights from the Marquis Ashton Family, excluding those assigned to defend the territory, have also been deployed.」

「Master-level commanders and high-circle mages of 6th circle or above have been placed as well.」

Through guild communication, the progress of the operation was being reported constantly. Operation 『Tidal Wave』, deploying a massive force of over 2 million troops.


Even more forces were mobilized than during the Kingdom Civil War, but the primary goal of Operation Tidal Wave was not war.

「Purple Guild and elite cooperative guild members, secure the frontier immediately!」

「Yes, Master!」

「Understood, my Lord.」

The Purple Guild and cooperating guild leaders connected through separate communications began to act on Raul’s orders. The current operation was taking place in the eastern part of the Monster Forest.

It was the southeastern entrance bordering the Marquis Ashton Family’s territory in the Forbidden Zone. During the previous pioneering scenario, Raul thoroughly pioneered and established a defense line in the southeast adjacent to the County.

However, the Marquis Family only pioneered the entrance and built a long defense line stretching north and south.

The reason was simple.

「Sector a-02. Discovered a Rhino tribe. First Knight Order knights pushed back the charging Rhinos, and startled by our numbers, they fled westward in a hurry.」

「Sector B-05. Encountered five Minotaurs. They fled westward, overwhelmed by Master Davison’s presence.」

「Sector k-07….」

「Sector f-21….」

Reports kept coming in endlessly.

Although the targets and locations varied, the contents were very similar. They encountered monsters and drove them away.

That’s right.

The goal of Operation Tidal Wave was to drive the Forbidden Zone monsters to the west, creating an artificial monster wave (tidal wave).

The currently deployed force of 2 million was forming a long defense line from north to south, advancing west simultaneously. NPCs couldn’t enter unexplored areas, so the elite members of the Purple Guild and cooperative guilds were securing new frontiers in real-time.

As the secured territories were expanded, forces pushed the monsters out while players tackled them. When players faced medium to large high-ranking monsters that were difficult to handle, the First Knight Order’s knights and superhumans stepped in.

They formed a human wall and pushed forward, so even the powerful monsters of the Forbidden Zone were forced to retreat.

During this time, Raul was…


Crunch! Squelch.

“Gwaaaargh….”

A 5-meter-tall dragon-type elite monster, 『Red Drake』, collapsed to the ground with a mournful cry.

“…Is this it?”

When he cut open the Drake’s belly, a goddess’s statue popped out.

“I need to hurry. There are still three more left.”

Raul, storing away twenty weapons, turned and exited the dungeon. Despite it being an S-Grade dungeon, it took him less than two hours to clear it. Due to the Forbidden Zone restrictions, S-Grade frontier pioneering still required Raul’s intervention.

Though there were rankers in the Purple Guild who had reached the superhuman stage, they were deployed to secure A-rank frontiers, not S-Grade ones. It wasn’t a matter of feasibility but rather a decision to match the operation’s timeline.

‘My skills have definitely improved.’

Raul’s level had already surpassed 140, reaching the master high rank. Not only that, but the proficiency in his swordsmanship and psychokinesis had surpassed Advanced Level 9, nearing the master rank….

Dungeons in the Forbidden Zone could no longer hold Raul back.

「Clear at Sector B-01. Proceed with troop entry.」

「Yes, Master. Based on the current progress, it seems we have about 5 hours until the next checkpoint.」

「Copy that. Ensure the formation doesn’t break, Bernard.」

「Leave it to me.」

The person issuing integrated orders from the operation headquarters was Bernard, the First Knight Order’s general manager.

Having coordinated several large-scale operations of this nature, his handling of matters was impeccable. Bernard’s support was pivotal in allowing Raul to operate freely without overseeing the headquarters personally.

“Alright, let’s head to the next point.”

Operation Tidal Wave was progressing smoothly.

*

“Chwii-chwik! Close the gates, chwii-chwik! The monsters are coming, chwii-chwik!”

At the center of the Monster Plains. The Orc tribe, settled near a river flowing eastward, was engulfed in chaos.

Despite being a medium-sized tribe with over ten thousand members, they couldn’t stay calm when facing the colossal number of monsters swarming from across the river.

“Summon the warriors, chwii-chwik! Inform the warriors on the front line too… chwii-chwik.”

Unfortunately, they were at war with the human empire in the north, and nearly half of their warriors were conscripted. While sufficient for hunting and basic village protection, their numbers were inadequate to deal with such an unprecedented crisis.

Splash, splash!

Small monsters that knew the water paths crossed the river at shallow points, while medium and large monsters simply walked across the riverbed, crossing the boundary.

Gwaaaaar!

The roars of monsters and beasts filled the plains, and the barricades made of earth and wood were too fragile to protect the Orcs.

“Flee, chwii-chwik! While the warriors buy time, have the women, children, and elderly escape, chwii-chwik!”

The warriors held the collapsed defensive walls with their bodies, buying a little time, but the slow-moving elderly Orcs were swept away by the monster wave….

Numerous Orc villages situated in the eastern part of the Monster Plains were instantly overrun. Hearing the news, small to medium-sized Orc tribes began migrating westward.

Had they clustered together as they did when they first arrived at the Monster Plains, it might have been different. However, already spread out into distinct tribes, regardless of their numbers, they lacked the organization to withstand the monster wave.

“Let’s evacuate, chwii-chwik. Until the warriors return from the war, chwii-chwik. Surviving is the priority, chwii-chwik.”

“It’s regrettable to leave our home, but chwii-chwik. We can always come back, chwii-chwik.”

The Orc tribes, accustomed to a nomadic lifestyle, didn’t have a strong attachment to their villages or lands. Some large tribes decided to hold their ground, but it remained to be seen how long they could withstand the monster wave once isolated from the smaller tribes.

*

Northeast direction of the Monster Forest. Walls built with bones, reinforced with wood and earth.

Yawn.

The ones yawning on top were soldiers of the Empire.

“Yawn. Even amidst the war, it’s quiet here, thank goodness.”

“Right. I was worried we might get dragged into the war with the front lines expanding.”

“They say the Kingdom forces have entered the Monster Forest, but they won’t come this way, right?”

“According to the scouts, there were only monster hordes even a long way southeast. We just need to keep watch quietly and head home.”

“That would be nice.”

However, their hopeful wishes were shattered by the roars of approaching monsters.

Graaaar!

Crack! Thud!

“Th-that’s! Sound the horn!”

Bwoooo!

The monster wave reached the Empire’s frontline small fortress. Though it had much sturdier walls compared to the Orc villages, the situation for the Empire’s fortress wasn’t much different.

“Of all times, when the knights are away!”

The Empire was also suffering from depleted resources and manpower due to the ongoing war. Moreover, elite knights wouldn’t be stationed in a small fortress that wasn’t on the front lines.

Crash!

“Ahhhh!”

“Help me!”

The wave of monsters surged like a tide, effortlessly breaking down the Empire fortress’s walls.

*

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Bwoooo!

Boom, boom, boom.

Players marched with carefree expressions, unaware of the results their advance was creating. After nearly fifteen days of continuous marching, everyone seemed to have grown accustomed to it.

“Wow, is it really okay to gain so easily like this?”

“Right? Even small guilds like ours can now own a frontier!”

“But will they really give away such fertile land?”

“Hey, it’s the First Knight Order. Are you doubting Count Raul?”

“N-no, not at all. It just seems like everything’s going too smoothly.”

“If you say that, our guild members who got logged out will feel bad!”

“Sorry. But still, for a quest of this scale, this little loss is almost like getting it for free.”

“It’s not exactly free. And we’re not the owners of the frontier either. Not that I’m complaining, though.”

Over the past fortnight, the monster herding operation proceeded more smoothly than expected. But that didn’t mean there were no casualties.

Monsters with a nasty nature that cared neither for numbers nor opponents. Large monster hordes forming tribes.

Extremely powerful creatures that even knights could not easily handle. Various variables led to battles, and many players were sacrificed in the process.

However, the rewards and the promising future awaiting them were worth those sacrifices. Of course, a real war was also on the horizon.

Clomp, clomp, clomp.

Thus, the human wall cut through the Monster Forest, and finally, the Monster Plains revealed themselves.

(To be continued)
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Whish.

A magical screen appeared over the front of the tent. A map coloring the entirety of the western forbidden area was displayed.

“We have reached the first advance line. There have been approximately 50,000 player casualties. Among our soldiers, there are less than a thousand serious injuries, with no reported deaths.”

“Tch, where could they even get injured, ugh.”

As Kane briefed, Jake clicked his tongue upon hearing the number of injured soldiers.

“Driving back that wide range of monsters without any casualties would be greedy. Make sure to appropriately compensate the injured soldiers and players. How is the current front line situation?”

When Raul asked, Kane pointed at the map and continued his briefing.

“We’ve securely reached the edge of the Monster Forest. The follow-up team is clearing out the remaining monsters, while the main force is resting and guarding the forest’s borders. And.”

Kane’s hand pointed to the northeast.

“As per your instructions, we are forming a defensive line by linking B-Grade or higher outposts in the northeastern forest. The distance to the Empire’s advance fortress is over 10 kilometers, making direct conflict unlikely.”

Next, the southern map was zoomed in.

“Due to Operation Tidal Wave, the southern to southeastern defense line’s scale has increased. The current defense line now stretches from the south to the northeastern forest borders, so with proper management, monster infiltration should be minimal.”

Thanks to nearly fifteen days of non-stop crossing through the Monster Forest, a vast pioneering area was secured. As a result, the monsters in the forest were driven out to the Monster Plains, starting a mass migration.

Mixed within the migration of predators and prey, the existing monster habitats were destroyed, and once started, the flow spread uncontrollably.

“Footage from the scouts is coming in!”

“Display it on the screen.”

Swoosh.

The front line was being cleared, and some players with flying summons (such as Han Seohyoun) set out for aerial reconnaissance. The situation in the monster plains and the northern forest began to display on the magical screen, captured from above.

“This is more than I expected.”

“The effect is tremendous.”


In the vertical division of the Monster Plains, the central part was occupied by the Orcs. However, now, two-thirds of the central plains were taken over by monsters, pushing the Orcs to the west. Especially, the south had been completely pushed to the west, while the northern forest border remained intact.

This was due to the forces being concentrated in the north because of the war with the Empire. Thus, overall, a diagonal line formed, positioning from the center to the southwest.

“This is a more ideal situation than anticipated. If things continue like this, we won’t clash with the Orcs even if we advance into the plains.”

“Indeed. The Orcs that were north of our defense line have fled entirely to the west.”

“What shall we do? Should we proceed immediately?”

Raul looked at the map, lost in thought for a moment.

“Things have turned out better than expected.”

The primary reason for conceptualizing Operation Tidal Wave was to secure the plains without getting entangled in the war between the Empire and the Orcs. Both forces were locked in a tense, exhausting standoff, with no telling when the balance could be disrupted.

Moreover, dragging out the situation could allow the Orcs to fully settle in the central plains. Thus, they created a monster wave to push the Orcs westward. Fortunately, the initial step was successfully executed.

‘But the real challenge begins now.’

Until now, they had been concealed in the forest, hidden from enemy view. However, advancing into the plains would make their presence known. Of course, it wouldn’t be easy for those engaged in the war to suddenly change direction and attack this side.

However, too much movement could provoke unforeseen changes.

‘Therefore.’

“Prepare the troops for advance. The keyword for Phase 2 of the operation is ‘blitzkrieg.’

“Finish everything before they catch on!”

“Yes, Master!”

Phase 2 of Operation Tidal Wave commenced.

*

“Is this for real? There’s an endless plain beyond the forest?”

“Wow, was the true frontier hidden here all along?”


“The guilds struggling in other forbidden areas must be so jealous, hahaha. What? The forest has no expandability? The jungle has more resources? Well, unlucky people just get their nose broken even when they fall backward.”

The players were awestruck by the vast and fertile land they faced after traversing the Monster Forest. All the struggling to secure small pioneering areas surrounded by the forest seemed pointless now.

“Hey, but can we actually pioneer this?”

“Well, we do have a decent number, but… looking at that is kind of intimidating.”

Of course, not everything looked smooth. The vast expanse of the plains was filled with numerous monster colonies and medium to large monsters roaming about.

To make matters worse, these monsters were agitated from being pushed back by the players. Some were seen engaged in bloody fights since their territories were not secured, while others were already forming new groups and settling down.

This meant that if they were to secure the area, they would have to engage in battles with these creatures again.

“This doesn’t look easy at all.”

“Probably not. Anyway, it felt like it was time to start showing our skills.”

“Come to think of it, it’s good. The more credit we earn, the more land we’ll be allocated.”

“Yeah, if you think about it, it’s an opportunity.”

Just as the players were bracing themselves for the challenge, orders came down from the commanders.

“From now on, we will move in combat formations, not in long lines! Players, please join your guilds and parties to form your positions!”

“There are no ‘Pioneering Points’ in these Monster Plains! That means the land we secure itself becomes our pioneering area. Follow the orders to clear monsters from the designated zones!”

Now that they had entered the plains area, it was a contest of pure strength. In the restricted space of the forest, it was easier to leverage formations for numerical advantage.

However, in the plains, everything was laid bare. No matter how much they stretched their lines, the monsters could easily tell that there were few reinforcements at the back.

Even with a force of 2 million, the front line was so extensive that the number of troops deployed to any one area was limited. Combat was inevitable.

“Hey, but aren’t we just cannon fodder?”

“Really, we’re gonna exhaust ourselves in the front while the First Knight Order reaps all the rewards later.”

“Damn, the best way to earn credit is by getting the last hit. This way, only those at the rear benefit.”


Given the large numbers involved, there were bound to be complaints. And as they mentioned, the players deployed to the front lines were mostly those who had joined late. However, their complaints were soon silenced.

Thud, thud.

“Step back. Make way for the Knights and Cavalry!”

The First Knight Order, known as the continent’s strongest, and the Knights of the traditional noble House of Marquis Ashton. Moreover, the elite cavalry from the Count of First and Marquis of Ashton.

Contrary to previous operations, NPC elites were now assigned to the front lines, beyond the players.

“Wait, really?”

“Wow, this is incredible. It’s my first time seeing the Knights in person. Is this what they call an aura of intimidation?”

“Hey, is that really Lady Kaylee, my goddess?”

“Where? Is that the continent’s first female master, Ken?”

As the players had mentioned, the 5th Battalion of the First Knight Order was positioned at the forefront, with Combat Group Leader Ken and Vice-Combat Group Leader Lansen standing side by side.

The scenario of the kingdom’s civil war and subsequent events had already made the superhuman members of the First Knight Order widely known. Naturally, a fan base admiring their strength and charisma had formed.

Among them, lady Ken (Kaylee) of the Greer Marquisate was one of the most revered. So it was only natural that players would cheer upon seeing her in person.

“Hey, I’m gonna rank first in combat points today!”

“Get lost, I’ll be the one making the biggest impact!”

“Don’t get yourself killed, and leave the glory to me.”

As a major quest, players who ranked high in combat points each day would be called to the command tent for rewards. Today’s top performers would rank if they made it.

“I can actually talk to Lady Kaylee in person!”

Fired up by this thought, countless players fueled their determination, with the fervor now extending beyond the forest to envelop the plains. At the forefront of each sector, the elite forces of the Ashton-First alliance had advanced.

Since Raul had emphasized a blitzkrieg, they needed to secure their target spots in one swift strike.

“Prepare for battle!”

“Form ranks!”

“Once the Knights finish their charge, it’s our turn! Don’t slack off and let any monsters slip through; deal with them decisively!”

Thud, thud, thud.

The drumbeats echoed through the air.

Blare!

With the trumpet sound signaling the charge, the knights and cavalry sped towards the plains.

“Waaah!”

“Let’s kill them all!”

Soon, the excited players followed suit, advancing rapidly.

“Grrroar!”

“Raaah!”

“Die, humans!”

Upon seeing the humans, the monsters also began to charge, their numbers overwhelming.

“Commence firing!”

Ratatat, swish!

The first attack from the knights employed crossbows and arrows for long-range sniping. Being essential training for the First Legion Cavalry, every knight was well-versed in horseback archery.

Mana-infused arrows and bolts tore into the monsters’ bodies, rapidly diminishing their momentum. As the distance closed, the knights swapped bows for throwing spears and axes.

“Throw!”

Whoosh, thunk!

The thrown spears and axes, enveloped in various magical glows, unleashed a different level of destruction compared to arrows. Monsters found their heads or hearts pierced by spears, or their skulls shattered by axes.

The finale was the knights’ charge, known for its unparalleled destructive power.

“Spears ready!”

Whirr, thunk!

Frontline knights, aided by their inventories, and the rest, who had long spears from their saddles, now aimed forward.

Rumble!

A massive charge barrier enveloped the entire knight battalion.

“Prepare for impact!”

The knights rapidly closed in on the monster horde.

“Charge!”

Boom, crash!

Master Kaylee led the tip of the formation, colliding head-on with the monsters. The brilliant charge barrier crushed intermediate monsters like they were nothing, while even high-level large monsters were destroyed by the aura spears from Kaylee and Vice-Commander Lansen.

Though the plains were swarming with monsters, none could withstand the knights’ charge. Any monsters lucky enough to avoid the knights’ charge faced players eager for glory and combat points.

“Die!”

“Hyaah!”

“Don’t break formation! Even if they look weak, they’re formidable one by one!”

Boom, splat!

Players launched themselves at the monsters. Though their power couldn’t match the knights’ charge, their spirit was undiminished. In terms of individual skill, players were outclassed by the knights.

The minimum level requirement for this expedition was 30, ensuring significant prowess among the participants. Compared to that, the monsters in the forbidden zone were at least level 50 or higher.

However, it was the monsters that were overwhelmingly falling in battle. No matter how low-level the players were, they knew their capabilities.

“Spread out their focus!”

“Just buy time, and the strike team will clean them up!”

“Everyone, watch out for yourselves! A single hit could finish you off!”

Anticipating such circumstances, they had appropriately distributed high-level and low-level players within each formation. As a result, despite the direct confrontation, player casualties were not as severe as expected.

“We’re almost there! Only 300 meters to go!”

“Damn it! Can’t you see I’m out of breath?”

“Just hold on a bit longer! The Knights already took down a bunch!”

As they pushed forward for quite a while, even the monsters could not easily charge at them anymore.

“Form a defensive line! We’ll stop the monsters’ approach here.”

While the allied forces formed a defensive perimeter and took a breather after securing the initial target spot, the Knights, along with a group of players and soldiers, gathered behind the defensive line.

“We don’t have much time. Start working immediately! Mages, level the ground and engineers, assist them.”

“Move the supplies over here!”

Thud. Thud.

A dull noise resounded across the Monster Plains.

(To be continued)
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“Wow, is that for real?”

“Are they really building a fortress in just half a day?”

“I’ve seen the Purple Guild put up a makeshift fort before, but to see a real fortress being built like this….”

Players resting in the Monster Plains couldn’t hide their amazement at the impressive sight. Some even filmed the construction process, watching in awe.

One of the First Knight Order’s blitzkrieg tactics involved building fortresses using rapid construction methods. This was being carried out in various locations across the Monster Plains.

It wasn’t as difficult a task as it seemed. First, mages and psychokinetics leveled the ground. Guild members and players then stacked stone blocks they had in their inventories.

While the engineers refined the gaps and did the finishing touches, mages inscribed defensive magic circles on the fortress walls and interiors.

As a result of this process, in just three hours, a medium-sized fortress, 10 meters high and approximately 500 meters in diameter, stood in the Monster Plains.

Although the interior was empty with nothing but the walls, it was sufficient for defense and as a strong point. Upon entering the completed fortress, the players were convinced.

‘Pioneering the Monster Plains truly seems possible!’

‘With a fortress like this, we can defend against any monster or orc horde!’

Those who had their doubts about the feasibility after seeing the multitude of monsters now found no one with any reservations.

‘Honor points! If I just earn enough honor points, I too can become a lord of a pioneering territory!’

‘If luck’s on our side, our guild might have a chance too. Surely the First Knight Order can’t manage all that vast land by themselves.’

With this renewed determination, players’ fighting spirits ignited once more.

*

One month later.

The First Alliance, using the same method, drove deeper into the Monster Plains, pushing back the monsters. Their advance from the southwest to the northeast of the plains paused when they had secured about 30% of the entire plains.

“Operation Tidal Wave ends here.”

They had secured 90% of the current territory in just half a month. The reason it took another half-month to secure an additional 10% was:


‘The density of monsters reached its limit. Moreover, the orcs and the Empire have become aware of our presence, so we need to catch our breath.’

The monsters, continuously pushed back, had gathered excessively between the First Alliance and the orc tribe. The initial monster wave effect from Operation Tidal Wave had worn off.

The orcs, realizing they couldn’t retreat any further, formed a large alliance to block the monsters. The monsters, having nowhere to go, started settling within a narrow area, fighting among themselves to establish territories.

Thus, the current state of the Monster Plains was:

The First Alliance occupied from the southwest to the northeast, towards the center.

In front of them was the monster settlement of the forbidden zone. The orc tribe occupied the area from the west to the north past the monster territory.

The other monster settlements, driven out by the orcs, were positioned from the northwest to within the forest. In terms of proportions, it was roughly 30% for the First Alliance, 30% for the orcs, and 40% for the monster settlements of the forbidden zone.

Despite many opinions suggesting they could be more ambitious, Raul was resolute.

“This is enough for now. Our top priority is to fully develop the secured area and make it undeniably ours. Further pioneering can start after that.”

Although fortresses were built at critical advance points and front lines, they were hollow inside. If they overextended and faced a counterattack, all the effort could end up benefiting someone else.

‘And the players need motivation, too.’

Over a million players had been mobilized. What would happen once the plains were entirely pioneered?

It was inevitable that guilds would start fighting for control of more territory. This could lead to factions rising against the First Knight Order.

“Establish new defensive lines at the borders of the secured territory. Internal development is secondary. Make sure monsters or orcs don’t even think about coming this way.”

“Yes, Master! We will start construction immediately.”

They had prepared ample stones and materials before starting the operation. The remaining task was to prevent monster invasions until the fortresses were completed.

And the ‘territory distribution’. Guilds and players who contributed to the operation needed to be properly rewarded.

Of course, the ownership of all lands was under the Count of First and the Marquis of Ashton. However, Raul couldn’t manage every minor town or city himself.

Player guilds would be entrusted with these areas. Various materials needed to build the towns would be provided by the First Knight Order, while the manpower and actual development would be the responsibility of the player guilds.

An agreement had already been made to grant guilds autonomy in exchange for a certain tax.


‘Who knows how the situation will change, but if we want to coexist, we need to accommodate the players’ demands appropriately.’

Having their own territories would encourage them to fight earnestly against the orcs or the Empire. Distributing territory was only the start. Not everyone would get a territory they were satisfied with, and new players would keep arriving.

‘The rest of the plains will be for the players.’

For Raul, this meant avoiding direct borders with the orcs or the Empire and exhausting the players’ surplus energy and time, thus achieving two goals at once. Of course, to achieve this, the current secured land needed to be firmly held.

In any case, operation Tidal Wave had concluded successfully.

‘Now then….’

Raul’s gaze turned northward.

***

A vast underground cavern. Spheres of light, shining like the sun, illuminated the area from the ceiling below, making it as bright as midday despite being a cave.

At a glance, it was hard to tell this place was a cave. In the middle of this enormous cavern stood a large city. High steel walls and various buildings emitting steam.

The mechanical aesthetics immediately invoked a “steampunk” feel. Outside the city walls, a broad plain stretched out with various crops growing and livestock grazing freely.

It seemed the light spheres attached to the ceiling were more than just sources of light. Atop the city hall’s spire, located in the center of the city, a group of individuals was having a serious conversation.

“We have only six months of reserves left. If the battles intensify, we can’t even guarantee that.”

A dwarf standing about 120 cm tall spoke. His stout build was well-muscled, and his face looked quite mature despite his height. The hat he wore featured foldable goggles, and his long beard extended past his waist.

They were dwarves. The quintessential blacksmith race often found in fantasy tales.

“Are you saying the veins have dried up? Have you checked all the other cities?”

“Of course. We’ve double-checked with the other clans, but no trace of Seradium was found.”

“Haa, what are we to do?”

Tarro, the great chief of the Black Anvil Dwarf Clan, continuously stroked his beard with a troubled expression. The elders around him also wore expressions of concern.

Seradium.


A rare mineral not well-known. Humans considered it a useless rock, but in the hands of dwarf artisans, it transformed into an invaluable resource.

For the dwarves, it was essential for their various equipment and the operation of Gigant (combat golems).

“Maybe we should have dealt with those black-armored humans in the north from the start. We thought the south would be easier to target, but who could have predicted this dilemma?”

“What’s the point of saying that now? While Seradium is important, securing essential resources for settlement was the obvious priority.”

The northern forbidden area, the Ice Mountain Range. Though they all looked like snowy mountains, the resources they held varied greatly.

Mountains in the south held common but essential resources, while those in the north contained rarer materials. Thus, the dwarf clan that passed through the gate inevitably chose the south.

Moreover, unlike the quiet north, the sight of humans tearing through the mountains in the south was irksome to them.

“This is truly vexing. We’re certain it’s buried in the north. Isn’t that what the records of our ancestors indicate?”

“The problem is those so-called Empire folks occupying that area. How did they know to fortify it so thoroughly?”

The dwarves found themselves in a difficult position due to the Empire’s defensive measures. Unlike the humans in the south, who were pushed aside effortlessly, the Empire effectively countered every dwarf attack.

They blocked the ancient underground tunnels connecting the dwarven cities. They cleared out special minerals essential for summoning golems within.

Aware of the Titans’ difficulty in leaping, they made the underground city entrances maze-like and filled with traps. Most of the dwarves’ potential strategies were thwarted.

‘Of course, if we really put our minds to it, we could win…’

However, such an assault could bring considerable losses, endangering the entire race. Their Titans and other weapons were brought from beyond the gate and would take a long time to replenish.

With a population barely reaching 500,000, each individual was a valuable resource and talent, making it difficult to justify shedding blood in mere skirmishes with humans.

Furthermore, they couldn’t gauge the exact power of the northern human Empire. If a full-blown war broke out, and unimaginably large forces attacked, they might face annihilation before even properly settling in their ancestral homeland.

“Hoo. For now, war is the last resort. We must find another vein, and check if there are alternative resources. And… No, it’s too early for that.”

They might eventually have to negotiate with the humans. But past and present, humans were not a trustworthy lot. Weren’t the records from their ancestors full of warnings about “treacherous humans”?

Interaction with humans should be minimized until they were fully settled.

Waaahhhh!

At that moment, an emergency siren echoed throughout the building.

“What’s going on?”

“Is it the enemy?”

Bang! Crash!

The door burst open, and a young dwarf officer, his face flushed, rushed in.

“Great Chief, we have an intruder! A human has infiltrated the Grand Cavern.”

“What? A human? How did a human get here?”

For a moment, the Great Chief and the elders wore expressions of shock, which quickly turned to frowns.

“Still, did you sound the alarm over a single human? Such matters should be handled by the guards. Why report this to the council chamber?”

“Th-that’s the thing…. No one can stop him. The guards were overpowered, and the combat golems were destroyed. The Gigant Riders are currently holding him back, but who knows for how long…. The guard captain requested your assistance.”

“What! This is unacceptable. Lead the way immediately!”

The Great Chief and the elders sprang to their feet, scurrying with their short legs toward the scene.

‘A human strong enough to challenge even the Gigant Riders? Could it be a master? Alone? Why? What’s the purpose?’

Great Chief Tarro’s mind raced with questions. Upon reaching the high steel walls, the Great Chief’s eyes widened in astonishment.

“What… What is all this?”

Boom! Crash!

Rumble.

A fierce battle raged on the plain in front of the city gates, reminiscent of a full-scale war. At the center stood a blond man, calmly with his arms crossed, surrounded by a legion of autonomously moving weapons that were engaging the Gigant.

Raul had appeared in the underground dwarf city of 『Bergors』.

(To be continued)
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‘Found it.’

Raul’s eyes glowed a golden hue as he wore a meaningful smile. Like the orcs, the dwarves who returned to the forbidden zone lived in clan units.

Unlike the orcs, however, the dwarven clans had robust connections, functioning almost like a kingdom, which allowed them to exert considerable power despite their limited numbers.

There were dozens of such dwarf clans. They had seized underground cities hidden beneath the Ice Mountain Range and were in the process of rebuilding them.

‘Even among dwarves, each clan has different technologies.’

Raul was here for a specific reason. He had business with the great chief of the Black Anvil Clan.

“You audacious fool! Do you know where you are causing trouble?”

“Leave this place at once!”

Several towering combat machines, nearly 5 meters tall, known as Gigant, surrounded Raul, exerting pressure. They were bulky and appeared cumbersome, perhaps modeled after dwarves. Yet, their stance was stable and sturdy.

But the Gigant were not Raul’s only adversaries. Steel golems, each about 2.5 meters tall, stood between the Gigant, searching for openings.

“Fire!”

Ratatatat! Bang bang!

Marksmen stationed behind the fortress walls and the combat golems unleashed a barrage of crude, trumpet-shaped magic guns.

Of course, they posed no threat to Raul.

“W-What’s happening?”

“The magic bullets have no effect!”

“Is it a defensive barrier?”

“No, it’s something different. He’s not even wearing power armor.”

“Never mind that, just keep firing!”

Boom! Bang!


The magic bullets exploded about 3 meters away from Raul, as though hitting an invisible barrier. This was Raul’s psychokinetic field.

‘A magic gun, huh? It’s been a while since I’ve faced one.’

Magic guns became widely distributed after the dwarves’ appearance. Their power varied widely.

From mass-produced models that anyone could fire as long as they had magic bullets, to high-end versions that amplified the user’s magic power, there were numerous types.

Overall, their potency was decent. Although slower in firing speed and projectile velocity compared to Earth’s firearms, the firepower was unmatched.

After all, the bullets themselves were imbued with magic. Some magic bullets could even penetrate the physical defense fields of power armor.

‘But that’s not the problem.’

Magic guns were notoriously expensive, often called “money guzzlers”.

The cost per bullet was astronomical. Being hand-made rather than mass-produced and requiring costly materials, their price was sky-high.

Thus, while the dwarves, who could craft them, relied on them as primary weapons, among players, they were considered expensive showpieces.

No matter how valuable a monster they hunted, the cost of the bullets outweighed the rewards. Regardless, magic guns were ineffective against Raul.

Their physical power was inferior to Earth’s firearms, and their magical destructive power fell short of actual magic. They were inadequate to pierce Raul’s superior psychokinetic field.

‘Though, it’s slightly annoying.’

The explosions and shards of magic bullets flying around displeased Raul, who made a casual gesture with his hand.

Slash! Shink!

“Gasp!”

“Be careful!”

“No! My gun….”

Dozens of daggers shot out from behind Raul, severing the barrels of all the dwarves’ magic guns.

“You! You insolent fool!”


The Gigant surrounding Raul tried to press in with their heavy bodies.

Fwoosh! Clang!

Weapons radiating aura blocked the Gigant from approaching. No matter how formidable the Gigant were, only aura could counter aura. The Gigant with mana blades were no match for Raul.

“How long do you plan to just watch? If you thought you could protect the city with this level of force, I’m disappointed.”

Raul extended his hand towards the nearest Gigant.

Creak.

“What is this?”

A Gigant wobbled, and though its rider tried to control it, the machine couldn’t move.

Whoosh, crash!

Then, with a slight twist of Raul’s wrist, the 5-meter-tall Gigant hurtled through the air and crashed into the steel wall.

Thanks to its sturdy construction, neither the wall nor the Gigant was severely damaged, but the dwarves were astounded.

‘My, goodness. How much does that thing weigh?’

‘How can he toss a Gigant with just a gesture?’

‘He’s a monster!’

Of course, these were the thoughts of the ordinary dwarves. The Great Chief and elders had different thoughts.

“You arrogant human! Do you think you can overpower us with that odd trickery?”

Thump, whoosh.

One of the elder dwarves leapt off the wall. With a burst of light, a newly summoned Gigant wielding a massive axe imbued with aura struck down towards Raul.

Boom!

“Did we get him?”


“How could anyone withstand that unarmored? Even in another Gigant, it wouldn’t be easy.”

“Serves him right, that human!”

Everyone thought Raul had been smashed by the elder’s Gigant.

However, “What on earth are you?”

Raul stood there, arms still crossed. Three swords, burning with aura, blocked the hulking axe of the Gigant.

‘A master-level beginner? Three swords are sufficient.’

Raul realized his training with Caldenas had not been in vain. Previously, even with aura-infused weapons, he couldn’t have blocked such an attack using psychokinesis alone.

However, it wasn’t the most efficient choice.

‘The mana and mental power consumption is enormous. It’s still not practical for real combat.’

But visually, it was highly intimidating. The elder’s Gigant, who had leapt in with aggressiveness, couldn’t easily approach. And Raul’s goal wasn’t to brawl with the dwarves here.

“Stop!”

From atop the wall, Great Chief Tar’o shouted, causing the Gigant unit and the elder to step back. Raul’s weapons, however, still hovered menacingly in formation in the air.

“What is your purpose, human? Why are you causing such a commotion here?”

“Are you the one in charge of this clan?”

“Yes, I am Tar’o, Great Chief of the Black Anvil Clan.”

Clatter.

The weapons circling Raul were swallowed into his inventory. Of course, no one would dare underestimate Raul now.

“Great Chief Tar’o, I wish to make a deal with you. I am Raul de First, Count of the Ruben Kingdom and master of five underground cities in the southern Ice Mountain Range.”

In that moment.

Click. Ratatat.

The dwarves who had relaxed their guard tensed up again.

“What?! You’re the leader of the humans settled in the south?”

“How dare you! Do you know where you are?”

“Great Chief, we must capture him immediately!”

The dwarves had fought the most battles with the humans in the south since their return to the forbidden zone. Even now, sporadic skirmishes continued at the entrance of the Ice Mountain Range.

“Enough! Silence, all of you!”

As the leader of a large clan, tarro was a deep thinker. There must be a good reason why Raul came here alone, exuding such confidence. Despite his impressive displayed skills, it seemed Raul had much more up his sleeve.

‘Moreover, this place is far from the frontlines, in the heart of the Ice Mountain Range. That means this man made it through numerous cities and clans to get here….’

This indicated that the human before him was incredibly dangerous. There was no need to provoke such a man unnecessarily and spill the blood of fellow dwarves.

“A deal, you say. I don’t know what you’re thinking, but we have no intention of dealing with humans. Leave if you have no other business here!”

While he wasn’t looking to be hostile, he also wasn’t about to form an alliance. Tar’o thought this was clear enough, but….

“Isn’t this what you need?”

Thud.

A sack dropped from the air. From it spilled the one thing they had been desperately searching for.

“……!”

“Seradium? How did a human…?”

The precious mineral Seradium, which the dwarven race had been desperately seeking, lay before them.

“Now, do you have any interest in a deal?”

Great Chief Tar’o, watching Raul’s indifferent demeanor, bit his lip and spoke.

“Open the gates!”

“Great Chief!”

“Are you really going to make a deal with this human?”

“He could cause who knows what trouble if he gets inside!”

The dwarves, including the elders, murmured in discontent at the chief’s command.

“Enough. Do you still not understand? If he truly intended to fight, our brethren’s blood would already be flowing. Captain, isn’t that right?”

“…Yes, that’s right. Many combat golems and weapons are damaged, but no one is dead or seriously injured.”

“……!”

Is that really true?”

The dwarves, with surprised expressions, looked down again from the wall. The entrance was in disarray, yet it was astounding that no one had been injured despite the intense battle.

“And what does it matter if he is a master? Do you think we cannot handle a single individual?”

“Of course not, but…”

“Then follow my orders.”

“… Understood.”

Creak.

As the steel gate slowly lifted, a smile crept onto Raul’s face.

‘It worked out just as I planned.’

One might wonder why Raul instigated a fight if he intended to negotiate from the start. However, it was a necessary step. The races that returned through the Gate were inherently on edge.

Moreover, for reasons unknown, their hostility towards humans was profound. Even the massacre of players during the forbidden zone’s pioneering efforts revealed their deep-seated animosity.

‘In such circumstances, sending a polite envoy for negotiation or trade would have been futile.’

In his previous life, it had taken over three years to reach a point of negotiation or trade with these races. Had the threat of the Empire not been as severe, even dialogue might not have been possible.

Regardless of the method, the fact that he was now sitting down to negotiate with the dwarves meant Raul had already achieved his objective.

‘Now, how shall I play this?’

Given that he already knew their every move, Raul was halfway to victory.

*

“So, you’re saying not only will you give us the Seradium you have, but you will also give us the city with the Seradium mine?”

Great Chief Tar’o asked in disbelief.

“That’s correct. More precisely, I will help you take it.”

The Seradium mine was located in the north of the snow mountains, in one of the underground cities occupied by the Empire. The Seradium Raul had brought was collected from scattered deposits within the Gate and dungeons.

“What do you want in return? If it’s Gigant-related technology, we cannot agree to that.”

Gigant manufacturing was a closely guarded secret and the source of the dwarves’ power. No matter how valuable Seradium was, they could not part with their technology.

However, Raul had no interest in that from the beginning.

‘With Power Armor in hand, I have no need for Gigant.’

Although it would be a nice bonus, it was clear it wasn’t on the table.

“I want three things. First, I need some materials processed.”

“Materials? What kind?”

The dwarf’s curiosity was piqued, as expected of a craftsman race. Raul chuckled and retrieved some items from his inventory.

“Oh! Those are!”

Not only Great Chief Tar’o, but the surrounding elders also gathered around the table.

“Demon horns, dragon bones, and orichalcum. Can you handle these?”

The demon horns were obtained from several encounters and battles with demons. The dragon bones were collected from pseudo-dragons, lesser dragonlings, undead chimeras, and the like, which served as Gate Guardians.

Orichalcum was an exceptionally rare magical metal secured in small quantities from Gate Guardians and dungeon bosses. While Raul had amassed these materials, no human blacksmith in Connect could process them adequately.

Hence, he had come to the dwarves with this request in mind. The dwarves gulped audibly.

‘When was the last time we handled materials like these?’

‘Ah, I want to touch them. Imagine the beauty of items crafted from these!’

‘Oh, my creative spirit is surging! With just a piece of this, my incomplete hammer…!’

Their eyes gleamed with excitement.

“Ahem! While these are challenging materials, if it’s me, I can definitely process them. Just tell me what you need.” said Great Chief Tar’o, trying to maintain his composure.

Expecting such a reaction, Raul smiled and put the items back into his inventory.

Sigh.

Someone sighed in disappointment as Raul spoke again.

“The second condition is a non-aggression pact. Not with all of humanity, but specifically with me.”

Tar’o nodded in agreement.

“As long as the terms are suitable.”

The Black Anvil Clan was one of the more moderate dwarven clans. Avoiding unnecessary conflicts wasn’t a bad deal for them.

“And the final third condition….”

“This is…!”

Great Chief Tar’o’s eyes widened in shock.

(To be continued)
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“You really don’t need our help?”

“If you’re referring to capturing the underground city, then yes. But you do understand that maintaining control after capturing it will be your responsibility?”

“Of course, but…”

Great Chief Tar’o found it difficult to believe. The place they couldn’t penetrate even with a large-scale offensive involving the Gigant unit.

No matter how impressive Raul’s skills were for a human, it was hard to believe he could take over an entire underground city alone. Initially hesitant about the trade, the Great Chief and the elders had now turned very enthusiastic.

The reasons were obvious: Raul’s conditions were exceedingly generous from the dwarves’ perspective. A chance to process ultra-rare materials that ignite their artisan spirits.

The possibility to drastically reduce the southern frontlines. And the opportunity to directly study “that item” was akin to a stroke of luck.

“You really don’t need to push yourself. If it’s for the trade agreement, we can be more lenient…”

“Thank you for your concern, but I have some personal business with those guys.”

The dwarves were worried Raul might get hurt or something might go wrong, jeopardizing the trade. Raul found their pure-hearted concern amusing, but he had no intention of changing his mind.

‘There’s no need to owe the dwarves a favor here. It’s more important to make a solid impression.’

To show them exactly what kind of power Raul possessed and how much he was conceding to them. This would set a favorable precedent for future relations with the dwarves.

“Besides, don’t you want to see what this ‘item’ can do?”

As Raul raised his wrist, every dwarf’s gaze followed. Raul’s third condition. It was to request the unsealing of the Power Armor ‘Regnator’.

Veteran’s Rabel and Caldenas both concurred that dwarves had a significant role in its creation. And the highest authority on Gigant and Power Armor among the dwarves was none other than Great Chief Tar’o, who stood before him with eyes gleaming with interest.

“Then let’s begin. Remember, you promised not to interfere.”

With that, Raul turned and began walking toward the exit of the cave. The entire landscape was covered in a blanket of white snow from the towering snow mountains.

‘At least I got here comfortably thanks to them.’

The dwarves used various underground tunnels connected to their cities for travel. These intricately engineered and hard-to-find paths were unnoticed by players.

Traveling through these tunnels, Raul avoided the cold and the Empire’s watchful eyes, reaching his destination without issue.


“Kane.”

“Yes, Master.”

Whish.

When did he follow?

Raul sensed the dwarves behind him shudder as Kane suddenly appeared.

‘Where did this human come from?’

‘… Not sensing his presence! Could he be like that human too?’

Ignoring the dwarves’ unease, Raul asked Kane.

“How’s the situation?”

“No significant changes. They haven’t detected us yet.”

“As expected. We’re moving with minimal presence. Estimate on their forces?”

“Approximately 5,000 troops. Over 50 knights, with a similar number of mages estimated. Considering other Empire underground cities, there might be one or two superhumans. However, we couldn’t ascertain the number of mages or undead soldiers. Apologies.”

“It’s fine. It doesn’t matter how many they have.”

Unlike human soldiers exposed outside, mages and undead remain in a dormant state when not in battle. Hence, it was naturally difficult to estimate their numbers without direct confrontation.

“What’s the deployment status?”

“Completed. No one will escape.”

“Good. Let’s begin.”

No matter how much Raul’s skills had improved, he remained cautious. Though he was confident in taking the city alone, unpredictability could arise at any moment.

Thus, he had brought along a few trusted subordinates, who were already positioned near the target underground city.

Pah, Pababat!


Raul and Kane moved swiftly across the snowfield. Covering over ten meters with each step, their footprints left no mark on the snow.

“We need to hurry as well!”

“Move out!”

Vroom.

In contrast, the dwarves donned equipment resembling skis. Using magical propulsion devices, they glided smoothly over the snowfield. Meanwhile, Raul and Kane were already far ahead.

*

“Welcome.”

A group of mages greeting Raul at the bottom of the slope.

“Well done. You may return now.”

“Thank you. We wish you success.”

With a small magic circle, the mages vanished.

“Rabel, it’s your turn.”

“Leave it to me.”

Rabel fluttered down and planted her staff into the magic circle previously set by the mages.

“Activate the barrier!”

Guwoong.

A translucent spherical barrier enveloped the surrounding area. With this, all communication magic and teleportation magic circles connecting to the outside world from the underground city would have ceased functioning.

“What? A fairy?”

“That’s not just any fairy! Look at that enormous barrier. It must be a Fairy Queen!”

“But why is a fairy with humans?”


The dwarves, who arrived late, murmured in confusion. However, Raul paid no attention to their reactions and said, “Enter in five minutes. I’ll clear the obstacles.”

And then he casually walked alone into the passageway leading to the underground city.

“Does he really not need our help?”

“Let’s wait and see for now.”

“What if he gets into danger?”

“We’ll have to save him then. That shouldn’t be a problem, right? Who knows, the human might bring out even more valuable materials.”

“Ooh.”

The dwarves’ eyes sparkled, but it was uncertain if they would even have a chance to prove their strength.

‘Hmm. It’s tidy.’

The passage to the underground city had already been cleared by Kane. The corpses leaning against the walls, as if dozing off, had expressions that suggested they didn’t even know what hit them.

Though there were hardly any troops stationed, Kane’s stealthy skills seemed to have improved since he became a master.

Step step.

Even though it was the same underground city, the atmosphere was completely different. If the dwarves’ underground city was a bright, heat-filled steampunk style, this place was…

‘Terribly cold and eerie.’

While the light streaming down from the ceiling was similar, the plains near the distant city looked desolate. Finally, when Raul arrived at the entrance to the plains, ‘I can see why the dwarves had such a hard time.’

What should have been plains had transformed into a maze with furrows several meters deep. The thick, swamp-like atmosphere there was repulsive at just a glance.

And what could be felt within was clearly sinister aura (邪氣).

‘Undead and demonic creatures are lying in ambush.’

It seemed nearly impossible to enter the city without overturning the entire plain.

“Kane. Stay here with Nakia to protect the dwarves.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Nakia, set up some barriers to ensure they don’t get caught in the battlefield.”

“Will do.”

With Nakia’s alchemy magic, it would be possible to create a safe viewing spot unnoticed by the enemies. Meanwhile, Pierce and the other five masters, who had yet to reveal themselves, would secure a secret passage to block the enemy’s retreat.

‘Sorry, but you will serve as an example today.’

Raul stared coldly at the distant underground city. This was both a demonstration of power for the dwarves and a warning to the empire.

「The dwarves have entered.」

Kane’s communication came through.

Chyararak.

Raul activated his power armor. Silver metal covered his entire body.

‘Regnator activation.’

Paaat.

A golden light that started from the bracelet once again covered the silver metal. The antique golden armor revealed its true form.

“Oh, is that the legendary power armor, Regnator!”

“It looks exactly like the records stated!”

“I never thought I’d see Regnator in person.”

Just as the dwarves watched Raul with mesmerized expressions,

Thump.

Raul’s body, which had lightly pushed off the ground, floated into the air, and silver-white ethereal wings spread out behind him.

Paaat!

At an incredible speed, Raul’s figure flew to the front of the underground city’s walls. The maze that had been a significant obstacle for the dwarves was no problem for Raul.

Clang clang clang clang clang!

“Enemy!”

“Everyone, get your weapons!”

There was no way the imperial army could fail to notice the golden knight floating above the underground chamber. A clamorous alarm rang out from the city walls, and soldiers began pouring out of buildings within the city like a swarm of ants.

Raul, watching all of this with an indifferent expression, slowly drew his sword. At the same time,

Koo-gwa-gwa-gwa!

Thousands of weapons poured out like a tidal wave from the subspace opened behind him.

“What, what is that!”

“A, archers, what are you doing! Shoot!”

“Shieldbearers! Block it!”

The legion of weapons, spread out threateningly, perfectly dominated the airspace above the underground city. As if a thick, dark cloud had draped over the city, blocking out the light, the weapon legion plunged the city into darkness.

Ping! Whoosh!

‘Not a chance.’

Arrows and magic spells began to fly towards Raul in earnest, but they couldn’t even penetrate the psychokinetic barrier far below Raul.

‘Three, huh? Looks like the empire somewhat understood the importance of this place.’

Raul’s senses detected the presence of three extraordinary beings. Such formidable power was too excessive to be allocated to a intermediate-level underground city.

But Raul’s face showed no signs of tension.

“Who are you!”

“Do you know that you are trespassing on the territory of the Cranen Empire!”

Finally, two masters in power armor appeared on the rooftop of a central building in the city. Among the group of mages they had brought, one exuded the aura of a 7th circle mage.

“Since all the main players are here, let’s begin.”

Raul’s voice echoed through the city, and the expressions of the imperial superhumans, upon confirming the weapons covering the sky, drastically changed.

“A legion of weapons!”

“Count Raul! Why are you here?”

“Damn it. We need to request reinforcements….”

No matter how much the imperial intelligence agency dug around, they now had a clear understanding of Raul’s identity and abilities. He was already listed at the top among the empire’s designated high-priority targets.

They must have certainly realized that handling him would be challenging for two junior masters and a 7th circle necromancer. But it was already too late.

Whoosh.

At the moment Raul swung his hand down, thousands of weapons emitting dazzling golden mana rained down onto the city with a thunderous roar, like a barrage of lightning.

Kwakwagwagwagwang!

With the amplification of two power armors added to Raul’s dense mana aimed at top-tier masters, combined with spiritual and holy energies, each weapon’s destructive power was formidable enough that not even a knight’s mana blade could easily withstand it.

After the bombardment ended, only the three superhumans, a handful of knights, and some mages were left standing in the underground city.

“Ugh. What about the reinforcements?”

The imperial master who barely blocked the mana-laden weapons asked, but the mage’s complexion had already turned pale.

“Good heavens, who could have spread such an enormous interference barrier!”

“Damn it. In this case, we have no choice but to see this through to the end! Mages, don’t just stand there, provide support!”

With their grips tightened on their swords, the masters leapt towards Raul, and the mages prepared levitation spells and platforms for them to ascend.

“Die!”

Two streams of dark aura blades targeted Raul, but Raul didn’t even need to swing his sword.

Clang! Brrr!

Instead, six weapons, radiant with aura, intercepted them.

‘There’s nothing much to handle here, so I might as well clean up.’

Eyeing them briefly, Raul turned to look at the plains.

In an instant, a brilliant aura at the master level unfolded, flooding the entire chamber like a tidal wave.

Paaaat!

“Ugh!”

“What now, argh.”

The masters, who had drawn up dark mana, floundered in the intense wave of holy energy, only to be struck by swords and fall.

Guooo.

The undead and demonic creatures hiding in the maze of the plains trembled in agony and crawled out of the ground. Naturally, they became prey to the legion of weapons.

‘Is he truly doing this alone?’

‘Is that really power a mere human can unleash?’

‘What if we had sincerely fought against that man?’

The dwarves, having witnessed Raul’s divine force literally single-handedly wrecking an entire city, could only gulp in awe.

(To be continued)
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Kwaang!

Kurrurung.

Swaaaack!

Whenever Raul moved, various elemental traps were triggered, shaking the surroundings.

‘I thought I’d come back here someday, but I didn’t expect it to be now.’

Taking strides of over ten meters at a time, Raul moved forward. The elemental traps around him were blocked by his psychokinetic barrier, causing no harm.

A few days ago, after occupying the imperial city, The dwarves had unconditionally agreed to the three conditions set forth by Raul.

Rare materials like demonic horns were handed over to the dwarf artisans, and they agreed to a non-aggression pact and periodic trade with the territories affiliated with the First Knight Order.

The problem was the last condition, Regnator.

Chief Taro carefully examined Regnator and said, “For some reason unknown, it seems to have sealed itself to protect from an enormous shock. Though some stages of the seal have been undone, two still remain.”

“Is there any way to unseal it?”

“Hmmm. It would be difficult to break the final seal, but I think I can undo one of them. However, I need something…”

To break Regnator’s seal, something was required. To find it, Raul had once again visited the Eastern Forbidden Elemental Jungle.

‘Since I’m here, I might as well…’

I should also take care of the long-standing task. The problem was the Elemental Jungle controlled by elves and the empire. It was impossible to get what he wanted without getting entangled with them.

And dealing with elves was a completely different level of difficulty compared to coaxing dwarves. At least the dwarves were open to dialogue with humans, but the elves viewed humans as if they were repulsive creatures.

‘I have to approach it differently.’

In his past life, humans who had direct conversations with elves were really few and far between. Only those with extraordinary affinity, like a spiritist, or a saintess blessed by the gods could face the elves…

‘Well, I do have someone in mind for both cases.’

A few years ago, when Raul first visited the free city of Mira, he rescued Nakia’s younger sister, Niki. She possessed insane talent with an SS-grade potential, and she was currently flourishing as an intermediate summoner.


Considering her ability to bond with spirit beasts and spirits, she could communicate with elves.

‘But not now.’

Raul still saw her as a child (17 years old), so bringing her to a battlefield or dangerous place was out of the question. It was something to consider if genuine interaction with the elves began later.

Another candidate. If it were a saintess blessed by the gods, there was the priestess Kiera, who was with the hero’s party. Since she owed Raul a debt, she wouldn’t refuse his request for help.

‘It’s said she’s currently on a special mission assigned by the church.’

There was no certainty as to when he could contact her and bring her along. Despite not having either of the two with him, there was a reason Raul boldly ventured into the Elemental Jungle.

“Is it alright to be showing yourself so openly like this?”

Normally concealed, Rabel was sitting on Raul’s shoulder, looking around.

“What are you worried about? By now, anyone who needs to know already knows you and I are together. And no matter how aggressive the elves are, would they dare attack you?”

“That’s true. We’ve been close for so long. Honestly, if I hadn’t seen it myself, I wouldn’t have believed elves could be so aggressive.”

The Eastern Forbidden Elemental Jungle. In ancient times, its cohabitants were the elves and fairies. The elves loved the forest and nature.

The fairies were born from the forest and nature. It was only natural that the two would become friendly neighbors. And their mingling was not just because they complemented each other well.

The two primary elements of the Elemental Jungle were the World Tree, which was essentially the forest itself. And the spirits, which could be considered as the personification of elements.

The elves, as forest guardians, nurtured the World Tree, and the fairies loved the fruits from the Spirit Tree derived from the World Tree’s roots.

The spirits, which materialized through the Spirit Tree, formed contracts or increased affinity with the elves through the mediation of the fairies.

In reality, the race with the highest affinity for spirits was not the elves but the fairies.

Grrrr.

Flame-covered fire wolves opened their jaws and approached Raul.

But.

“Shoo, go away.”


Upon Rabel’s single utterance, they tucked their tails, turned around with a pitiable expression, and left. After that, various spirit-possessed elemental monsters blocked Raul’s path, but Rabel’s gestures resolved everything.

Even the once-menacing Elemental Jungle was nothing more than a stroll path for Raul. If he had borrowed Rabel’s power during his visit last year, the quest would have been much easier.

‘Back then, I came in the guise of Bae Dohyun.’

Moreover, other players were watching. There was no need to reveal her presence. But now things were entirely different. He had to showcase her presence. And the effect was undeniable.

‘Confused, aren’t you? Now, what will you do?’

Raul smiled, recalling the presences he sensed around him.

*

“What should we do?”

Tuduk.

An elf drew his bowstring taut and asked. A female elf warrior with long green braids grabbed his arm and shook her head.

“We can’t attack. No matter the reason she’s with that vile human, we can’t aim our bows at the Fairy Queen.”

“But Ames-nim. If we leave it as is, that human might approach the World Tree.”

Despite this, the elf war leader Ames ultimately halted the attack.

“Handling one human is no big deal. He’s probably just a servant of the Fairy Queen. This might actually work out well. The elders have been eagerly searching for the Fairy Queen.”

“Huu, if you say so.”

The young male elf eventually lowered his bow. The thought of a filthy human stepping into their forbidden zone filled him with disgust…

‘But we do need the help of the fairies. The elders will take care of this.’

Thus, Raul and Rabel were able to approach the center of the Elemental Jungle, where the roots of the World Tree lay, without any obstacles.

Of course, they did not end up seeing the World Tree itself. Right in front of the barrier protecting the World Tree, There was already a formidable high elf, several elven elders, and hundreds of elven warriors forming a barricade.

Creeeak.


No words were exchanged. The elves merely pressed Raul by drawing their bows, summoning numerous spirits and spells. Raul, not wishing to provoke the elves’ emotions, stopped at a reasonable distance.

「I’ll leave it to you.」

「Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.」

Raul already knew what issues the elves had and what they needed. He had informed Rabel of this, so Raul did not need to speak directly with the elves.

“It has indeed been many long years. Fairy Queen Rivalina Eriot Merdianne.”

“Who are you? How do you know my name?”

Rabel, who had left Raul’s shoulder and now sat atop the skill codex, asked with a puzzled expression. No matter how long an elf’s lifespan, they couldn’t live for a thousand years.

Rabel, who had survived for thousands of years, thought no one would still remember her original name.

“How could we not know? You were the queen of the fairies, the last allies during the Continental War. It is even more astonishing to see you exactly as described by our ancestors. I am Melish, a high elf leading the elves.”

The middle-aged female elf bowed her head slightly.

“Is that so? I’m grateful you remember your ancient neighbors. However.”

Rabel looked around and asked in a slightly cold voice,

“Why are you aiming your weapons at me?”

Paat.

When Rabel unleashed her energy, a refreshing, natural aura flowed outwards.

Whoosh. Fizz.

The spirits, touched by this aura, immediately hid their hostility and withdrew, and most of the magic borrowed from the power of nature lost their form and dissolved into the air.

‘Th-this.’

‘How can she have such power in a semi-spiritual form?’

The ordinary elves, who had only heard of her identity through stories, couldn’t hide their bewildered expressions. But the high elves and elders showed no such reaction, as if they had anticipated this.

“Actually, we have questions for you. Why are you with that traitorous human? And why have the fairies hidden from even us?”

What could have happened in the past for the elves to be so hostile towards humans?

It seemed Rabel knew the answer.

“You are foolish, elves. Do you truly think that past incident was solely the humans’ fault? Have you not considered that your own mistakes played a significant role?”

“What do you mean! That incident was entirely the humans’ fault. The disappearance of mana from this world! The World Tree being at the brink of death! The various races, including us, fleeing to another world! All was because of the humans’ vile actions.”

Raul’s ears perked up at the sudden debate. He knew that due to the past great war, the various races had left Connect, but the reasons were unknown.

‘Seems like there’s an untold history.’

At that moment, label spoke again.

“I once thought so too. That it was the ‘massive magic circle’ activated by the humans borrowing the power of the gods that drove us out. But was that truly wrong?”

In the past, when mana was abundant, Demons, coveting the prosperous Connect, opened gateways and appeared. Then came the celestial beings. Dragons, who had been dormant, stretched their wings, marking the beginning of the great war.

In the clashes of these absolute powerhouses, the native races of Connect were mere pawns and victims. Elves, dwarves, orcs, humans, fairies, sirens, mermaids, and more.

Each race was ensnared in the war, facing the brink of extinction with no way out. The humans, the most numerous even then, tried to defend Connect through interspecies alliances, but the response was cold.

No one sympathized with humans, already branded as selfish. The dwarves tried to avoid the war by hiding in their underground cities. The elves relied on the blessing of the World Tree, hoping the predators’ war would end someday.

The orcs and humans, swayed by the demons and celestials, had to shed the most blood in wars between themselves and even within their kin. And it was the humans who brought an end to the great war.

The power of the gods responded to the call of their most devout followers—the humans. Through this, the massive magic circle activated and expelled most of Connect’s mana beyond the gates.

With the mana gone, the World Tree withered. The dwarves’ machines ceased to function. The orcs could no longer maintain their strong physique.

Mana-affiliated beings like fairies, sirens, and mermaids found it difficult even to maintain rationality. But the worst hit were none other than the major players of the Great War.

The demons and celestials retreated back to their homelands beyond the gates, and the dragons either died or fell into a deep slumber. Only humans could maintain a normal life despite the mana depletion.

It’s not wrong to say that it was because of humans that other races moved to worlds beyond the gates. However, if it weren’t for the humans, connect would have become the playground of demons and celestials, and all races would have faced extinction or become their toys.

“We should not have underestimated the humans back then. Instead of hiding in fear of powerful entities, we should have fought more actively. Had we done so, things might have turned out differently.”

Having survived in human libraries for long years, Rabel had come to understand humans. And she had witnessed Connect’s history.

‘The humans’ decision wasn’t wrong back then. And we merely paid the price for betraying Connect.’

Otherwise, there was no reason for Connect’s guardian god to lend such tremendous power to the humans. But the elves only held humans responsible.

“You have changed a lot, my Queen. To forget the past and defend those deceitful humans. How heartbroken our ancestors would be if they could see this….”

“You weren’t even there back then, child, so it’s not your place to speak rashly. I won’t force my thoughts on you. But please, think deeply about what went wrong and what is the right path for your kin.”

“Well, that is something I wish to say to you.”

Seeing the unyielding high elf Melish, label sighed softly. Perhaps it was their arrogance that caused them to be pushed aside by humans, despite being a race with the most superior bodies, lifespan, and talents.

In any case, this wasn’t the time to argue about past rights and wrongs.

“I do not wish to debate that matter further. I came here to ask a favor.”

“A favor? I’m curious. What might it be that you, my Queen, would personally request?”

Given the tone, it seemed negotiations would not proceed easily.

(To be continued)
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“You’ve really changed a lot.”

“A lot of time has passed, and you’ve probably had many struggles in another world.”

Raul and Rabel were heading east, passing through the center of the Elemental Jungle where the World Tree was situated. They could feel elves’ presences watching them from afar, but they paid no attention.

“In the past, they had such pure hearts. While change is necessary, it seems they’ve changed for the worse. It’s a shame.”

“Indeed. Being so prickly won’t do them any good.”

Having met orcs, dwarves, and now elves, Raul was certain. The dominant race in Connect wasn’t them anymore; it was humans.

Orcs had large numbers and superior physical abilities, but they were far behind in organizational and societal aspects. Dwarves excelled technically, but their population was too small, and they were too accustomed to underground life.

And elves…

‘They have the smallest population, are reclusive, arrogant, and inflexible. While they do have more strong members than expected…’

Well, if the First Knight Order and players were fully mobilized, could they really stand a chance against them?

Perhaps in the era of the Great War, but now, with Connect Kingdoms’ populations surpassing hundreds of millions, it was doubtful the elves could maintain their pride.

‘They don’t even need to face the kingdoms. They are already struggling against the empire.’

Raul had already noticed during the negotiation between Rabel and the elves. The elves were not coping well with the empire’s relentless assaults.

“By the way, what do you think is causing the spirits to go berserk?”

Raul asked, and Rabel answered with a slightly dark expression.

“There could be many reasons. The restricted zone, the gates, and even the mana of the returned elves mixing, resulting in mana corruption. The empire’s mages or summoners could also be involved. But the most likely reason…”

Was the possible intervention of the fairies. That was why the elves were desperately searching for the fairies. Raul extended his hand and gently patted Rabel’s head.

“It’s okay. It’s probably nothing serious. If something really has happened to them, I won’t stand idly by.”

“Thank you, Raul. Saying that means a lot.”

The spirit-type monsters that appeared in the Elemental Jungle seemed to obey the elves since their return. Their high affinity for spirits played a role, and the control of the tree towns and the World Tree had passed into elven hands.


However, problems arose when battles between the elves and the empire began. Not only did the spirit-type monsters of the jungle go out of control, but even the spirits contracted with the elves started to go berserk.

They became aggressive, unable to properly distinguish between friend and foe, and even self-destructed in their final moments. When the elves’ combat power, nearly half of which came from summoning spirits, was neutralized, the empire gaining the upper hand was inevitable.

As a result, the elves surrendered a third of the Elemental Jungle to the empire and were barely fending off their attacks. Even with Rabel, the Fairy Queen, showing herself directly, the elves’ hostility stemmed from these circumstances.

‘Well, I can understand their suspicion to some extent, but did they really need to be so hostile?’

Ultimately, the elves failed to gain Raul and Rabel’s goodwill. Perhaps they continued to disregard the group with the most influence on the continent next to the empire.

‘It’s their loss. I have nothing to lose from this.’

What Raul sought in the Elemental Jungle was the ‘sap of the World Tree’. It was what Dwarf Chief Taro had requested to unseal Regnator.

Originally, Raul had thought to provide whatever they needed, just like he did for the dwarves. The fossil of the ancient World Tree.

The remnants of the true World Tree that withered away during the Great War, leaving only a sapling. Those remnants slumbered in a dungeon near the tree town currently occupied by the empire.

‘With that, the underdeveloped World Tree can rapidly grow. But now, I have no intention of handing it over.’

High Elf Melish coldly refused Rabel’s request for a small share of the World Tree’s sap.

“I’m sorry, but we can’t grant that request. The World Tree is still too young, and the amount of sap we can harvest is too little. Besides, with the spirits causing problems, we have many uses for it. If you truly need the sap, I suggest you solve the problem of the berserk spirits first.”

Hearing this, Rabel could hardly believe her ears. According to her memory, elves were straightforward in transactions.

But now…

‘For the price of a small bottle of sap?’

The sap of the World Tree. Indeed, it was a precious substance. But what kind of tree was the World Tree?

Even if it was young, the amount of sap a towering World Tree could produce was not small. Frankly, for the elves, it was a common enough thing to just give away without issue.

Even though Rabel had goodwill toward her old friends, she couldn’t help feeling angry. Her face hardened, and just as she was about to speak,

「Calm down. We don’t need the sap. Instead, say this.」

Rabel took a deep breath and spoke.


“Alright. We will look into what has happened to the spirits. However, I hope you won’t restrict Raul and me from wandering around the Elemental Jungle. If you can’t accommodate that much, I have nothing more to say to you.”

“That much, we can permit. Though it’s uncomfortable having a human roam our territory, we’ll allow it in honor of the Queen. But approaching the vicinity of the World Tree is strictly prohibited. Also, some of our war leaders will escort the Queen, kaack!”

Melish, who had been speaking with an air of nobility, was suddenly taken aback by a surge of immense energy and stumbled backward.

Whirrr!

Boom!

Rabel, who floated above the skill codex, and Raul, who had approached her, released the energy they had been holding. The absolute power of the Fairy Queen, who had surpassed an 8th-circle master and was reaching for the 9th circle.

Raul’s power, nearing the pinnacle of advanced psychokinesis and master-level strength, amplified by Regnator, spread around them.

“Kuh, what is this!”

“No matter how much of a queen she is…!”

The power they had shown earlier to repel the spirits was just a taste. The overwhelming presence of an absolute being, even at the pinnacle of superhuman abilities, was not something elves could easily withstand.

Most of the elite-looking elf warriors clutched their chests and dropped to their knees, with only High Elf Melish and a few elders managing to remain standing stiffly.

‘A miscalculation. Who would have thought they possessed this much power!’

A look of shock appeared on Melish’s face. Had she known, she would have brought the great war leaders from the imperial battlefield. With trembling hands, she drew her rapier, staring at Rabel with wavering eyes.

Whoosh.

“Guk.”

“Gulp.”

As suddenly as it had appeared, the overwhelming force vanished.

“Who are you to say you will escort me? I will permit you to observe from a distance, but do not interfere with my actions.”

Adjusting her glasses, Rabel spoke, and Melish could only nod. Rabel seemed to have something more to say but then turned away.

And now, after walking east for a while, Raul and Rabel came upon the edge of a vast lake.


“Ah…!”

A sigh escaped Rabel’s lips.

Finally, she had returned. After thousands of years, she could finally see her abandoned homeland, the 『Dasos Forest』, with tearful eyes.

The Dasos Forest bordered the northeastern edge of the lake before them. And it was currently under the control of the empire. If the brethren who had fled were safe, they might be hiding somewhere in that forest by now.

If they had fallen into the hands of the empire…

‘No, that can’t be.’

At least, this forest was the cradle of the fairy race. As long as the forest remembered them, they wouldn’t easily be seen by humans or be captured by them.

“It’s going to be alright, Rabel. Let’s go and see for ourselves.”

Raul warmly said as he embraced Rabel’s trembling shoulders. Rabel, who had stopped trembling, nodded with a resolute expression.

*

“Yawn. It’s pretty quiet today.”

“Yeah, they’ve been a nuisance for the past few days, but it seems they’ve finally come to their senses.”

Imperial soldiers stationed on the palisade at the outskirts of Town Tree were chatting. The battle with the elves continued, with the empire holding the upper hand.

Having found a way to seal the spirits, the elves’ strength had greatly diminished. Unable to win against the empire’s powerful knights, mage troops, and undead in direct combat, the elves had resorted to guerrilla warfare.

Using their other specialty, archery, the elves had been harassing the imperial forces. Even if they lost their base, they continued their long-range sniping as if to deny the imperial soldiers any rest, and it wasn’t without effect.

Imperial soldiers had to keep watch on the palisades day and night.

“But they’re really foolish. Do they think they can stop us with that kind of tactic?”

“Exactly. We, the grunts, are the only ones struggling with this. The knights don’t even care. Those cowardly bastards don’t have the guts to really breach our defenses.”

While dozens of unlucky soldiers had fallen to the elves’ sniping, it hadn’t affected the overall military power. After all, the soldiers existed merely to serve the knights and handle menial tasks.

The real power lay with the knights, mages, mounted troops, and undead soldiers. But the soldiers didn’t really mind.

The less they had to wield their swords and spears directly, the higher their survival rate.

“By the way, when will we get out of this damned place, huh?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Looks like someone’s walking over there.”

“Come on. No way those pointy ears would show themselves in broad daylight… What is that?”

Perhaps it was the sheer audacity of the approaching figure that caught them off guard. The soldiers didn’t even think to ring the alarm until Raul came clearly into view.

“A human?”

Rattle!

And that was the last thing the imperial soldier said. Raul’s weapon legion mercilessly swept through the small imperial outpost.

“Is this a D-rank settlement? Less than a thousand soldiers.”

Raul muttered as he looked around the center of the Town Tree. While the higher-grade settlements crowded the outskirts of the Elemental Jungle, deeper inside was a small settlement.

How ironic.

‘Thanks to this, I obtained it easily.’

Raul infused his mana into the heart of the Town Tree, transferring the ownership of the settlement.

“What, what on earth were you thinking attacking us? You must not realize that our imperial forces are all around this area…”

“Shh. Be quiet. I haven’t asked you anything yet.”

As Raul smiled, the man in the imperial junior officer’s uniform shut his eyes tightly and went silent. He was the sole survivor of this settlement.

Raul had captured other officers as well, but some had committed suicide, and others’ bodies had exploded due to the prohibitions placed on them.

‘It would have been best if there had been a mage.’

The more elite the troops, the stronger the prohibitions seemed to be. They exploded like bombs the moment they were captured. With Raul having many questions, he needed to handle this remaining officer carefully.

“Since you didn’t self-destruct, I guess you have a strong will to live?”

“Of course…”

“Keep your mouth shut and only speak when I tell you to. Use nods for the rest. I don’t want you bursting like those other guys.”

Raul motioned to a spot where shredded robes and pools of blood indicated where the others had perished.

“Believe it or not, I have a way to remove those prohibitions. So, if you answer well, I’ll let you live.”

The officer nodded frantically. Satisfied, Raul asked him a series of basic questions. The officer, showing no signs of lying, answered them with nods.

Finally, Raul asked, “So, how exactly did you neutralize the elves’ spirit magic? Do you know?”

The officer’s eyes trembled violently. Then, cautiously, his gaze shifted somewhere. It was towards where the remains of the exploded mage lay scattered.

Raul rummaged through the blood and debris and pulled something out.

‘A magic pouch?’

It seemed to have withstood the explosion due to its quality. As Raul carefully took out what was inside, “Aaah!”

Rabel screamed with a pale face, losing consciousness, and was sucked back into the skill codex. Raul bit his lip unconsciously. Inside the small bottle were dozens of fairy wings, stained with blood.

(To be continued)

TL’s Corner:

Fucking imperial sons of bitches.
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 287

				
‘How could they commit such a cruel act…!’

It was not just horrifying. The moment Raul pulled the bottle out of the magic pouch, powerful thoughts hammered into his mind.

I don’t want to die.

It hurts so much!

Please save me….

Why are they doing this?

…….

Whoosh.

Raul put the bottle back into the magic pouch, and the waves of thoughts disappeared.

Crunch.

Raul clenched his fist. There was no need to investigate further to find the cause of the spirits’ berserk state.

The totem.

This small bottle, filled with the fairies’ fear, pain, and resentment, was behind it.

‘It’s no wonder the spirits, who empathize with the fairies, went out of control.’

The problem was whether this was the only totem. The front lines where the elves and imperial forces clashed were quite long and wide.

There must be dozens of small settlements like this in battle, so how many fairies had been sacrificed?

‘This is my oversight.’

In his past life, the activities of the fairy race were almost non-existent. There were only rumors from a few players who claimed to have seen them.

Therefore, he had thought that their numbers were originally small or that they were unrelated to the ancient races that had returned.

‘Could it be that they were captured by the empire?’


However, one question lingered.

If they had been captured, why make such cruel totems out of them?

Wouldn’t it be more advantageous to coerce or threaten the fairies to harness their spirit magic?

‘There must have been some problem. Perhaps…’

They might not have captured enough fairies yet. In any case, he couldn’t let the empire continue unchecked. If they continued to push back the elves and secure the advancement, it would also trouble the human kingdoms.

And most importantly,

‘I can’t forgive them for Rabel’s sake. If there are any surviving fairies, I must rescue them too.’

Resolving his thoughts, Raul opened guild communications. He convened an emergency meeting and relayed what had happened there to the executives.

「Change of plans. Effective immediately, we will focus all our strength on the Elemental Jungle. Hand over the current defensive line to Marquis Ashton’s house and prepare for an expedition. We will crush the empire’s vanguard here.」

「Those imperial bastards dared harm Rabel-nim’s kin! I, Jake, will never forgive them!」

Jake shouted, seething with anger.

「If it’s the Elemental Jungle, we’ll need the Ranger Knights. I’ll prepare my subordinates.」

Even the usually taciturn Pierce spoke with a firm voice, resolving to fight.

「We can’t just let this pass. I’ll prepare the teleportation magic circles with the mages. We’ll also bring as many of the newly developed potions as possible.」

Not just Nakia, but all the executives could not hide their anger and were grinding their teeth.

「We don’t need common soldiers. Only bring those who are at least Expert-level or higher, and mages of 6th circle or above. We’ll sweep them away with overwhelming force.」

「Yes, master!」

Raul’s intent to make a simple trip to the Elemental Jungle for materials had unexpectedly turned into a plan for war.

But it didn’t matter.

Raul had always intended to clash with the empire at some point, and it didn’t make a difference if it happened here.


Raul set up a portable portal device in the middle of the settlement in preparation to receive reinforcements.

*

“Here are the reconnaissance results.”

A map of the Elemental Jungle displayed on the magic screen in the Town Tree meeting room.

“There are currently around 30 imperial settlements on the border with the elves. Out of these, 25 are C-rank or lower, 4 are B-rank, and 1 is A-rank.”

As Kane reported, the positions of the imperial settlements were marked at regular intervals.

“Damn, they’ve occupied quite a bit. What should we do? Wipe them out all at once?”

Jake rolled up his sleeves, but Raul shook his head.

“We need to rescue the fairies first. Kane, any peculiarities?”

“There were no anomalies on the front lines, but our agents who infiltrated deeper have sent some information.”

Click.

An unusual scene appeared on the screen.

“Huh? What’s that?”

“A fortress wall? A real stone wall in this Elemental Jungle?”

It was a distinctly unnatural sight. A sturdy stone fortress wall erected in the middle of a jungle teeming with trees and vegetation. Considering that all settlement defenses consisted of palisades, this was even more striking.

“Judging by its size and position, it’s likely at least an S-Grade settlement. We also believe it highly probable that the main expeditionary force of the imperial army is stationed there.”

As Kane finished speaking…

“It’s certain. That’s the place.”

“Rabel! You’re awake?”

Rabel, who had fainted from shock, appeared in the middle of the meeting room.


“That’s my old homeland. The location of the ‘Fairy Garden’ in the Dasos Forest. And it’s also where the ‘Spirit Trees’ are clustered. Perhaps…”

“Are you okay? Everyone was worried about you.”

Rabel nodded at Raul while looking into his eyes. But her face didn’t look okay.

“Raul. I need to ask you for a favor.”

“What is it? Just say it!”

A system message suddenly popped up before Raul’s eyes.

Librarian 『Rivelina Eriot Merdianne』 of the Skill Codex has made a special request.

She hopes you will transfer 2 of your Skill Codex slots to her.

Caution: Transferred slots will be bound to the librarian.

『Advice』 The librarian can offer special rewards in exchange for skill slots. The type or grade of the rewards will be proportional to the librarian’s abilities.

Will you accept the librarian’s request?

Raul dismissed the message without hesitation.

Rabel was already like family to him.

Moreover, her power was worth much more than just two skill slots.

“Do it, label. The Skill Codex is more necessary for you than it is for me. If it helps you, I don’t mind how you use it.”

Rabel was touched by Raul’s immediate response and turned her head slightly.

“Thank you. You won’t regret this decision.”

Then she glanced at the imperial fortress displayed on the magic screen and turned around.

“Call me when you’re ready to strike. Until then, I have things to do.”

“Alright. Leave this side to me.”

Whoosh.

Rabel disappeared into the Skill Codex. And then, the Skill Codex began to emit bright light, and a series of system messages popped up in front of Raul.

Librarian Rabel has recorded the B-rank skill 『Sharp Gale』 in the Skill Codex.

Librarian Rabel has recorded the B-rank skill 『Cold Maelstrom』 in the Skill Codex.

Librarian Rabel has recorded the A-rank skill 『Anthem of Thrills』 in the Skill Codex.

Librarian Rabel has…

“Good heavens! What’s happening?”

Raul was shocked by the flood of messages filling his vision, and he closed the message window. The number of new messages kept increasing endlessly.

‘Check information! Skill Codex.’

『Skill Codex』

Grade: Epic

Status: Sealed (3/5), bound, librarian Rabel residing.

Effect: Strengthening of skills according to the type and number recorded. (Total skills currently recorded: 2231=>2523⇑)

Additional Features:

1) Provides 4 exclusive Codex skill slots – Choice Slot 1(-2), random Slot 1

2) Quick Mastery Helper – Skill proficiency increases rapidly when using skills recorded in the Codex. (Base proficiency provided – currently Intermediate Lv.1)

3) Librarian – The Codex’s abilities can be utilized depending on the residing librarian’s traits.

4) Skillbook Production

The total number of recorded skills was continuously increasing. Simultaneously, the Skill Codex’s skill enhancement factor was also rising.

‘Was this the special reward?’

Until now, the skills stored in the Skill Codex were only those obtained from collected skillbooks and copies. But now, new skills were being endlessly recorded in the Codex.

Rabel, who had received all the wisdom and essence of the fairy race. The number of spells known by her, an 8th-circle mage, would be enormous.

Not to mention, The knowledge she had accumulated over thousands of years from various grimoires, skillbooks, and libraries was immeasurable.

If all of this was to be recorded in the Skill Codex…

‘Perhaps another seal might be unlocked!’

It seemed he might unexpectedly raise the grade of the Skill Codex.

“Alright, let’s continue the meeting. So…”

Just as Raul was about to resume the strategy session after a brief pause,

“Master, you need to come out for a moment.”

An unexpected visitor had come to see Raul.

*

Outside the palisade of the Town Tree. In the space between the forest and the clearing, Raul stood facing someone. A short distance away, hundreds of people with bows and weapons were watching him.

“To what do I owe the honor?”

As the silence dragged on, Raul was the first to speak. However, the other party just glared at him, seemingly displeased.

“Coming here with your soldiers without saying a word. Should I consider this a declaration of war?”

When there was still no response, Raul raised his hand. At his signal, the First Knight Order members standing on the palisade aimed their weapons.

“Human. Where is the queen?”

Finally, high Elf Melish spoke with a cold expression.

“Rabel? She is currently occupied with something important and can’t come out. If you have business, speak to me.”

“How dare a filthy human presume to speak so freely!”

The war leader guarding Melish shuddered and shouted. Raul glanced at him and smiled faintly before turning back to Melish.

“You ask, I answer, and you find fault with it. And I see elves interrupt their leaders when they are talking. Quite an amusing race.”

“What? You!”

Schring.

Half-unsheathed, the sword was halted by Melish. Unhappy with the situation herself, she spoke coldly, “With the master absent, we must speak to the servant. I want to ask her why she broke the promise.”

“Promise? What promise?”

“We clearly allowed passage for only the queen and you. Then!”

Melish pointed to the palisade.

“What are those humans doing there? And why are humans roaming around this area? Does the queen have no intention of keeping her promise?”

‘Well, I’ll be damned.’

Raul inwardly clicked his tongue in disbelief. He had assumed they had brought significant forces for some serious issue, but this was the reason?

‘I thought they were here to lend a hand against the empire. But, of course, that was unlikely.’

“The promise was kept. It was indeed only Rabel and I who passed through the elven territory.”

“What kind of sophistry is this! Then who are those humans on the palisade?”

“Melish-nim, indeed talking to humans is pointless. From the beginning, humans who lie as easily as they breathe couldn’t possibly keep their promises.”

Raul sighed deeply, looking at the elves who were calling him a liar, and spoke clearly.

“Hey, elves. Let me ask you something. Does this Town Tree belong to you elves?”

“Of course! This Elemental Jungle is elven territory.”

“Hah, that’s laughable. I clearly seized this Town Tree from the imperial forces and was acknowledged as its owner. My subordinates only roamed the areas occupied by the empire, not your elven territory. Do you still think I broke our promise?”

“Human, let me make this clear. The Elemental Jungle, no matter where, is our elven territory! This has been so since before the Great War and will remain so.”

Reasoning with them was pointless. What was this pompousness and brazenness when they were barely holding their ground against the empire?

“I see no reason for further arguments. So, what do you want?”

“Leave this place immediately with your humans. We will not tolerate any more humans roaming the Elemental Jungle.”

Was it because Rabel was not present?

Melish demanded in a very high-handed manner.

“What if I refuse?”

“If you won’t keep your promise, then you must pay the price. We will turn all of you into nourishment for the World Tree.”

The elves aimed their bows and summoned spirits. Unlike when facing the empire, their spirits’ addition had boosted their confidence.

“Pfft, hahaha!”

Raul couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

“Do you find my words amusing, human! Don’t mistake this for the last time.”

At Melish’s gesture, a group behind her drew their swords and approached. What gleamed from their swords was clearly a green aura blade. They were the great warriors known as the elven superhumans.

Including high-level summoners, they had over ten superhuman forces. Without Fairy Queen Rabel, Raul’s group looked easy to underestimate.

However, “If you want a fight, I’ll oblige.”

When Raul snapped his fingers,

Pabababa!

Thud.

Twenty senior officers from the First Knight Order soared over 50 meters to stand behind Raul.

Guuuuung.

The golden aura blades lit up the plains.

“How about now? Do you really want to go through with this?”

All color drained from High Elf Melish’s pale face.

(To be continued)
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“What did they come here wanting in the end?”

Philip asked, clenching his teeth as he watched the elves disappear beyond the forest.

“They probably wanted to see if we planned to stay here. And they also wanted to know why Rabel wasn’t moving.”

Raul answered, feeling a twinge of annoyance.

‘They claimed not to know why the spirits went berserk, but that was a blatant lie.’

The totem inside the magic pouch. The powerful thoughts that echoed when that cursed object took effect. It wasn’t just Raul who could sense those thoughts.

There was no way the elves, with their superior affinity and sensitivity to spirits, didn’t hear those agonizing screams. Yet they pretended to be ignorant and demanded Rabel solve the problem!

‘They hoped Rabel would clash with the imperial army, and the elves would take advantage of the chaos.’

But with Rabel fainting and Raul entrenched in the Town Tree, showing no intention of moving, It was only natural that they grew anxious and came to investigate.

“Master. Should we just wipe them out right now?”

Jake, hefting a massive greatsword onto his shoulder, asked. The other officers also showed they were infuriated by the elves’ actions.

However, Raul shook his head.

“Although we currently have the upper hand in forces, what we see is not all there is. There’s no need to personally handle the elves, who are already clashing with the empire.”

He could discipline them right now, but that would be short-sighted. It wasn’t a choice a leader of a faction would make.

‘There may come a time when we will clash, but now is not that time.’

The elves needed to hold the front against the empire. At the very least, those who hated humans would make things difficult for the empire.

‘But that doesn’t mean I’ll let this slide.’

Unbeknownst to them, Raul was a regressor. He knew several secrets that the Elemental Jungle held. If he leveraged just a few of them well, ‘You will regret today’s actions for a long time.’

Raul stared coldly at the forest where the elves had disappeared, then turned around.

*


Whirr.

Knights in white armor and blue cloaks dashed through the forest without hesitation. On their chests was emblazoned the emblem of a golden hawk.

They were the First Knight Order.

Including Raul, there were twenty-five masters.

One hundred top-level experts.

Eight hundred high-level experts.

Every one of them was an armor user equipped with self-made B-rank or higher power armor.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call them the strongest knight order on the continent. Among them, high-level mages of the First Tower, all 6th circle or above, were flying without touching the ground.

They used illusion magic to conceal their presence and sound while obscuring visibility, making it impossible for imperial scouts to detect them.

Following the mages were individuals each using unique methods to keep up with the formation. These were the 『Psychic』 unit that Raul had painstakingly trained.

Among them were four high-level psychokinetics, including Bernard, who had reached the level of an advanced wind manipulator. Additionally, over a hundred mid to high-level psychokinetics who had surpassed mid-tier 7th level were trailing behind.

Thus, a force of a thousand, comprised of the strongest members of the current First Knight Order, swiftly traversed the Elemental Jungle.

“Stop.”

At the forest’s boundary, More precisely, in front of a vast plain that opened in the middle of the jungle, Raul halted the party. A massive stone fortress wall came into view in the distance.

The sturdy palisade that should have existed for an S-Grade settlement was hidden behind the stone wall.

‘Approximately 15 meters tall?’

It was clear how much effort had gone into constructing such a wall in the Elemental Jungle, where stones were not easily obtained. Building such a stone wall meant they understood the characteristics of the Elemental Jungle very well.

‘A wooden palisade could potentially be breached by elves or spirits.’

This also implied that something very important was hidden inside.

“Everyone, prepare for battle.”


At Raul’s command, the thousand-strong force quickly formed their battle formation. Given the size of the fortress, encircling its perimeter was not an option.

The superhumans took the lead, the armor users formed a solid defense, while mages and psychokinetics within the formation prepared for long-range attacks.

The strategy had already been sufficiently communicated. Without further delay, Raul gave the order.

“Commence attack! Break through the imperial fortress and rescue the fairies!”

“All forces, advance!”

At Philip’s command, the elite troops of the First Knight Order began charging toward the imperial fortress.

“Brave warriors, be filled with valor! Gain faster agility! Strength! Tireless stamina!”

Rabel spread various mana buffs over the allies, enhancing them.

Whoosh, clang!

“Descend, rain of Amplification!”

Nakia tossed hundreds of vials into the air, which exploded, showering the allies with buff potions.

Then the mages of the First Tower, who had gathered in groups, activated their alchemy magic circles.

Rumbling!

“Gaaaooo!”

Giant golems made of entwined mud, wood, and vines from the Elemental Jungle roared as they charged toward the fortress wall. The enormous golems, as tall as the wall itself, charged forward, causing the entire plain to tremble as if an earthquake had erupted.

Nakia stood atop the largest golem, casting her developed alchemy magic while overseeing the wall.

Boom! Crackle!

Enhanced flasks fired from her magic gun collided with the protective magic formations of the wall, creating tremendous explosions.

“Enemies!”

“Commence firing!”


“Keep them off the wall!”

The imperial forces began their counterattack. Arrows flew from the archers. Various spells from the mages lit up the sky above the plain.

However,

Boom! Ding!

“It’s not working!”

“Do you think that petty magic can stop us?”

The psychokinetics of the First Knight Order showcased their true abilities. Telekinetics created invisible force fields in the air, deflecting the arrows. Elemental manipulators intercepted the incoming spells one by one.

The imperial forces’ long-range attacks failed to deal any damage.

Meanwhile,

“Guoo!”

Boom! Crash! Kaboom!

The golems that reached the wall began pounding it with their massive fists.

Of course, the wall wasn’t immediately affected. The various defensive magic formations and force fields deployed in front of the imperial wall absorbed all the impact.

But the golems kept swinging their fists undeterred, followed by the mages’ spells and the psychokinetics’ elemental attacks battering the magic formations.

“This can’t be! The magic formations can’t hold! Mages, fortify the defensive magic formations!”

“What about the knights? Aren’t the mounted troops ready yet?”

The sight of the imperial commanders’ panic was visible. Though it was a surprise attack, the overwhelming firepower unleashed at once made it challenging for the imperial forces to respond promptly.

Furthermore, for some reason, the number of high-ranking troops seemed insufficient compared to the scale of the fortress.

Crack. Crackle.

“What’s happening?”

“Everyone, take cover….”

Boom!

Then, the real deal made its appearance. The 25 masters, led by Raul, ignited their aura blades and slashed at the wall, shattering the defensive magic formations like glass. Raul’s legion of weapons poured over the wall, mercilessly impaling the imperial forces.

“We’re advancing! The primary objective is to secure the settlement core! Report any fairy sightings through guild communications!”

Whoosh!

The unprecedented simultaneous assault of 25 masters easily crushed the imperial front line. Armor users followed, climbing the golems attached to the wall and entering the settlement continuously.

‘Hmm.’

Raul scanned the interior using his sensory abilities from atop the wall, his expression hardening. Though they breached the wall, it was still an S-Grade settlement.

The endless stream of troops pouring out from the surrounding walls and interior looked like a swarm of ants. Including mounted troops and the undead, the enemy’s numbers seemed to exceed 100,000.

But numbers didn’t matter. The important thing was the number of superhumans and high-level forces. If there were more than two imperial warlords here, it would be a tough battle.

But the situation seemed odd.

‘Five superhumans. Four. Three. This is….’

Just as they assessed the enemy’s strength, the enemy seemed to gauge theirs. The strong presences felt inside the settlement were suddenly disappearing.

‘A portal?’

Due to the surprise attack and the size of the settlement, they hadn’t set up an anti-teleportation barrier. Although the mages of the First Tower were installing coordinate disruption magic circles on the wall, it was too late to catch those who had already fled.

However, they could prevent reinforcements from arriving via portal from other settlements.

Yet, Raul sensed something odd.

‘That place…?’

Though partially obscured behind the Town Tree, he felt a location with distorted mana. And three of the imperial superhumans’ presences vanished there.

‘Could it be a gate?’

Realizing something, Raul jumped off the wall and flew towards the palisade, shouting.

“The imperial superhuman forces have all retreated! Ignore the common soldiers and focus on subduing high-level forces! Battle Groups 4 and 5, secure the settlement, while the rest follow me!”

Jake, Pierce, and Kane immediately followed, along with Dalton and executives from Battle Groups 1 to 3, heading straight for the Town Tree.

Boom! Crash!

No one could obstruct Raul and his party. Raul’s weapon legion, glowing with aura, sliced through anything in their way, and Raul’s powerful psychokinesis hurled obstacles left and right.

“Rabel, are you okay?”

“Yes. Having gone through it once, I can manage.”

The presence of the totem could already be felt everywhere. If they were elves, it would be quite problematic.

“We’ve already deployed a pursuit team to follow the totems.”

As Philip said, a unit of armor users was advancing towards the totem.

“Do you sense anything unusual?”

Raul asked, and Rabel shook her head weakly.

“Not yet….”

Seeing Rabel biting her lip pained Raul.

‘These bastards, did they really not leave anyone alive?’

However, it wasn’t time to lose hope just yet. Having entered the vast interior of the Town Tree, Raul could feel a clearer presence.

“There it is!”

Near the top of the towering tree, seemingly about 100 meters high. A shimmering green rectangular gate was hovering in midair.

‘This is different!’

It felt unlike any gate he had seen before. Its shape was rectangular rather than round, and the mana emanating from it was unfamiliar.

“Let’s go!”

Raul lifted dozens of knights simultaneously using psychokinesis and soared into the air. Climbing up the tree trunk felt too slow, and he had an ominous premonition that something might go wrong if they didn’t hurry.

“Raul, this is it! This is the dimensional gate that our people were caught in.”

As they neared the gate, Rabel shouted, her eyes shining. It glowed just as it did when it swallowed her people thousands of years ago.

“Only masters and above are to enter! The rest secure the area around the gate and take control of the Town Tree! Vice Captain Alias, coordinate and relay instructions through the gate, and dispatch reinforcements if necessary.”

“Yes, master!”

“Enter!”

With that simple command, Raul and 12 masters stepped into the glowing green gate.

*

“Princess, I’m scared! What do we do now?”

“Are we all going to die here?”

“We didn’t come back to see our homeland for this, waah.”

Hundreds of small beings huddled together, trembling with fear. Judging by their faces, they seemed no older than six or seven-year-old children. Among them was a girl fluttering her two sets of colorful wings, trying to comfort them.

“It’s okay, everyone. The elders and our parents are doing their best to hold off the attackers. They will never let them hurt you!”

“But, but… Many aunts and uncles have already been taken. What if our parents are taken too, sob sob.”

The fairy princess Cora could only embrace the crying children.

‘Who could have predicted this would happen?’

Deciding to return to their ancient homeland based on the prophecy was entirely her decision. The other two of the three fairy princesses had chosen to remain in their original world.

‘Was my decision wrong?’

She sighed, touching the sapphire necklace around her neck. This necklace, passed down through generations, bore the emblem of the queen who waited for them in their ancient homeland.

When she saw that dormant emblem regain its light, she had no choice but to step through the gate. But it had been reckless. They should have ensured their safety before making a move.

“Pahaha! How long do you think you can hide there, you little pests? If you crawl out now, I might spare the little ones!”

Crash!

The sound of yet another spirit tree being shattered filled the air. And another of their kind would be taken by these cruel humans. This had been their reality for months.

Hundreds of fairies, serving as shields bonded with the spirit trees, had already fallen into those brutal humans’ hands.

‘Oh, please, someone help us.’

She infused all her power into the spirit tree barrier, silently weeping.

(To be continued)
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Whiiing.

A cold wind rustled through the desolate ancient trees. And from the translucent green gate formed next to the trees, a group emerged.

Tap tap.

As soon as their feet hit the ground, they spread out and formed a sort of formation, carefully scanning their surroundings.

“All clear. There appear to be no enemies in the vicinity.”

Kane, who had quickly gone up and down the nearest ancient tree, reported respectfully to Raul.

“It seems so. But this is very different from what I expected.”

Despite the overwhelming aura felt from outside, the interior was quite mundane. If not for the shimmering gate behind them, the quality of air and mana here wouldn’t differ much from the Elemental Jungle.

However, “Why is it so desolate?”

The trees had lost their vitality, turning into ancient deadwoods, and the plants were all withered. Given the dense mana flowing in the air, it was a rather peculiar sight.

“… Prepare for combat!”

Then, there were enemies coming out to meet Raul’s party.

Screeeech.

Grroar!

Black figures emitting eerie cries filled the forest of ancient trees, approaching them.

‘This dark energy is intense. It’s not dark mana. What is it?’

The curiosity was soon resolved. The shapes of the approaching figures were all too familiar.

“Spirits…? But their aura…”

Jake tilted his head in confusion, but Raul immediately recognized what they were.

Dark spirits.


Spirits corrupted by dark energy, having lost their sanity and driven solely by destruction.

“Do not hesitate. Attack! They can no longer be called spirits!”

At Rabel’s words, everyone drew their swords and dealt with the approaching dark spirits. But no matter how many they cut down, their numbers seemed endless…

It seemed the entire surrounding area was teeming with these dark spirits.

“This is a waste of time. We need to find out where they’re coming from. Everyone, follow me!”

Swoosh!

While the legion of weapons handled the surrounding dark spirits, Raul kicked off from an ancient tree and leaped into the air. Creating a platform with psychokinesis, Raul and his party ascended into the sky, expanding their senses to survey the area.

As they rose, the overall terrain inside the gate became visible. A large rectangular forest, the periphery was surrounded by pitch-black cliffs resembling an abyss.

‘What is that…?’

And far to the north, a peculiar formation caught his eye. A rounded mound that looked like a massive tomb. That place, covered with various flowers, vines, and tendrils, was the only spot within this desolate gate that had any color.

Doooong.

Faint mana waves were emanating from that direction. The mana waves, though faint due to the distance, seemed to indicate a massive collision of energy.

“Raul, that’s it! That’s the defensive formation known as 『Spirit Tree’s Nest』 used by our fairy race!”

Various emotions were carried in Rabel’s voice. Hope that her kin might be alive. Worry about the fact they were under attack.

And rage.

Raul, without hesitation, maintained the psychokinetic platform and began moving northward. The speed wasn’t as fast as he would have liked, but it was better than moving on the ground teeming with dark spirits.

Swish, clank!

As the legion of weapons cleared the swarming dark spirits from their path, they kept their course toward the north.

Midway, Pierce’s urgent voice rang out.

“Master, look over there!”


He pointed to a tree twice as large as the other ancient deadwoods, which seemed different somehow. Though all the trees on the ground were obscured by the dark spirits, making their forms hard to distinguish.

‘The dark energy is much denser. And strangely, the spirit density is higher.’

In the midst of urgency, label nodded, so they slightly altered their direction.

It hurts.

Someone, please help.

I’d rather die….

The thoughts began to flood into their minds.

As Rabel’s complexion turned pale and her breathing became erratic, Raul shouted.

“Everyone, follow as best as you can!”

Clang!

Unfolding his phantasmal wings, Raul shot towards the tree like a burst of energy.

Boom! Whoosh!

Mana blades and psychokinetic storms cleared the dark spirits clinging to the tree in a sudden sweep as he flew.

“Damn it!”

Raul frowned at the sight revealed and rushed to the tree. Tiny fairies were nailed to stakes all over the trunk of the tree, which was at least 20 meters tall, bleeding profusely.

From the knotholes of the ‘corrupted spirit tree,’ soaked in their blood, dark spirits were materializing from the gathered energy of darkness and despair.

“This is so cruel, how could they do this!”

As Rabel trembled and cried, Raul carefully used psychokinesis to extract the stakes and rescue the fairies.

‘Their condition is critical!’

The fairies, with their wings torn off and bodies pierced with multiple wounds, were barely clinging to life. Some kind of curse seemed to be keeping them alive, just barely.


“Rabel, get a grip! I need your power!”

Raul poured a special potion, but it seemed the curse was preventing it from taking effect. If Raul forcibly broke the curse, it could endanger the fairies’ lives.

“Sob.”

Rabel stopped her sobbing and controlled her breath. After checking the fairies’ condition, she frowned and opened the Skill Codex.

Flash.

Her wings emitted a radiant light that sprinkled over the fairies’ bodies. The disgusting red chains wrapped around them became visible.

“With such a petty curse!”

As a pure white aura emanated from Rabel’s hands, the red chains vanished into thin air like melting snow, allowing Nakia’s special healing potion to seep into the fairies’ bodies.

Simultaneously, label’s healing magic enveloped the fairies, and Raul projected an aura of brilliance to surround them.

“Q-Queen…?”

One fairy barely managed to lift her heavy eyelids, looking at Rabel with great effort.

“Aah…!”

Rabel couldn’t find her voice and shed tears.

“Save the kin, save the children….”

The fairy who had briefly opened her eyes lost consciousness again after speaking those words. A small tear slid down from the fairy’s eyes.

Crunch!

Meanwhile, Raul yanked the corrupted spirit tree out by its roots. Hovering in the air, the massive tree was swiftly chopped into pieces by Raul’s weapon legion, bursting into flames and reducing to ashes, scattered by the wind.

“Davison. I entrust the protection of these fairies to you. Ensure they are safe and unshocked.”

“Of course, master! I will protect them down to the last hair.”

Davison replied, lifting a large container prepared for such an occasion. This special partitioned box, crafted from monster shells, was enchanted with various protective spells and spatial expansion magic.

Designed by Rabel herself with utmost care, the box was more than sufficient to protect ten fairies.

“Master, how about splitting our forces?”

Kane, having scouted around, suggested.

“It seems there are at least ten more corrupted spirit trees. We should form separate teams to rescue the fairies and reduce the number of dark spirits.”

Indeed, after the corrupted spirit tree was destroyed, the surrounding dark spirits appeared to weaken.

“Alright, let’s do that. Kane, davison, and Sir McNillen will move separately. Take care of the corrupted spirit trees, guide the reinforcements, and in case of danger, evacuate the rescued fairies first.”

“Yes, master.”

Though the gate area swarmed with dark spirits, none could stand in the way of those three. Moreover, Kane, having thoroughly observed the corrupted spirit trees, wouldn’t take long to find them.

“Move out again!”

Raul, with blazing eyes, fixed his gaze to the north. He would soon personally confront whoever orchestrated these atrocities.

*

“…Huh? What did you just say? Repeat that?”

Thud.

“Grrk, urk!”

An imperial knight, his face gripped firmly, struggled and clutched at his opponent’s arm.

Crunch. Thud.

Wiping the blood and brain matter from his hands, Imperial Occultist Hierlik Denver glared at the several masters standing before him. He was reprimanding them for fleeing, which, in his eyes, was cowardly.

“We had no choice. We counted over ten aura blades, and among them was that guy.”

“That guy?”

“Count Raul. Recently designated as a high-priority individual….”

Thud.

One of the masters who had spoken up was punched and sent sprawling to the ground.

“Running without even trying to hold your ground? And you call yourselves loyal servants of His Majesty the Emperor!”

Hierlik’s roar silenced the three masters who had retreated.

‘It’s because you were busy with your fairy games!’

‘You brought more than half of our advanced forces into the gate, what were we supposed to do?’

‘Damn it. So you want us to just die there instead?’

They weren’t speechless because they had nothing to say, but because they knew any excuse would only result in more violence.

“That aside, what were the scouts doing? How could they not realize the Ruben Kingdom troops were coming until they were already here! Ridiculous.”

Hierlik muttered, but seemed not seriously concerned.

“No choice. Gather everyone. I’ll go ahead and deal with that brat Raul first.”

“Yes, captain!”

With nearly ten imperial superhumans inside the gate, and plenty of knight and mage forces available to research and curse the fairies, he felt confident.

Above all, as the fifth-ranked imperial demonologist, he trusted his own abilities.

‘Raul, huh? Crinid mentioned he saw him on the battlefield last time.’

The idiot who failed to deal with an old man from the kingdom and ran away disgracefully. According to Crinid, Raul still seemed unripe.

‘Time to make him pay for his foolishness.’

Boom!

Swinging his favorite halberd, he demolished the bothersome spirit tree in front of him and shouted.

“Little pests! Don’t think about running or hiding, ha ha ha. I’ll come play with you again soon!”

Was it an illusion?

The spirit tree seemed to shiver.

*

‘That’s it.’

Riding on the psychokinetic platform through the forest, Raul’s group finally saw the 『Spirit Tree’s Nest』 clearly ahead. The number of living spirit trees, rather than deadwood, began to increase as they approached.

Most importantly, ‘This intense energy. A demonologist!’

As expected, there was one here.

Constructing such a fortress in the Elemental Jungle without a demonologist in charge would have been unusual.

“Raul, I have something to say.”

Rabel spoke to Raul, who was drawing his sword in preparation for battle.

“Let me handle the imperial demonologist.”

Raul turned his head to meet her gaze. Rabel’s red eyes were burning more intensely than ever. The culprit who had committed such cruelty against her kin.

It was only natural that she wanted to exact justice personally. Raul was about to ask if she would be alright, but instead, he simply nodded.

“Alright, I’ll leave it to you.”

Raul couldn’t easily gauge her actual strength now. However, it was clear that after organizing the Skill Codex recently, she had become significantly stronger compared to before.

With the upgraded power of the Skill Codex and Raul’s support, she stood a chance against the warlord. More than anything, he wanted to respect her resolve.

‘If necessary, I can always step in and help.’

After all, the enemy wasn’t just one warlord. There were nearly ten superhuman-level presences, and clearing out the surrounding high-level forces would take time.

“Prepare for battle. Crush the imperial bastards and rescue the fairies!”

The ten masters of the First Knight Order, including Raul, ignited their aura blades.

(To be continued)
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Boom!

A ferocious welcome greeted Raul’s group. Dozens of magic blasts soared into the sky, and arrows from knights and soldiers flooded in relentlessly.

Most of them, however, were intercepted by Raul’s weapon legion, and none had the power to break through the psychokinetic platforms he had created.

Then, a commanding shout cut through the chaos.

“How dare you rats creep in here! Don’t expect to leave alive!”

Whirl! Swoosh!

Two axe blades flew in, slicing through the psychokinetic platform.

‘The Imperial Occultist, indeed. Can he easily use Flying Mana Swords like this?’

A technique normally reserved for master-level or higher practitioners. This prevented mages and spirit manipulators from fully exploiting their range advantage.

“Don’t worry about me, go ahead.”

With Rabel’s resolute words, Raul nodded and shouted, “Everyone, attack!”

Flash!

Stepping onto the platforms Raul created, the masters of the First Knight Order dispersed to engage their respective opponents.

“Be careful. I’ll finish up quickly and join you.”

“Okay, you too, be careful.”

Rabel’s eyes were already fixed on the Imperial Occultist. Standing atop the Codex, she looked down at him with cold eyes. Raul kicked off into the air, diving towards the Imperial forces.

‘You’re first!’

Targeting an Imperial master who annoyingly kept launching aura arrows, Raul swung his sword.

*

“Heugh, ha.”


Left alone, Rabel took a deep breath to steady herself. It was evident that the Imperial Occultist was a formidable opponent. But she had a compelling reason to defeat him.

‘I will make you pay for your atrocities.’

Pulling her hair back tightly, Rabel drew a bookmark from the Skill Codex, channeling mana.

“Krahaha! Trying to avoid me? You seem to know your place, but it’s futile!”

Imperial Occultist Hierlik mistakenly thought Raul’s group was dispersing to avoid him. He scoffed and lunged towards the blond youth, Raul.

But suddenly, crack.

“Huh?”

Vines surged up from the ground, entwining around his ankles.

Crash!

Surrounding flora—various flowers, grass, and trees—grew immensely, coloring the surroundings with lush green.

“What’s this?”

He tried to cut the vines casually with his halberd, charged with aura, but even with his master-level strength, they didn’t sever easily.

With a sneer, he finally managed to slice through the vines, shouting into the air, “Which one of you is pulling these cheap tricks?”

But the only response was from the giantized plants. Sharp-toothed man-eating plants snapped their jaws as they lunged at him, while the ground beneath him turned squishy, trying to throw him off balance.

The trees swung their trunks like arms, and vines slithered along the ground like snakes, continually binding his ankles, making it seem as though Hierlik was trapped in a vegetative swamp.

“Hah, do you think you can contend with me with these trifling tricks?”

Whoosh! Slice! Crack!

The two large axe blades whirled around him, and the aura-infused halberd he wielded shattered anything that came too close. Even the few that managed to touch him couldn’t penetrate the sturdy defense of his power armor.

‘Damn annoying. They just keep coming.’

No matter how much he cut down, the surrounding army of plants seemed endless. Moreover, he no longer saw the presence of the knights who had initially stood guard around him; they seemed to have been overwhelmed by the plant horde.


Hierlik suddenly stopped swinging his halberd and closed his eyes. The plants saw this as an opportunity and attacked more fiercely, but they couldn’t break through the rotating axe blades.

“There you are!”

Boom!

With a powerful leap, Hierlik propelled himself tens of meters into the air, swinging his halberd. Dozens of semicircular mana blades shot out from his weapon, filling the sky.

Whoosh. Boom!

From the opposite side, translucent green wind blades formed, intercepting all the mana blades.

“Haha, what’s this? Was it just a little bug outside? You were so small it was hard to find you, hahaha.”

Standing atop one of his swinging axe blades, Hierlik let out a sinister laugh.

“Don’t be mistaken. You didn’t find me; I revealed myself. Until the moment you die, regret deeply whom you dared to provoke.”

Rabel spoke coldly, her face expressionless.

“Ha ha ha ha! Die? Regret? Such cute words from a mere bug. Alright then, I’ll keep you in my collection and cherish you for a long time!”

Flash!

Hierlik launched himself towards Rabel, but she had already moved using Blink magic.

Rumbling.

A massive shadow loomed over the airborne Hierlik.

‘What…?’

Turning quickly, Hierlik found himself face-to-face with something huge.

Whoosh, boom!

A gigantic tree hand, big enough to cover the sky, swatted down at Hierlik like a fly.

*


A nearly 200-meter-tall tree giant stood tall. The ‘Spirit Tree Giant,’ said to be wielded only by the Fairy Queen, had descended upon the land after thousands of years.

‘Ah! Indeed!’

Now, the Spirit Tree’s Nest had significantly shrunk in size. Standing atop it, the fairy princess Cora could hardly contain her trembling emotions.

Around the Spirit Tree’s Nest were robust tree soldiers forming a defensive line. In front of them, thorny vines with sharp spikes formed a barricade, and hardened fruits as tough as rocks were scattered like obstacles.

Man-eating plants with their sharp teeth bared.

Flower pollen mist that obscured vision.

A sap swamp from which escape was nearly impossible.

Leaf traps camouflaged over root spears.

All these legendary techniques of the fairy race, known collectively as 『Fairy Fantasy』, were unfolding right before her eyes.

And near the mighty Spirit Tree Giant, she saw her queen in the sky.

‘Your Majesty!’

She was more noble, majestic, and valiant than Cora had ever heard.

Facing a cruel human whom none of her kin could withstand, the queen’s figure was dazzling.

“Raaah! I’ll kill you, wench!”

Boom!

The human, who had been crushed by the giant’s hand, displayed immense strength, pushing the palm away and leaping into the air, but

Whoosh, crash!

The hand was not alone. Seeing the human crushed back to the ground again made Cora’s heart soar.

Bang! Crash! Crack. Boom!

The cruel human kept pushing, kicking, and breaking the giant’s hands, but to no avail. Time after time, he was pinned to the ground, intermittently struck by the queen’s spells, and rolled around on the ground.

And all the while, the queen looked down at him with cold, captivating eyes.

Crack!

Finally, the shroud surrounding the human’s black armor shattered, and the lashes of the vines and the giant’s palms directly hit him.

Cora, who had been watching the battle with her hands clasped in prayer, widened her eyes.

‘It’s not over… What is this eerie energy?’

Rumble.

From the spot where the human stood, an overwhelmingly dark, ominous, and chilling energy, unlike anything from this world, erupted.

“Graah! How dare you! How dare you, you damn pest! I will not forgive!”

Boom!

The giant’s hand exploded with a massive detonation.

And in its place appeared—

‘A half-human, half-beast? What on earth is that?’

It seemed like a mix between a bear and a human.

The human’s form had grown into a giant, over three meters tall, and fierce black energy burned from his body.

Whoosh, bang!

The giant swung its fist again, but this time, the outcome was different.

The bear-like human simply raised a palm and stopped the giant’s punch in its tracks.

‘Oh no! What shall we do?’

While Cora was frantically fretting, her queen, label, remained completely unfazed.

‘He finally activated his seal?’

The reason an imperial demonologist was called a warlord.

It was because they could activate a special seal directly inscribed by the Emperor.

Rabel knew that the strength of individuals who had merged with monstrous beasts exceeded that of superhumans of the same level.

And facing it directly now, she could feel the overwhelming power firsthand.

The relentless force of the fairy domain 『Fairy Fantasy』, which had been pressuring him without rest, hadn’t worked as effectively.

Even the enormous strength of the Spirit Tree Giant was matched, with the warlord’s basic physical abilities greatly enhanced.

‘But.’

Rabel had not yet revealed all her power.

During the ancient war.

Amid the bloody and powerful storm that swept across the entire continent, the fairy race had survived to the end.

It wasn’t because they received help from their allies, the elves, nor because they submitted to someone.

The fairies dwelling in the Spirit Tree’s forest remained untouchable.

Not by humans, orcs, elves, nor even the mighty races of dragons and demons.

‘In this place….’

Even if it was not a bountiful Spirit Tree’s forest like back then, it could still meet the minimum conditions.

Rabel gracefully landed on the Skill Codex, knelt, and clasped her hands together in prayer.

‘I, Rabelina Eriote Meridiane, a forest fairy who loves harmony and order, and Queen of the Dasos Forest, earnestly summon you with the collective wish of my race. Dear old friend, answer my call now.’

Flash.

Fragrant green mana flowed from her body, carried by the wind, and spread throughout the gate.

Whirr.

The energy of the Spirit Trees and spirits that touched her mana began converging toward her.

What started as a faint breeze gradually intensified into a gale and eventually became a storm-like force by the time it reached Rabel.

“What, what is this?”

“It’s time! Let’s escape!”

While the immense flow of power caused the superhumans to hesitate for a moment, knights and soldiers fled in all directions.

“Wow, is that Rabel-nim? Whatever it is, it’s astounding!”

Jake rested his greatsword on his shoulder, marveling at the power converging around her.

The other masters of the First Knight Order felt the same.

Though they respected her for reaching a different pinnacle through magic, they had never felt such intense power before.

As for Raul,

‘Rabel, are you alright?’

As the immense power she gathered increased, so did the amount of energy Rabel channeled from Raul. To support her, Raul fully unlocked Regnator and gulped down special potions, infusing mana into the Skill Codex.

This was evidence that she wielded a dangerous power. Another person who sensed the urgency was Hierlik.

“Move aside, you wooden piece of rubbish!”

Imperial Occultist Hierlik Denver wildly swung his halberd, drawing in immense dark energy. The aura blades extending from the halberd’s tip and axe blade were already over 5 meters long.

Every black slash left gouges and punctures in the Spirit Tree Giant’s body. Though the tide had turned and Hierlik was now relentlessly beating down the giant, that wasn’t the important issue.

The Spirit Tree Giant was using its massive size strategically to prevent Hierlik from reaching Rabel. But nothing lasts forever. Whether it was because Rabel was absorbing the spirit tree’s energy or not.

Finally, Hierlik managed to pierce the giant’s body and soared into the air.

“Die!”

Like a black comet, Hierlik hurled himself at Rabel, shrouded in dark energy. Just as he was about to swing his halberd with his blackened eyes glaring wide.

Flash.

A small gleam flickered, and then everything fell silent. The overwhelming power rushing towards Rabel. The immense mana she had amplified multiple times through the Skill Codex.

Even the dense, sticky mana surrounding the gate disappeared without a trace. And standing there was a woman clothed entirely in a translucent, soothing green aura, smiling warmly.

“This can’t be happening!”

Hierlik shouted in shock, seemingly in denial of reality. His ultimate strike, with all his power. The tip of his halberd was lightly caught between the green woman’s fingers.

“It’s been such a long time, Rabelina. To think you’re still alive! I couldn’t be happier to meet an old friend. It’s just sad that our time together is short.”

Exhausted, label could only look at her with tear-filled eyes and smile.

“And to think there are still beings emitting such vile energy. They must be really tenacious.”

As the green woman slightly furrowed her brows and turned her head, Hierlik screamed desperately.

“Who the hell are you?! What trick are you playing!”

Swish.

A cold, sharp wind lightly swept through the area.

(To be continued)
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He was there, and then he wasn’t. It was a scene befitting that phrase. The once formidable Imperial Occultist Hierlik Denver was literally erased from the air. His existence vanished without a trace of blood or flesh.

“Hmm. It seems my help is no longer needed.”

The green woman cast a brief glance at Raul and smiled.

“I look forward to meeting you again, Rabelina Eriot Meridiane. The lovely and pure Queen of the Fairies. My friend.”

After lightly kissing Rabel’s forehead, her figure dissolved into the air.

‘I hope I can do the same, wind Spirit King Dameia.’

As she disappeared, Rabel felt an immense wave of exhaustion but bit her lip. The battle was not yet over. She could not afford to collapse. Not with her kin, the very reason for her existence, watching her.

Flap.

With a flourish of her two pairs of colorful wings, Rabel soared back onto the Skill Codex, mustering her strength once more.

Rumble.

The fairy domain, ‘Fairy Fantasy’, which had paused momentarily, resumed ensnaring the enemies.

「I leave the rest to you, Raul.」

「Great job, Rabel. You were amazing.」

They exchanged a brief glance and short words of encouragement. As Raul gazed at the struggling Rabel, he shouted with vigor.

“First Knight Order! Leave no enemy standing!”

“Uoooooh!”

The yellow aura blades illuminated the inside of the gate brightly.

*

“Waaaa! Your Majesty!”

“We missed you so much, sniffle.”


“I’m so glad the prophecy wasn’t wrong, sob sob.”

“Thank you for saving us!”

Naturally, the remaining imperial remnants were thoroughly wiped out. Though nine superhumans remained, they were no match for Raul and the First Knight Order.

Most of the superhumans were barely master-level, and the high-level mages without guards had no chance against the masters. And so, over a thousand fairies hidden within the Spirit Tree’s Nest were finally rescued.

Just like in the legendary prophecy, their queen appeared at a moment of crisis to save them. Facing Rabel, all the fairies burst into tears.

Their tears formed a pond. Rabel embraced them in silence, weeping. It was a touching reunion scene. But Raul could not simply rejoice.

‘Out of over two thousand fairies, only a thousand survived….’

Most of the fairies looked young, and it turned out that except for the elders who maintained the defense barrier, the older fairies had sacrificed themselves one by one.

They ultimately protected the future of their race, but still.

‘If I had only paid more attention… If I had come here just a little bit sooner!’

He couldn’t help but blame himself. In addition to the fairies rescued from this place, a hundred more fairies were saved. Kane’s group had rescued those who were trapped by the corrupted spirit trees.

However, it was uncertain if they could return to their normal state. No one could tell if a fairy who lost their wings could continue living as a fairy.

‘No. I will make sure to heal them.’

Surely, Nakia would have some way. Given her extensive research into living organisms, even attempts at biological alchemy, perhaps she could restore the wings of the fairies who had lost theirs.

With this faint hope, Raul avoided the grateful eyes of the fairies who were smiling at him.

“What do you plan to do now?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve reunited with your kin as you wished. Now you need to help them settle down.”

As the First Knight Order’s follow-up team arrived and prepared for the fairies’ relocation, Raul and Rabel stood atop the Spirit Tree, looking down at them.

“…What are you trying to say?”


Rabel asked, and Raul sighed softly before answering.

“You can do what you want now. The Skill Codex. You can leave it, can’t you?”

“……”

Rabel averted her eyes from Raul.

“How long have you known?”

“I’m meticulous about contracts. It clearly states you can be released if we ‘mutually agree’. And I noticed that, for a while now, you don’t need the Skill Codex’s mana anymore.”

Rabel remained silent for a moment, looking down below. Despite just having experienced turmoil, the young fairies were already flying excitedly around the First Knight Order members.

Was it because of their inherently kind nature?

Or had they already realized that not all humans were the same?

‘Thinking about it… I have….’

She had spent far more time among humans than with her kin. Maybe that’s why. She had become more calculative and logical, traits not typical of a fairy.

Rabel looked up, gazing at Raul’s face. His expression as he looked at the fairies was quite complex. She felt she knew the reason without having to ask.

‘A kind person.’

He might not want to appear as such, but his nature couldn’t be hidden. And with that, Rabel made up her mind.

“So, are you going to release me?”

“If you want to be. They need you.”

“And you don’t need me?”

“……”

Raul seemed lost for words, blinking his eyes before scratching his head.

“Of course, I’d like you to be around. But I can’t leave them just like that. And you’ve been such a tremendous help; it wouldn’t be right to force you to stay….”


Rabel smiled warmly at Raul as he fumbled through his words.

“Fine. I’m not going anywhere until you tell me to leave because I’m annoying. So, tell me. You already have something in mind, don’t you?”

Raul laughed awkwardly as Rabel adjusted her glasses and asked.

“Well, I can’t say I haven’t thought about it…. Ah, whatever. Just don’t regret it later.”

“You too. If you’re going to regret taking our kids, it’s better to give up now.”

“Pfft. Hahaha.”

Raul burst into laughter as he looked at Rabel, who stared at him with narrowed eyes and her hands on her hips. It was probably because one of the issues he was worried about was resolved.

“Alright, then let’s start by raiding a dungeon!”

Getting up energetically, Raul kicked off the Spirit Tree and soared into the sky.

*

“How did it go?”

“Yes, it seems the Fairy Queen won. The Spirit Tree cluster has a new owner, and the imperial forces’ offensive has completely stopped.”

“Hmm, is that so?”

The leader of the elves, high Elf Melish, sparkled her eyes. She had expected this result ever since nearly twenty masters had emerged. The problem was that they pierced through the imperial frontlines and headed directly to the center.

This made it a bit difficult to achieve the best outcome she had hoped for.

‘But it doesn’t change much. They will need our help anyway.’

After the totems made from fairy wings appeared, She recalled the records left by her ancestors. Unlike the elves who all left, the fairies left their queen, who had passed down everything, in this world.

She hadn’t expected that queen to still be alive, but it made things work out even better. The enraged Fairy Queen would clash with the imperial forces and rescue the surviving fairies.

‘That’s what matters.’

The surviving fairies. Fairies couldn’t leave the vicinity of the Spirit Tree until they had grown to a certain level. Someone like the queen could survive in a world where Spirit Trees barely remained, but that was impossible for ordinary fairies.

And the thing essential for the growth and survival of the Spirit Tree was the ‘World Tree’. As long as they had secured the World Tree, the fairies, whether they liked it or not, would have to seek help from the elves.

‘Don’t think of it as too heartless. It’s beneficial for everyone, isn’t it?’

Melish planned to procure new and powerful spirits through the fairies. Many of the spirits currently contracted to the elves were not the true spirits passed down from their ancestors in ancient times.

Most were lower-tier native spirits that had naturally manifested in the current world.

‘But through the fairies, it will be easier to contact the spirits of the Spirit World.’

Now that they had returned to their homeland, directly summoning spirits from the Spirit World wasn’t impossible.

However, the materials and preparations required were not trivial, so why take the hard way when there was an easier option?

Just then, the scouts reported.

“Melish-nim, the Fairy Queen and that human are heading this way!”

“Really? Perfect timing. Assemble the elders and the war chiefs! We won’t be caught off guard like before.”

Last time, they were complacent, and the front line was too intense to bring enough superhuman forces, but this time was different.

In preparation for such a situation, she had stationed over fifty superhumans near the World Tree. And finally, their third meeting took place.

“We kept our promise. The spirits won’t go berserk anymore.”

As Melish was about to respond, Rabel continued.

“Oh, and you’re not so shameless as to suggest we should clean up all those cursed objects spread throughout the front lines, right?”

“…Ahem.”

Melish, who was just about to mention it, cleared her throat.

“Now that their supply has been cut off, they’ll lose their power in about two weeks. So, it would be best not to bring up unfulfilled promises or anything like that.”

As Rabel glanced around at the elven elders, they avoided her gaze, revealing their guilt.

“The item?”

An elven warrior took out an ornate, antique water bottle adorned with elaborate patterns, which High Elf Melish handed very cautiously to Rabel.

‘Anyone would think they were handing over a priceless treasure, tsk tsk.’

The bottle itself looked far more valuable than the World Tree sap it contained, and Raul couldn’t help but click his tongue inwardly. With the transaction complete and Rabel about to leave, Melish stopped her with a warm expression.

“Wait a moment. I heard many fairies survived, fortunately.”

Rabel suddenly halted.

‘Many survived? Over half of them died.’

Compared to Raul, who was too guilt-ridden to even make eye contact with the fairies, this was an incredibly insensitive remark.

“Yes, and so?”

Rabel’s voice turned cold.

“To protect them, you’d need a strong ally, wouldn’t you? Considering you’ve been through so much, if you wish, we can dispatch our elven warriors to offer protection.”

Despite her anger at the hypocritical attitude, Rabel managed to hold it in. Though her words seemed to express the intention of protecting the fairies, “Sorry, but that won’t be necessary. Our kin have the power to protect ourselves.”

Melish appeared to interpret her words differently.

“Do you still trust those deceitful humans?”

“What?”

“Even after all this, don’t you understand? Humans are a race of beasts who think only of themselves! They’ll commit any cruel or atrocious act without hesitation for their own benefit! Are you seriously thinking of entrusting the lives of your precious kin to those cunning humans?”

Clang!

Melish raised her hand to point at Raul, and the elven war chiefs and elders surrounding them simultaneously drew their weapons, aiming at Raul.

“If you’re being threatened by him, just say the word. We’ll save you! Don’t you want to revive the old alliance with us elves?”

Rabel hovered slowly, looking around.

High Elf Melish.

The elven elders.

The elven warriors.

The emotion hidden in their eyes was undoubtedly ‘greed.’

‘What has changed them like this?’

Did they realize that their actions were not so different from the humans they despised?

Rabel felt more pity than anger towards them.

“Stop this. Our fate is for us fairies to decide. It’s not for elves or humans to interfere. And as for the alliance… we’ll consider it.”

The elves didn’t block the path of Rabel and Raul as they left. They likely believed the queen’s decision was already made.

And a few days later, “Something terrible has happened! The Town Tree in the Spirit Tree cluster has vanished!”

“What! What about them? What about the fairies?”

“There’s no sign of the fairies, nor the humans!”

Something had gone horribly wrong. Melish’s expression contorted with rage.

(To be continued)
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A not very large but clear and serene lakeside. Around it were lush forests and a suitable-sized plain.

“How is it?”

“Seems good.”

Raul and Rabel stood gazing at the clear lake. Beside them stood an empty power armor, which belonged to Raul’s mentor, Caldenas.

“Thankfully, it still looks just as I remember. It would’ve been even better if they were still around….”

This place was where Caldenas had once seen the lake fairies before he became a guardian. A small lake located in the western forbidden zone, to the east of the Monster Forest.

With a glimmer of hope, Raul and Rabel had previously visited this location, but this time, their visit had a different objective.

“Then let’s settle around here.”

Raul stood on a plain not far from the lake and took something out. A long wooden staff about 2 meters in length. At first glance, it appeared as an ordinary, unremarkable stick, but….

『S-Grade Town Tree Core』

Rarity: Epic

Grade: S

Effect: Unbreakable. Highest mana conductivity. ???

Description: The core that forms the heart of the Town Tree in the Elemental Jungle settlement. It cannot be separated without going through a special process. By itself, it may seem unremarkable, but with the touch of a master craftsman, it can transform into a top-tier item.

It was the core extracted from the S-Grade Town Tree in the Spirit Tree cluster.

‘And this thing has a hidden secret.’

Through extensive research and experiments conducted by numerous players in his past life with Town Trees. They had uncovered its true identity….

Shove.

Raul plunged the Town Tree core deep into the ground. And as he infused it with mana, crack. Rumble!

Something beneath the ground began to break, and the remaining 30 cm of the wooden staff started expanding at an alarming rate.


3 meters, 5 meters, 10 meters, ….

Finally, it grew to an impressive height of 50 meters.

“Wow, it’s more impressive than I thought.”

“Indeed. I thought half that size would be sufficient.”

The newly grown tree was significantly different from the existing Town Trees. None of the typical defensive features like palisades or defensive magic barriers manifested.

Unlike the hollow Town Trees, this one was solid and robust. As Raul’s eyes turned a golden hue, he peered into the tree, revealing its true nature.

『Sapling of a Sprouted World Tree』

Rarity: Legendary

Grade: C

Status: Sprouted. Growth limited. Traits limited.

Effect: ???

Description: A sapling of the World Tree sprouted from the core of the Town Tree. Having just sprouted, it has not awakened its special powers. Further growth is impossible as a stronger World Tree exists in the same dimension. Unless special conditions are met, it is just an ordinary tree.

As the description indicated, it was essentially just a sturdy and large tree. This was because the rule dictated that only one World Tree could exist per dimension.

‘The true World Tree is growing in the elves’ stronghold.’

According to Raul’s observations, it had already grown to a height of 150 meters, reaching an A-rank level. Yet, it was still far from the grandeur of the ancient World Trees.

“The World Tree of that time was so massive that it covered half the Elemental Jungle with its branches. If not for the concealment barrier, its presence would have been visible across the continent.”

Listening to Rabel’s explanation, Raul nodded. The last time he saw a World Tree in his previous life, it had already surpassed 500 meters in height.

“The key point is that the elves’ World Tree hasn’t fully matured yet. That’s what we’re aiming for.”

As stated in the description of the World Tree sapling, only the strongest individual can grow into a World Tree within a given dimension. But what if a sapling more powerful than the elves’ World Tree appeared?

Raul retrieved a second item from his inventory.


『Remnants of an Ancient World Tree』

Rarity: Legendary

Grade: EX

Effect: Rapid growth of the World Tree sapling. Inheritance of the World Tree’s memory and talents.

Description: The ancient World Tree, once the source of Connect, perished due to the aftermath of war. Prior to its demise, it left numerous saplings to succeed it, which evolved into the current Town Trees over time. Meanwhile, the tremendous energy and vitality it harbored were trapped in its remnants and buried underground. Those remnants will nourish and facilitate the growth of a new World Tree.

A black wood fragment the size of a forearm. Too small and plain to be believed as the remnant of a World Tree, and it seemed hard to believe such a charcoal-like piece would hold any power.

But as Raul buried the fragment of the ancient World Tree beneath the base of the newly sprouted sapling,

Rumble.

“Whoa!”

“Oh my!”

The ground trembled like a tidal wave, and the World Tree sapling began to surge skywards with tremendous force. Its girth seemed to combine that of multiple buildings, and its height had already surpassed 200 meters.

Boom.

A refreshing aura spread from the sapling, and a translucent veil enveloped it.

“Ah!”

It felt like a refreshing rebirth, enveloping their entire bodies. Rabel, Raul, even Caldenas, and the distant First Knight Order members on guard, all closed their eyes and savored the invigorating mana coursing through them.

‘So this is the blessing of the World Tree!’

Raul realized anew the power of the World Tree. Even someone like him, approaching the pinnacle of superhuman strength, felt his total energy—mana, spiritual power, and divine power—had increased by about 50%.

‘Not just the quantity, but the purity has improved!’

The time required to draw upon mana was reduced, and its efficiency seemed to have heightened. Feeling this immediate effect, Raul wondered how immense the power would be once the World Tree fully matured.

‘No wonder the elves never stray from the World Tree’s territory.’


He could now somewhat understand why the elves had huddled beneath the World Tree during the ancient war, seemingly like cowards. As the transformation of the World Tree sapling concluded, Raul looked at Rabel.

“Time to finish up?”

“Yes, indeed.”

Rabel glanced at a nearby open space and spoke gently.

“Open.”

Whoosh.

Fresh mana swirled, and a cute green portal appeared in mid-air.

“Waaa!”

“Your Majesty~!”

“Where are we?”

“Wow, look at that big tree!”

Whoosh.

Numerous fairies poured out of the portal. The young fairies, fascinated by the World Tree, swarmed around it excitedly, circling and playing.

“Your Majesty, is this our new home?”

“Oh my, that’s a World Tree? Are the elves nearby?”

The last to emerge were Princess Cora and the elders of the fairy race. They looked around, presumably concerned about the elves known as the World Tree’s caretakers.

According to Rabel, the elves had historically barred fairies from approaching the World Tree. The reason given was that the fairies’ spirited energy could negatively affect the World Tree.

‘Well. Was that really the reason?’

The fairies seemed a bit puzzled by the lack of elves nearby.

“Have you brought everything safely?”

“Of course! These little ones are crucial.”

They carried something small and precious in their arms. It was none other than the seeds of the Spirit Tree. Whether they crossed the gate to leave or to return, the fairies always carried Spirit Tree seeds with them.

“Alright, let’s plant them nicely.”

“Leave it to us.”

Flutter, flutter.

Cora, the elders, and the adult fairies spread around the World Tree, carefully planting the Spirit Tree seeds. Shortly after sowing hundreds of seeds,

Bulge.

Tiny sprouts pushed the soil aside and peeked out.

“Oooh!”

“Wow.”

The young fairies surrounded the sprouts, dancing excitedly. And unbelievably, the sprout quickly grew into a sapling over 1 meter tall.

With the World Tree’s blessing bestowed upon the Spirit Tree, it wouldn’t be long before a lush and vibrant Spirit Tree cluster flourished.

Thus, a new forbidden zone for the fairies, filled with the World Tree and Spirit Trees, was established near the lake to the east of the Monster Forest.

Probably, this would cause the World Tree sapling in the elves’ stronghold to cease growing.

‘Not my problem.’

What fate awaited the elves no longer concerned Raul. He had no need for their power and didn’t wish to help them. Raul watched the joyful fairies with a smile.

*

The spring, when new shoots appeared, had now turned to autumn, when leaves fell.

Rumble, rumble!

“Northwest direction, imperial cavalry!”

“Those bastards! Trying to interfere again?”

“Battle squads, what are you doing? Prepare for cavalry engagement!”

In the center of the western forbidden zone, known as the Monster Plains, a guild of players, trying to construct a makeshift fortress, was under attack by an imperial cavalry of about a hundred troops.

The players, seemingly used to such situations, stopped their work and prepared for battle.

Boom! Bang!

“Kill them!”

“Get out, you dogs of the kingdom!”

“What are you undead-loving imperial scum saying?”

About two-thirds of the imperial cavalry were undead or mounted monsters. The rest were knights and armor users, so they couldn’t be underestimated due to their numbers.

The players had grown strong enough that they were rarely defeated outright. After an exchange of sword qi and various skills, both sides suffered similar losses. But the imperial side suffered more significantly.

The reason was.

“What are you doing! Resurrect quickly!”

“Healers! Focus on the tanks, please!”

The priests among the players had progressed to the point where they could cast resurrection spells, and their numbers were incomparable to the past.

The players had enough conditions to reveal their characteristics, rivalling the undead. However, the guild leader didn’t look pleased.

Thump, thump, thump.

Roar!

“Damn, we drew aggro. Retreat!”

Cunningly, the imperial cavalry had lured a high-level monster from the Monster Plains. The operation to establish a foothold in the plains ended in failure.

‘Things have really gotten tough now.’

Many guilds were continually challenging to develop even a part of the Monster Plains, but few succeeded. Recently, in the past month, the pace of development had slowed even further, all thanks to those annoying imperial cavalry.

‘And the orc riders are just as bad.’

Half of the Monster Plains was already occupied by the First Knight Order and player guilds. About half of the remaining area was settled by orc tribes, while the rest was contested by the empire, orcs, and players.

The main issue remained the formidable monsters of the forbidden zone. Only the strongest monsters had survived in the forbidden zone, making it difficult to confront them without superhuman-level intervention.

Thus, development faced significant challenges.

Occasionally, large-scale faction wars erupted instead of small skirmishes, but balance had been somewhat achieved, resulting in no major territorial changes.

‘No, if the First Knight Order had been more greedy, they could have secured a wider area. Now that I think about it, why aren’t they more ambitious?’

At some point, the superhumans of the First Knight Order had stopped appearing in the plain battles. Rumors had it that they occasionally showed up in the northern ice mountains or the eastern Elemental Jungle, but they didn’t seem to be moving aggressively.

‘Nevertheless, this means there’s still an opportunity. In the next expedition, for sure!’

The guild leader, with a look of regret, retreated to their base with the guild members. A year had passed since the 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Encounter』 scenario began.

The power dynamics of the four forbidden zones had now somewhat stabilized. In the western forbidden zone, the Monster Forest territory had been established as Raul had desired.

The defensive line of the First Knight Order, occupying one-third of the plains, was now firmly in place. Player guilds’ pioneering cities lay before it.

A neutral zone and monster habitats centered around the northwestern plain. Orcs occupied the western part of the plain and forest area. The empire held the northern edge of the plain and forest.

Eventually, with a neutral zone in contention, each faction was solidifying its territory. The southern demon sea became firmly the domain of the sirens and mermaid races.

Humans didn’t risk sea expeditions and only maintained trade routes in coastal waters. Meanwhile, significant changes had occurred in the northern and eastern forbidden zones.

(To be continued)
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Rumble.

Bang! Rattatat!

Flames roared behind the collapsed iron wall.

“Damn it, is this the end? Everyone, retreat!”

Swish, flash!

Teleportation magic circles and portals flashed, swallowing people up.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

Giants pushed through the remnants of the iron wall. These were the Gigant, the dwarves’ piloted war machines.

“Hahaha! Look at them flee!”

“Never come near us again, you imperial scum!”

Buzz.

As the Gigant were deactivated, a stout dwarf emerged.

‘Have we finally reached this point?’

Tar’o, the Great Chief of the Black Anvil Tribe, looked at the iron fortress with deep emotion. With this, all major underground cities in the northern ice mountains had returned to the dwarves’ control.

They had finally reclaimed the legacy left by their ancestors. At that moment, a dwarf messenger came running and shouted.

“Great Chief! The human allied forces on the surface have also captured all the imperial outposts!”

“Woohoo!”

“A perfect victory!”

Hearing the news, the dwarf warriors raised their hammers and magic guns to the sky, shouting triumphantly.

‘It was truly the best decision.’


Great Chief Tar’o stroked his beard, which reached down to his waist, with a broad smile. Raul had unexpectedly visited their underground city.

Since allying with him, everything had been going smoothly. Rare items, materials, and resources that were hard to come by were sufficiently supplied by Raul’s First Knight Order.

With those resources, the weapons and combat machines they refurbished were enough to defeat the imperial humans, and now they lacked no strategic resources. The dwarf race had successfully settled in Connect.

And from Raul’s perspective, there were no losses.

The growing interaction with dwarf artisans had significantly improved the skills of the artisans in the First Knight Order, and both sides’ combat capabilities increased due to the different techniques applied to their equipment.

Moreover, players cheered for the high-quality, artistically crafted dwarf-made weapons. As a result, the First Trading Company and workshops enjoyed immense prosperity.

‘It’s been a while since I last saw Count Raul’s face. I wonder if he’s making good use of what we made for him, hehe.’

Great Chief Tar’o gulped down the cool ale acquired from trade with the First Knight Order and silently wished his human friend well.

*

“Lady Melish, the outer defensive line has been breached again.”

“Only the final defensive line within the protection of the World Tree remains!”

Where did it all go wrong?

High Elf Melish continued to caress the World Tree sapling, which gave no response. Shortly after the Fairy Queen and the fairies disappeared.

The steadfast support of the World Tree had halted its activities. While the existing blessings and barriers remained, their reach did not expand, nor did their power recover.

This led to catastrophic consequences.

The silence of the World Tree, which used to control the elemental monsters and elemental traps in the Eastern Forbidden Zone’s Elemental Jungle.

This meant that the forbidden zone could no longer exert its power as a forbidden zone. Additionally, as the World Tree’s power vanished, the Spirit Tree clusters withered away.

Even the birth of natural spirits became difficult. This resulted in a sharp decline in the elves’ combat capabilities.

‘If only they had responded a bit sooner!’

The current situation might not have deteriorated this far. Upon realizing the anomaly, the elves’ first action was not to fortify their defenses.


-This is surely a human ploy!

-The Fairy Queen has colluded with humans!

-Find the Fairy Queen and the humans immediately!

The elves made the foolish choice to try and revert the situation that had already unfolded. Some elven superhumans and warriors left the Elemental Jungle to search for the fairies and Raul’s party.

And they never returned.

The elves’ power was effective in the areas blessed by the World Tree within the Elemental Jungle or forests. The harsh world of Connect was unforgiving to elves accustomed to the limited terrain of the Elemental Jungle.

Like salt thrown into the sea, the elven reconnaissance teams dissolved away. While the elves were scrambling, the empire and players seized the moment.

“The jungle has changed! Elemental monsters aren’t respawning and the elemental traps are quiet!”

“This is the perfect chance to reclaim the settlement! Summon all guild members!”

The player guilds, who had been pushed back by the elves, reinforced their power through alliances and re-entered the jungle.

Elven forces in the outer areas not covered by the World Tree’s blessing were quickly overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of players. Seeing the results, large guilds, which had been suppressed, pounced like hungry beasts.

Dismayed by the seemingly endless hordes of players, the elves had no choice but to retreat repeatedly.

“His Majesty is furious! We must seize the Elemental Jungle!”

The imperial forces, momentarily paralyzed by the complete destruction of their expedition command, countered by deploying even more superhumans and soldiers to make up for their blunders.

This coincided with a full-scale assault by the player guilds, leaving the elves overwhelmed by human attacks from all sides.

Within just 6 months, the elves lost approximately 90% of the Elemental Jungle to the humans. Although the loss of territory was severe, their forces did not suffer too greatly.

This was due to the elves’ superior individual abilities and the ease of retreat inherent to the jungle’s terrain. Ultimately, they managed to hold onto the Town Tree formations centered around the World Tree.

This was thanks to the still-present blessings of the World Tree and a concentration of their now reduced forces. However, no elf would see this as a relief.

They were now completely surrounded by the empire and players and isolated in the Elemental Jungle. The World Tree had stopped growing, and no new spirits were emerging.

Moreover, outside their territory, humans were eagerly waiting for the elves to come out.


‘If only we had shown more goodwill to the Fairy Queen, would the situation have turned out differently?’

But Melish had no time to dwell on past regrets.

“Lady Melish! The barrier is weakening. The mana stones need replenishing….”

“Undead forces from the empire are attacking from the east…!”

“Terain’s scouting party hasn’t returned.”

All the news brought to her was grim. In the end, her options were limited.

“Call in all the elders and warriors. We will activate the ‘Complete Barrier of the World Tree’.”

“What? But that…!”

The war chief who received the command couldn’t continue his sentence. Activating such a large-scale barrier without a fully functioning World Tree meant potentially sacrificing lives.

And the ‘Complete Barrier of the World Tree’ meant completely isolating a specific area from the outside world.

“That is my decision. We must survive. As we always have from ancient times.”

“Yes, understood.”

Thus, the elves chose to confine themselves in an even smaller space. But with an incomplete barrier and a halted World Tree, how long could they truly endure?

Melish’s hollow eyes and sigh represented their uncertainty.

*

『Announcement』

The former inhabitants of the forbidden zones have returned. They are either striving to reclaim their former glory or struggling to survive.

Meanwhile, human kingdoms and empires claiming ownership of Connect long to seize the forbidden zones, and players are fighting to carve out their own territories.

The preliminary battles for the control of the forbidden zones have concluded.

The scenario 『Forbidden Zone Opening – Encounter』 has been completed.

This concludes all linked scenarios of the forbidden zone opening. However, every end is but a new beginning.

A new scenario 『Coexistence or XX』 begins.

『Scenario: Coexistence or XX』

Description: All forbidden zones in Connect have been opened. The ancient races have all made their return.

What remains now is to establish and unify a new order in Connect.

How you choose to deal with the newly emerged lands and races is up to you.

Will you wage war to seize what they possess?

Or will you join hands to explore new possibilities?

The next year will decide.

The future of the Connect continent will be shaped by your actions.

All systems provided by Connect will be unlocked.

Players or guilds who secure territories can declare ‘independence’. However, be cautious. The responsibility for your choices rests solely on you.

An unprecedented crisis is approaching. Soon, you will face pivotal decisions. Strive to improve yourselves to save the world.

A limited-time experience boost event will be held. We encourage you to grow as much and as efficiently as possible.

“We’ve finally reached this point.”

Raul muttered as he read the notification in front of him. The scenario following the 『Forbidden Zone Opening』 was totally uncharted territory.

There was no information; he had to rely solely on his intuition and experience. The recent passive stance of the First Knight Order, and Raul’s reduction in public activities, were all results of his caution.

‘Every decision I make could endanger not just my life but also the lives of my subordinates and comrades.’

But that was no longer the case. With the new scenario revealed, it was time to act accordingly. Of course, seeing the revealed scenario left him feeling a bit deflated.

Though it was worded in a roundabout way, essentially, it said, “Act independently and improve your skills for now.”

He felt almost overly cautious, but it wasn’t a wrong decision. Because there was another notification in front of him that no one else saw.

Congratulations. Player Raul has been selected as a final candidate for 『Final Scenario: Mediator』.

Verifying player Raul’s mark and qualifications.

Player Raul’s score is 93 points. (Protector of the Ruben Kingdom, master of the strongest guild on the continent, ruler of the western forbidden zone, ally of the Dwarves, and 36 others.)

You have achieved the highest score among the final candidates. You will be provided with the most information and conveniences in the final scenario. Prepare collaborators who can assist you in the final scenario.

Maximize your abilities before the final scenario. A formidable foe awaits.

Failure in the final scenario may lead to ‘destruction’.

Time remaining until the final scenario begins: 364 days, 23 hours.

What the final scenario entailed and who the final candidates were remained unknown.

But the atmosphere felt ominous.

‘The directive to prepare collaborators suggests that it may be a task too challenging to handle alone.’

So far, he could say he had done well. Honestly, except for the empire, Raul could confidently claim to have the strongest power on the Connect continent.

But, as the system warned, if he failed the final scenario, what would all that matter?

‘So, what I need to prepare is….’

Raul’s eyes began to shine.

***

As the new scenario announcement appeared, many on Earth grew tense. Especially the heads of state and corporate executives who were certain of some connection between Connect and Earth.

But the sudden change they anticipated did not occur.

“…What’s happening?”

“Weren’t the anomalies linked to the Connect scenario?”

“Should we consider ourselves lucky…?”

Government officials were puzzled but also relieved.

If progress efficiency dropped or severe climate change occurred, maintaining the current system would be challenging. Be it politically, economically, or even the very foundation of human science.

However, no one could fully relax. The calm before the storm. A breather before significant change. The fear it might be that kept everyone on edge. And there were always those who loathed uncertainty and anxiety.

“Ugh! Who are you?”

“Please, spare me!”

“What is the meaning of thi—, urk!”

It wasn’t happening in Connect. The number of players being unexpectedly kidnapped or going missing on Earth was rapidly increasing. And all this information was being relayed directly to Rabel, the genius hacker.

“Raul! They’ve made a move!”

Finally, the intricate web of information Rabel had laid out captured some activity.

The screen transmitted to Raul.

There, the faces of the men in suits, who had taken Bae Dohyun’s life in his past life, were clearly displayed.

(To be continued)
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“How did the negotiations proceed?”

“Fortunately, it seems our interests align considerably with theirs. The discussion is progressing well.”

“How is the relocation of players and NPCs going?”

“The recruitment targeting beginners and wandering refugees is showing promising results. If everything goes smoothly, we might be able to declare ‘independence’ soon.”

A lavishly decorated conference room. About twenty individuals were gathered, continuing their meeting. The notable thing was that the location was not on Earth. They were in a large hotel banquet hall in the free city of Connect.

The First Hotel.

Since the beginning of the Connect service, it had consistently remained the top luxury hotel.

Its facilities were more convenient than the best hotels on Earth, and its accessibility to portals connected to various parts of Connect made it incredibly popular.

The attendees of the meeting were quite distinguished. It was a gathering of the heads of the world’s top corporations, people who often appeared on the front pages of the news.

Their nationalities varied, representing the United States, China, Japan, russia, the United Kingdom, Korea, and other leading countries.

However, the tone of their conversation was far from cordial.

“Let me emphasize once again, trust no one. Governments are too slow to act because they have to appease their citizens. And those idiots prattling on about corporate ethics should be excluded. In a scenario where the future of the world is uncertain, indecisive people are of no use.”

Leading the meeting was the renowned American social media entrepreneur, Gene Ryan.

“Agreed. It’s no longer a hypothesis but a fact that Earth and Connect are linked. Anyone who can’t acknowledge that after seeing this is a fool.”

On a magic screen installed on the conference room wall, a video was playing. Various images of people demonstrating unusual abilities were shown on the split screens.

From someone creating flames in their palm to someone crushing a steel plate with a bare fist. Though these were minor superhuman abilities, the fact that they were filmed on Earth suggested a lot.

“Chairman Alex Song was right. The answer to Earth’s anomalies should be found in Connect. Regardless of the direction, we need to firmly establish our presence in Connect.”

“That’s precisely why this ‘Pioneer Association’ was created by various chairmen. Leaders like us need to become pioneers guiding the less capable masses.”

Everyone nodded in agreement with Chairman Ryan’s statement.

“Then let us conclude this agenda item. Through negotiations with the empire, we will establish our stronghold in the Eastern Forbidden Zone’s Elemental Jungle. Our affiliated large guilds have already secured substantial areas, but it’s still not enough.”


A map was spread out. The pioneering areas of the First Knight Order stretched along the border between the kingdom and the Elemental Jungle.

Beyond that, from the southern vicinity to the top center, large guild alliances’ territories were marked in blue. It covered around 30% of the estimated total area of the Elemental Jungle.

To the slightly north were the elf strongholds, and the remaining eastern areas colored in black were all occupied by the empire.

“We’re not in a long-term relationship with the First Knight Order or the kingdom. So, there’s no need to share long borders with them. This is the new terrain map that will form after our negotiation with the empire concludes.”

The guild alliance’s territory stretched long towards the central upper area from the southwest. And a black corridor cutting through the southern part of the Elemental Jungle. They intended to provide the empire with a passage to the kingdom.

“When the empire secures the corridor, it will inevitably clash with the kingdom or the First Knight Order! We can take advantage of the chaos to reap benefits, like kicking out the First Knight Order entirely or targeting the elves to seize their assets. And if the empire isn’t as strong as expected, attacking them to take over the whole Elemental Jungle wouldn’t be a bad option.”

Though these were only preliminary plans, if everything went as planned, there would be no losses. And those gathered had enough power to ensure this plan’s success.

The most formidable power of all: ‘money.’

“So, esteemed chairmen, please continue to prioritize securing gold in Connect. Once circumstances change, currency exchange could become difficult.”

“Of course. We will press our collaborators to secure adequate funds.”

“And… as a reminder, it could become troublesome if our group’s identity or objectives are exposed. Please ensure confidentiality.”

“Naturally. We will enforce strict oversight.”

A few minor issues were then discussed, and the meeting concluded. The business magnates shook hands and left the banquet hall, going their separate ways. However, a few individuals who had left regrouped in a prepared room.

“How are the acquisition efforts going?”

“It’s proving more difficult than expected. Items meeting the criteria are rare…. It’s all because of those First Knight Order bastards, isn’t it? What are they thinking, assigning bodyguards to anyone who steps outside?”

“Exactly. They used to only guard First Company people, but now even cooperating guild rankers get protection…. Could our information have leaked?”

The figure at the head of the table shook his head at the anxious voice.

“Impossible. The targets we’ve picked are thoroughly isolated socially. No one’s going to notice a couple of orphans or gaming addicts disappearing.”

“That’s true. Taking care of those societal rejects who know nothing but gaming is almost a public service, hahaha.”

The assembled individuals laughed together.


“The problem is that we can’t procure enough targets as things stand. Shouldn’t we lower our standards a bit?”

“Hmm…. Even if their rank is lower, they should at least be rankers for the data to be useful.”

“Researchers are always like that. No matter how much support they get, they claim it’s never enough. We’ve poured money into this for years, and they haven’t even managed to replicate a single simple function of the capsule! I wonder if this project is even feasible.”

“Exactly. The money spent is already astronomical, yet there’s nothing to show for it. At this rate, it’s just a waste of money, isn’t it?”

As some chairmen voiced their complaints, the figure at the head of the table clapped their hands to get everyone’s attention.

“There are no results without investment. Even if the capsules self-destruct upon tampering, the current research isn’t subject to that problem. If needed, we can always dispose of the research subjects, so let’s not be too hasty.”

Reluctantly, the others nodded.

“And we will lower the criteria for securing subjects. Even if they aren’t rankers, as long as their ‘sync rate’ is high, it should suffice. If one test subject isn’t enough, we can always use several.”

“That’s a good idea. We’ll inform the procurement teams accordingly.”

“Remember, this operation must be conducted with utmost caution. If we succeed in this, we’ll be able to control everything in Connect as we please! Not even the First Knight Order will be able to stand in our way.”

“Haha, exactly. Once the research succeeds, we can start by dealing with Bae Dohyun and Kim Ilwoo. They’ve kindly set the table for us.”

The eyes of those gathered gleamed with greed. Researching players’ brains to access Connect using others’ accounts. If successful, taking over the resources of the First Association and the Purple Guild would be a piece of cake.

“Now, let’s all move into action. Ensure that the secured targets are transported to the research lab without detection! Never forget that.”

And so, a hidden faction within the association was extending its sinister reach toward players.

*

Meanwhile, all their suspicious activities were being meticulously reported to Raul.

“These are the individuals who held a meeting this time in the free city of Jena, east of the Marcus Kingdom.”

Raul, reviewing the report handed by Kane, furrowed his eyebrows slightly. There were more significant figures involved than he had expected.

“We couldn’t get the exact details of the meeting, but according to the staff, there were mentions of the ‘empire’ and the ‘Elemental Jungle’.”

“I can guess what they’re up to. Heighten the alert on the Elemental Jungle frontier and monitor the large guild alliance’s activities more closely.”


“Yes, master.”

After Kane left the room, Raul fell into deep thought.

‘How unfortunate. It would have been great to get more detailed information.’

However, it was Raul who had established the hotel’s security system. A hotel with perfect security barriers that prevented any eavesdropping or surveillance by anyone.

Thanks to its thorough security, the hotel was frequented not only by players but also by NPC bigshots, so there was nothing more that could be done.

Though he couldn’t listen to their conversations, just knowing who gathered, the small words they let slip, and the issues they discussed provided adequate information.

Even in this case, knowing which figures were gathering could be invaluable in the future. Raul organized the complex relationship chart spread out on his desk and called Rabel.

“And the targets?”

“They’re moving quite actively. They seem to be exploiting the gaps in the social surveillance system caused by the anomalies effectively.”

“So the force supporting them isn’t ordinary.”

“Probably. They’ve expertly pinpointed downed surveillance cameras, disabled detectors, and unmonitored roads.”

By the 2030s, earth had established a nearly flawless social surveillance system. Surveillance cameras were installed almost everywhere, and various electronic devices people carried exposed their movements nearly 24 hours a day.

Cash transactions had almost disappeared, with electronic payment systems taking over, leading to personal wealth, transaction records, and lifestyle patterns all being stored as electronic information.

Therefore, accessing personal information was not that challenging if one could bypass security. Of course, if it were that easy, the system wouldn’t have been established, but Earth’s anomalies had created gaps in it.

Frequent blackouts, system malfunctions, and physical damages were not inherent issues of the system itself. The culprits exploited these gaps. Accessing the vast stored personal information, they identified potential victims who fit their criteria.

They then tracked their locations, movements, and lifestyle patterns. They targeted places where surveillance and security systems were malfunctioning or down.

People with little outdoor activity, few family or friends. And even within Connect, those who played solo or had a weak presence were targeted.

“Is surveillance operational?”

“Of course. The non-mechanical parts are covered by First Security agents.”

Raul and Rabel were in Connect, and their targets were active on Earth, imposing many constraints. But First Security filled in those gaps.

Besides guarding important players, first Security’s special operations team, acting under Rabel’s direction, was also active in various places.

Currently, they were surveilling not just the men in suits who had taken Bae Dohyun’s life, but also others similarly kidnapping and threatening players.

“When do you plan to strike? The number of victims is increasing more than expected.”

Rabel asked cautiously. As time passed, the movements of the culprits grew faster and more sophisticated. This led to an increasing number of victims.

Some were simply kidnapped, but there were severe cases where individuals barely escaped with their lives. Among those that the surveillance team couldn’t track, there were likely many who had actually died.

However, Raul shook his head.

“…Not yet. Cutting off their tails won’t stop them. At least not until we know who’s at the top.”

The people targeting players in reality weren’t limited to just one or two places. Such incidents were happening worldwide, not just in Korea, making it difficult to identify the actual masterminds.

“For now, let’s gather as much evidence and as many clues as possible. When we’re sure they can’t slip through… we’ll finish this in one decisive move.”

A cold flame of vengeance burned in Raul’s eyes.

(To be continued)
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Thwack, thwack, thwack.

The sound of the helicopter’s propellers roared.

“Three minutes to target! Prepare for descent!”

Click. Rattle.

The agents, on standby, checked their weapons and rappel gear in response to the pilot’s call. Below the helicopter, several motorboats cut through the white foam on the choppy waters.

And in the distance, a dilapidated medium-sized fishing boat was crossing the rough sea.

“Target confirmed! Awaiting further instructions from HQ.”

Static.

After the instructions from the operations room came through the radio, the pilot shouted energetically.

“Commence operation! Go! Go! Go!”

Thud.

The helicopter doors opened, and the fierce wind blew into the cabin. However, the agents didn’t hesitate, throwing ropes down and rappelling swiftly.

“Hands up! We’ll shoot if you resist!”

About a dozen agents descended from the two helicopters, shouting at the crew while pointing their submachine guns. Some crew members, startled by the sudden raid, raised their hands immediately.

“Who are you? Who gave you permission to come on this boat?”

A man in a suit and sunglasses, not looking like a sailor at all, shouted back defiantly.

“Didn’t you hear us? Hands up!”

“Oh, really? You’ll actually shoot us? You don’t look like the police. Who do you think you are, brandishing guns in Korean territorial waters?”

As the man in the suit was ranting, sailors began to appear one by one on the deck. However, only a few of them looked like actual fishermen. Most were thugs wearing colorful shirts and suit pants.

Clang. Clatter.


Each of them dragged metal pipes, harpoons, and hooks across the deck, facing off against the agents. Guessing they numbered over thirty, which intimidated the agents, the man in sunglasses shouted.

“You know this is illegal trespassing, right? I don’t know who you think you’re relying on, but you’d better put down those guns and get out of here.”

“This is your final warning. Disarm and surrender, or we will use force.”

“What? Hahaha, go ahead and try. Guys, are you recording this well?”

“Yes, boss. We’re capturing this perfectly.”

Among the men with the weapons, a few were recording the situation with their smartphones. They probably thought this gave them the upper hand, but their opponents were no pushovers either.

The agent leader smirked and pointed up at the sky and the sea. Helicopters circling overhead and motorboats that had now surrounded the ship, each equipped with high-end cameras filming the scene.

“We have received reports that you have kidnapped and imprisoned our clients. Step aside while we inspect the hold and cargo compartments.”

“What kind of nonsense are you babbling about? Why are you looking for your client or whatever here? Our vessel is engaging in legitimate fishing activities, so stop talking nonsense and get lost!”

“Are you refusing to cooperate?”

“Cooperate, my foot. Leave while I’m being nice, before things get ugly.”

Seeing that words weren’t getting through, the leader nodded and raised his hand.

“Subdue them.”

“Yes, sir.”

Click.

Agents simultaneously pointed their guns at the sailors.

“Go ahead! Shoot! Shoot, you cowards.”

Brrrrt!

Thud!

“Agh! Save me!”


“These lunatics!”

The guns roared. Those who were shot fell to the ground, writhing in excruciating pain. The agents weren’t using real bullets. They were firing rubber bullets designed for non-lethal suppression, hitting the gang members’ limbs.

Even though they were rubber bullets, they were powerful enough to break bones if hit incorrectly. The agents calmly aimed their shots to avoid vital areas.

When the agents in the back lines fired tear gas, the over thirty sailors panicked.

“Advance.”

The lead agents subdued each writhing gang member with tasers.

“Die! You bastards!”

Even amidst the chaos, those who weren’t intimidated charged with tools in hand.

Whack! Thud!

But they were ruthlessly beaten down by two agents wielding batons and fell to the ground.

“Team 1, head to the engine room. Team 2, secure the deck entrance and neutralize any stragglers. Team 3, you’re with me to check the cargo hold!”

It took less than three minutes to subdue the over thirty sailors.

Brrrrt.

“Ack! I surrender!”

“I know nothing!”

It wasn’t hard to seize control of the ship after the gang members were taken down. Whether they were the actual criminals or not, the captain quickly surrendered, and the ship stopped.

Then motorboats docked and additional agents boarded. Journalists and cameramen also climbed aboard, and at that moment.

“Found it!”

“Paramedics! Over here, quick!”

Amidst the commotion, the agents’ radio transmission came from the lower deck.


“Oh my god! How could they do such a thing?”

The journalist, heading there with the cameraman, couldn’t help but mutter in shock. Inside the hold, modified to look like a prison, dozens of civilians, their bodies covered in blood, were crammed into a small space.

Who knows how many days they hadn’t washed or eaten; they all looked wretched. Despite the arrival of agents and people, those huddled in the corner, trembling, presented a horrific sight that was hard to witness.

“We’re here to rescue you! If anyone is unwell or critically injured, please speak up!”

Tearing off the metal bars, the agents rescued them. But even after being rescued, they sat there blank-eyed and trembling, giving a glimpse of the hardship they had endured.

And this scene, captured on camera, was being relayed live to Connect’s Raul.

***

The situation room, equipped with dozens of magical screens, had an atmosphere that was markedly different from usual today. This was likely because the room was filled predominantly with players from the Purple Guild and its allied guilds.

“Look at those bastards!”

“I thought it was just a rumor, but it’s all true!”

The scenes displayed on the screens were shocking. The ship suppression operation off the coast of South Korea was mild in comparison.

Raul, based on the information and evidence he had gathered, launched simultaneous attacks on their bases and transportation methods. This rescue operation mobilized all personnel from First Security Company. and their collaborators from the respective countries.

The simultaneous attacks carried out at over 20 locations in 8 different countries were being vividly broadcasted here. Although it was fortunate that hundreds of victims were rescued, there were still significant casualties.

The most shocking locations were private research facilities in China, mexico, and Latvia.

“How can such atrocities occur in the 21st century…?”

The scenes weren’t of human experiments with blood and flesh everywhere. However, the sight of people imprisoned in large tanks under anesthesia, connected to various devices like lab animals, made one frown instinctively.

And most shocking of all was the sight of dozens of brains, each attached to various devices, floating in jars of liquid.

“Ugh.”

“……”

Both the cameramen and the viewers retched in disgust at various points.

‘How cruel can humans be?’

Raul closed his eyes tightly, trying to calm his accelerated breathing. The thought that he might have ended up the same way in his past life reignited his anger.

But now was the time to stay composed. Raul gathered his emotions and issued his orders.

“Secure all evidence on site and ensure complete handover to the local authorities. We’ve already requested cooperation from the governments, so there won’t be significant issues.”

With this much clear evidence, witnesses, and secured sites, it would be hard for any power holder to escape accountability.

‘Although, the real bigwigs will likely claim ignorance.’

He didn’t plan to hold all responsible purely through legal means anyway. This was just a preliminary step to trace the real culprits. Once he identified the true masterminds….

‘Then, I will destroy them without any restraint!’

He had brought the players to the situation room today for that very reason. Their influence as top rankers exceeded that of celebrities.

He intended to utilize the formal routes of law and public authority, mount a public opinion campaign using players and the media, and even engage in covert operations that he had been preparing for a long time.

Raul had no intention of forgiving those who hid behind money and power, playing god.

‘I will strip everything you have, one by one.’

Strengthening his resolve, Raul turned his gaze back to the screen.

***

A tremendous shock swept across the globe.

– The number of Connect players who went missing without a trace has reached the thousands!

– Simultaneous kidnappings and human experimentation! Who’s behind it?

– Eight countries involved, with twenty revealed locations. But some claim this is just the tip of the iceberg!

– Half of the rescued victims require months of intensive treatment due to severe injuries. What on earth happened there?

– Over 2,000 individuals arrested in connection with the ‘Connect Kidnapping Incident.’ Leaders of various countries condemn the inhumane acts, stating they are “absolutely unacceptable.”

– Who really owns the implicated research facilities? Countries establish special investigative teams to trace the masterminds.

The world turned upside down overnight. All media outlets worldwide reported on the massive crime now dubbed the ‘Connect Kidnapping Incident’.

The rescue operation conducted by First Security Company., which occurred simultaneously across multiple locations, left no time for the perpetrators to destroy evidence.

Every step was recorded on video, and the sheer volume of evidence and witnesses made concealment impossible.

Additionally, the footage wasn’t just distributed by broadcast stations but also circulated online by Connect’s top rankers, making the situation unsalvageable from the start.

Most crucially, First Company wielded significant influence. Diplomats from various countries and intermediate-level executives from numerous corporations had practically been stationed at the company’s headquarters for quite some time.

It wasn’t challenging for Raul to secure cooperation from related countries and companies for this investigation. With ample evidence and witnesses already secured, many were eager to gain First Company’s cooperation by any means necessary.

A few meetings organized by Kim Ilwoo were enough to get things moving. Another substantial support came from Connect Company.

Until the ‘Connect Kidnapping Incident’ is properly resolved, we will halt the provision of capsules in countries and companies involved. Furthermore, we will retrieve capsules and permanently ban access for those who harm other players in reality.

Given that the crime targeted Connect Company’s main customers, it wasn’t surprising that they spoke up. As a result, countries such as the US, China, South Korea, and Russia, involved in the kidnapping incident, faced immediate pressure.

Citizens began protesting in front of government buildings due to the impending cessation of capsule supplies.

Player organizations also held rallies to condemn the authorities’ failure to protect their citizens, compelling governments to resolve the incident swiftly.

From the gangsters and mob groups that carried out the kidnappings to their collaborators, arrests were made in succession. The owners and companies of vessels used for the kidnappings were searched and seized.

And the intermediate ports where the ships were headed. A massive detention facility was discovered underground on an uninhabited island in the West Sea, shocking the public once more.

It seemed the place hadn’t been used just for the current incident, as old bloodstains, bone fragments, and even corpses were found.

The investigation team was dedicating all their efforts to trace the owner of the uninhabited island and the person who established the facility there.

As the investigation proceeded, First Company once again became a topic of major interest. Although it was already known for its exceptional treatment and impenetrable security for its affiliated players, this incident raised its profile to unprecedented heights.

The rescue operation had significant legal risks from the perspective of a private “forceful intervention”. However, the reason there was no mention of it was that thorough legal procedures and preparations had already been made in anticipation.

In fact, some of the kidnapped victims had requested security services from First Security Company, and some were even under contract with First Management.

‘Well, Rabel did tweak some documents a bit, though.’

In any case, Raul sent a clear message through this incident. First Company was absolutely committed to taking responsibility for and protecting its members.

To that end, they had publicly demonstrated that they could deploy helicopters and ships, well-trained agents, and state-of-the-art equipment.

This would deter naive intruders and make potential adversaries think twice before acting against them. And now, before Raul’s eyes, the suited man he so wanted to see was kneeling.

“Just as you instructed, we’ve brought him.”

The suited man was dragged in by the knights, his face a mess from the beatings he’d received.

“Why, why are you doing this?”

“Well, you should know better why this is happening, shouldn’t you? Nice to see you, you bastard!”

Raul kicked the man square in the chest.

(To be continued)
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Suddenly, the last moments of his past life came to mind. The moment he acquired the three mythical items that first appeared in Connect. He was forcibly pulled out of the capsule and lost his life in vain to men in suits.

And now, the situation had changed. The man who had led the men in suits to the demise of Bae Dohyun was now groveling at Raul’s feet.

“Kim Changsik, right?”

“Yes, but what the hell is this!”

Kim Changsik, the man in the suit rolling on the floor, screamed with an expression of grievance. Well, it was understandable, considering he had suddenly been dragged in front of Raul and was getting beaten up.

The fact that Raul could directly confront Kim Changsik, a person from Earth, was due to the power of the capsule. The newly developed ‘standard communal capsule’ by Connect Corp.

Unlike the previous capsules, which could be used solely by one person, the new capsule was a groundbreaking device that allowed anyone to easily connect to Connect.

However, there were significant functional limitations. The synchronization rate was basically below 20%, less than half of that of the previous standard capsule.

This meant that the player’s reaction speed and sense of immersion naturally dropped.

Moreover, additional functions such as nutrition supply, sleep, internet access, dedicated platform, and self-power generation were completely absent.

It was purely a connection-only device designed to allow more people to access and experience Connect. The problem was that the man in the suit, Kim Changsik, had been forcibly dragged into Connect through this yet-to-be-released capsule.

‘It could certainly cause problems if known to the world. It could be misused. But so what?’

From the start, this operation was carried out with the active cooperation of Alex Song, the chairman of Connect Corp. As the global rescue operation began, another covert operation, the core suspect arrest operation, was carried out.

They had separately detained intermediate-level executives and persons in charge from each confirmed kidnapping faction. This included the operatives who directly executed the kidnappings, the leaders, and the key researchers of the labs.

They were secretly captured by First Security and transferred to an island in the Pacific, where Connect Corp’s headquarters was located.

And now.

They were forcibly connected to Connect and delivered right before Raul’s eyes.

Slam!

Raul once again delivered a powerful soccer kick to Kim Changsik.

“Ugh! Gurgle.”


A master’s kick was nothing ordinary. Kim Changsik spat out blood and lost consciousness, possibly due to broken ribs and ruptured organs.

But no one stopped Raul, and no one took care of Kim Changsik.

Then, at that moment.

Crunch.

Kim Changsik’s caved-in chest and abdomen suddenly convulsed and restored themselves to their original state. This was the Free City of Mira.

A place blessed by the gods. Wounds healed quickly, and even the dead could be resurrected—a place of miracles. However, for some, it could be a place of curses.

“Wake him up.”

At Raul’s command, Philip stabbed a small dagger into his thigh.

“Gah! Hah, hah.”

Kim Changsik, now conscious, had an exceptionally pale expression. Seeing what looked like his own blood and pieces of his organs, his pupils dilated.

“Wh-why are you doing this to me? At least tell me the reason… keck!”

But he didn’t even have the right to ask that. Raul kept beating him until his anger subsided.

‘There’s no way you’d remember what you did in your past life. But the things you did can’t be forgiven with just this much!’

Even in this life, Kim Changsik’s behavior hadn’t changed. As a member of a gang, he had bullied countless people, and after becoming someone’s lackey, he didn’t hesitate to take lives.

It was hard to imagine how many victims had suffered until Raul finally captured him. But everything that begins must also end. After venting his anger on him for a while, Raul eventually stopped.

Getting worked up over a mere underling only deepened the futility.

“Kane. Take over.”

“Yes, master. I will assign the best experts to make him recall even the memories he doesn’t have.”

Leaving it to Kane, who was known as the best in this field, ensured that no one could avoid confessing what they knew.

‘If necessary, we’ll even use mental magic!’


It didn’t matter if the man broke down in the process. Reynaldo Heart, the Mayor of the Free City of Mira, had already agreed to cooperate with Raul, so no one could stop them.

In a certain prepared place, dozens of related individuals were already receiving the attention of experts, and it was only a matter of time before results were produced.

The clueless captives were calling for their lawyers and asking, “Do you know who I am?” but that only worked on Earth.

Human rights? Law? Procedure?

‘This is Connect. Don’t think Earth’s laws and order apply here.’

At least in this place, Raul was the law. And he had no intention of treating criminals with any respect. They would experience earthly hell, confessing everything they knew or didn’t know, and would finally meet their lonely end, locked away in an unknown place.

Raul coldly watched as the bloodied Kim Changsik was dragged away, then turned on his heel. His steps seemed slightly lighter as he walked out.

*

Bang! Crash!

“Damn it, what the hell is going on!”

The office was in shambles. The secretaries gathered in the chairman’s office quietly bowed their heads, as this was not a rare occurrence.

“Is this the best you can do? This has been going on for days!”

On the front page of the newspaper the chairman had thrown was his face in large print.

The headline read:

– Large Corporation Under Suspicion. Summoning Investigation Imminent for Chairman Han Sangyong!

Suspicion articles that had been running for days were irking the chairman.

“Chairman, please calm down. They are just baseless speculations. If there were real evidence or suspicion, the prosecutors would have already… ugh!”

“You son of a **! The only reason those prosecutors are hesitating is because of the money I’ve fed them over time! And what about this newspaper! Why can’t you shut up these useless journalists, you incompetent fool!”

It had been a month since the Connect kidnapping incident was made public. The media had been relentlessly churning out stories about the incident. Details of what was handled in the labs.

Stories of the kidnapped individuals. The entities behind the unauthorized private labs. The lapses in the government’s security system. There was no shortage of sensational articles to capture people’s attention.


The problem was the progress of the investigation. Numerous videos secured during the rescue operation. Related individuals apprehended on the spot.

The rescued victims.

Evidence from the labs.

There were plenty of crime facts and material evidence.

But the investigation into who was behind it all was making little progress.

Firstly, the lab itself was unlicensed.

Secondly, the location of the lab was not owned by real people. It was unclear how they had bought the land or obtained the sales permission.

Lastly, the involvement of various groups caused information to become muddled. The investigation efforts varied by country, and with global corporations and various nations involved as targets, it took an eternity just to agree on procedures and order.

Of course, the most decisive factor slowing down the investigation was undoubtedly the ‘invisible hands’ at play.

Enormous global corporations and influential figures, who even governments had to tread carefully around, were covertly obstructing the investigation, causing it to stall on the front lines.

– Global Kidnapping Scandal. But is it merely media sensationalism?

– The conspiracy theory is fabricated. It’s just a bunch of similar incidents being grouped together to create a conspiracy narrative.

Moreover, various diversionary articles began popping up, attempting to blur the core issues.

However, the public wasn’t fooled this time.

“You think you can quietly sweep this under the rug? Not a chance!”

“Who do they take us for? A research group kidnapping test subjects from around the world is just a private lab? Are they kidding?”

“Isn’t this actually the work of governments? It’s suspicious how long this investigation is taking.”

As the backlash threatened to turn against the governments, they hastily intensified their investigations. And then, crucial informants and witnesses started to come forward.

“I-I’ll turn myself in! I’ll tell you everything I know, please just protect me!”

“I couldn’t stay silent any longer; my conscience wouldn’t allow it. I’ll testify to everything and pay for my crimes.”

As if on cue, decisive witnesses began surrendering simultaneously. The field commander who led the kidnappings. The businessman who supplied the lab with materials.

The actual owner of the ship used for transportation. Key witnesses, who had gone into hiding after the incident, were beginning to surface one by one.

And most importantly, certain documents delivered to investigation teams around the world proved critical.

“What is this? Details on the real owner and funding flow of Island? Is this for real?”

“Documentation on the funding sources of Lab. The true employers of the researchers?”

“Records of slush funds paid to the kidnapping organization and lists of connections?”

With the sudden influx of documents that seemed impossible to find before, the investigation teams began to regain momentum. Naturally, these documents were the result of Rabel filtering and hacking online data, analyzed and organized by the brains of First Company and First Knight Order.

And those who had turned themselves in were among the individuals dragged into Connect and experienced the ‘Room of Truth’, leading to their repentance.

In reality, it was those with lighter offenses and critical clues who turned themselves in out of fear.

Even now, some of the individuals linked by the information they provided were being invited into Connect, and after the investigation, some of them would return to Earth to surrender. This process repeated itself.

As a result, prominent names began to surface in the media.

Qinghua Group from China.

UD Software from the USA.

Messica, the German automobile group.

Granat Pharmaceuticals from Russia.

And Daesung Corporation from South Korea.

These five global corporations, along with their related affiliates and subcontractors, came under suspicion as the main culprits in this incident.

However, their stance was resolute.

“This is an absurd slander. I truly know nothing about it.”

“I can’t understand why our company is being implicated. We will respond to these false accusations with defamation lawsuits.”

“I swear I have never seen nor heard of such a lab. Funding? Do you even know how much our company allocates in a year, to be scrutinizing this?”

No one admitted to the suspicions, nor was it likely they would. However, the situation wasn’t improving for them.

“Did you know that the slush fund account created by the chairman 15 years ago was used in this incident?”

“What do you think about the fact that the president of the company that regularly supplied materials to the lab is an old school friend of the chairman’s sixth cousin?”

Seemingly minor clues were gradually converging to a singular point. Of course, there was no concrete evidence to definitively label them as the culprits.

But with new facts revealed daily, it became increasingly clear who the real perpetrators of this incident might be.

“It’s merely a coincidence. I stake my entire reputation on fighting these absurd media attacks through legal means. However, I apologize on behalf of the presidents of some affiliates found guilty. I promise thorough verification to prevent such incidents in the future….”

Han Chang-yong, the chairman of Daesung Corporation, with an expression suggesting he knew nothing, continued to deny everything, infuriating viewers to no end.

And as a result.

Smash!

“From now on, I will not use any products produced by Daesung Group. And every day at this time, I will hold an execution ceremony for Daesung Group products!”

Numerous ranker players running individual broadcasts began boycotting products made by Daesung Corporation, and the ripple effect grew steadily.

Not only players of Connect but also the general public commenced a boycott against the five corporations implicated in the incident.

Additionally, the government began large-scale raids and tax investigations into these companies and their affiliates to apply pressure.

-Related company advertisements were completely pulled from broadcasts.

The plummeting stock prices were inevitable, and questions about the responsibility of the management emerged.

And finally.

“The management of our company, recognizing the severity of this situation, will voluntarily resign to express our apology and remorse to our customers.”

In just six months, all of the top executives of the five large global corporations were replaced.

Of course, the legal liabilities of the chairmen and their families were still not fully addressed, but this alone was a significant blow to them.

‘Don’t think this is over. This is just the beginning.’

Raul’s eyes remained cold and unyielding as he watched the screen displaying the bowed heads of the chairmen.

(To be continued)
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“It’s the Imperial Army! The Imperial Army is coming!”

Outermost edge of the Elemental Jungle. Players atop the palisade of Town Tree, held by the First Knight Order, shouted. Eight months had passed since the new scenario “Coexistence or XX” began.

Now, battles were constantly erupting along the newly drawn borders. Especially in the eastern parts of the Mercenary Marcus Kingdom. The vicinity of the Elemental Jungle was a hotspot for fierce battles.

“Alright, let’s earn some hefty experience points today!”

“Just a few pieces of Imperial equipment will set me for life!”

“Let’s rack up some merit points so we can move our guild house.”

Standing at the forefront of the battles against the Imperial Army were numerous players. Most of them were second-job change players who had just surpassed level 50.

The invading Imperial Army consisted mostly of undead and cavalry. Their levels ranged between 50 and 70. Making them perfect opponents for leveling up players who had completed their second job change.

Of course, many high-level players also participated, aiming for the Imperial knights and elite cavalry. The front lines had now become the hottest place for players looking to grow.

“Damn it. What are we even doing?”

However, many were disgruntled. It wasn’t just players atop the walls. Marcus Kingdom had dispatched soldiers, mercenaries, and knights, stationed all around.

Naturally, if this place fell, the Imperial Army would directly advance into their homeland. And the Marcus Kingdom sought to avoid such a situation and had no choice but to dispatch reinforcements.

“To be played by these outsiders and to fight alongside them… What music are we dancing to?”

The commander of Marcus Kingdom grumbled incessantly. The reason the Imperial Army had approached so closely in the first place. It was because the player guild alliance based in the Elemental Jungle had opened the path for the Imperial Army.

The Pioneer Alliance. A newly formed alliance of numerous players, joining the existing large guild alliance, making them the largest player force in the Elemental Jungle.

Most of the kingdom’s territory was already under the control of the First Knight Order and the First Player Association.

Yet, there were always those dissatisfied, and they eventually took control of the Elemental Jungle and declared independence.

The problem was that they had colluded with the Empire to open the southern path of the Elemental Jungle.

– We couldn’t fend off the overwhelming Empire’s forces with our strength alone.

– We fought valiantly, but in the end, lost the frontier to the Empire after a brutal battle.


That was their claim. In reality, it was only the overwhelming presence of the First Knight Order that had masked the Empire’s strength. No one doubted the Empire’s power.

– If the Empire wasn’t strong, why would kingdoms have left them alone in the first place?

So initially, players believed the Pioneer Alliance’s statements. However, the real problem arose not in Connect, but in reality.

It was revealed that some of the core backers of the large guilds forming the backbone of the Pioneer Alliance were directly implicated in the ‘Connect Kidnapping Incident’.

At the same time, the First Knight Order released certain materials. Players were dumbfounded after reviewing dozens of videos and documents. Videos showed the alliance pretending to fight while deliberately opening gates for the Imperial Army.

The alliance casually taking over the deserted frontier left by the departing Imperial forces. And scenes of secret meetings between the alliance and the Empire in the middle of the forest.

Coupled with video maps illustrating rapid changes in frontier developments, the situation became unmistakable.

“The Pioneer Alliance colluded with the Empire!”

“They deliberately opened the path to the kingdom!”

“They are traitors!”

The thoughts that players subconsciously held under the influence of the First Knight Order were now coming to the surface.

– The kingdom is on our side, and the Empire is the enemy of the continent.

This realization galvanized the players. Not just the players, but also the kingdoms were enraged. Even though royal authority had shifted and players’ influence had grown, the unchanging fact remained that the Empire was everyone’s adversary.

The kingdoms immediately condemned the Pioneer Alliance. And it wasn’t just words either. Players affiliated with the alliance were banned from all kingdom territories and placed on wanted lists.

Their assets within the kingdoms were seized as well. They had achieved “independence” on the Connect continent in the truest sense. No one traded with them, they were denied entry everywhere, and were branded as traitors even in the communities.

Belatedly, Gene Ryan, the representative of the alliance and powerful corporate owner in the real world, sought to explain and ask for forgiveness.

We have no relation to the instigators of the kidnapping incident. We’ve already expelled those elements from the alliance, and we have no intention of associating with them in the future. As for opening the path to the Empire, it was due to coercion. How could we have defended against them with our own strength? If given a chance, we will prove ourselves on the battlefield.

However, the response was cold.

If they were struggling to fend off the Empire, there were plenty of places to seek help. Even the First Knight Order was already clashing with the Empire in various fronts, and it was well-known that all kingdoms were hostile towards the Empire.

Who would buy their excuses now?


Raul summed up the situation in a single sentence.

“Fine, just survive on your own.”

The same went for the elves and the Pioneer Alliance.

-Having these thorn-in-the-side factions isolate themselves made things easier for Raul.

‘Although I did steer things in that direction.’

Releasing their videos meant that Raul had known about the alliance’s betrayal from the start. He hadn’t intervened because he wanted them to be completely isolated.

And it was also time for the Empire to reveal itself.

‘The kingdoms need to understand who’s keeping peace. They can’t afford to be complacent.’

No matter how powerful the First Count’s domain and the First Knight Order were, they couldn’t single-handedly stop the Empire or save the continent from crisis.

As the scenario hinted, something was bound to happen soon, so the players needed to fully grow. And what better place for growth than the battlefield?

Thus currently, battles with the Empire were ongoing in various locations: The Monster Forest in the west, occupied by the First Count and the Ashton Marquisate.

The “Barrier” in the north, where the Kingdom Alliance had deployed their forces as a blockade. Further north, the dwarves’ underground city in the Ice Mountains and their snowy forward base.

The southernmost defense line of the Elemental Jungle. Everywhere, conflicts with the Empire continued. It was surprising that there were almost no changes in the fronts.

Despite the massive clashes, there were few actual territorial gains or losses. The reason was the absence of superhumans. Superhumans had begun to disappear from the battlefield at some point.

‘We don’t need to expand our territory further, so we stay off the front lines. But why is the Empire so quiet….’

This issue had recently been troubling Raul. Of course, it was true that the First Knight Order had previously defeated the superhuman forces dispatched to the front lines.

Perhaps the Empire was also cautious about depleting their superhuman resources. However, what Raul sensed was a bit different.

‘It feels like they’re waiting for something. Could it be that they’re also preparing for the next scenario?’

During this time, there were blatant attempts to lure their allies. Look, we’re defenseless, aren’t you going to attack?

In some cases, players managed to capture territories easily, but Raul found it unsettling. It felt like a trap to lure their superhumans. As a result, the current front lines had formed, and now, there were just over 100 days left until the next scenario.


‘Well, there’s no point in worrying about it, is there?’

It was a problem without a clear answer. What Raul could do was to improve his own abilities and prepare his allies, as the scenario suggested.

“Alright, let’s do our best today!”

In the secret training hall prepared underground in Calix Castle, the capital of the First Count’s domain, formidable figures had gathered.

Raul’s father Melvin, the Marquis of Ashton, along with his eldest brother Dylan and second brother Lawrence. They were joined by the knights’ captains and masters of the Ashton Marquisate.

Also present were Marquis Fidel de Greer, and his captains.

“There’s no room for complacency now. You’ve truly learned that swordsmanship well.”

Even Marquis de Templeton, the kingdom’s strongest swordsman, was in the training hall. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that all the prominent masters of the Ruben Kingdom were gathered here.

In one corner, some players could be seen.

“Heck, I feel like my heart’s going to drop every time I come here.”

“Damn, when will we ever be able to handle those monsters?”

“They probably think we’re the monsters. They’ve trained their whole lives to reach this level, and we achieved it in just a few years.”

They were the top rankers from the Purple Guild and some allied guilds. Not just knights, but top rankers from various occupational groups were present, benefiting not only the players but also the NPC superhumans.

Training not only included duels among knights but also various combat scenarios, which would be highly beneficial.

“Joint training begins now! Gather into your predetermined groups.”

And so, over a hundred superhumans began training together.

Duels.

Team-based combat.

Skill exchanges.

Personal guidance from top-tier superhumans.

It was a pure gathering for training and exchange, beyond affiliations and interests.

‘The stagnation in the growth of superhumans up to this point was entirely due to a lack of exchange.’

Skill is developed through clashes and realizing deficiencies. Can sparring sessions where one always wins truly be called sparring?

In this regard, having superhumans gather and train together was naturally beneficial for everyone. It was the same for players. For players who rely somewhat on skills, there was nothing better than experiencing things firsthand to become truly skilled.

Up until now, Raul and the First Knight Order executives had played that role, but now they needed a variety of experiences as well.

‘There must be a reason why Connect requires players to grow.’

This was also the reason Raul specifically called the players here. Anyway, six months had already passed since the joint training, created through Raul’s mediation and connections, began.

The effects were already evident.

The First Knight Order’s executives.

Those who had risen to the position of initial masters had already surpassed the intermediate master level, and other kingdom masters had become adept at handling Aura.

Players also began to reduce their dependence on skills, now reaching a level where they could face top-class expert swordsmen with just their true abilities.

And the greatest beneficiary of all was, unsurprisingly, Raul.

Raul, who had been stuck at the upper master level before training, had now fully reached the pinnacle level. In terms of skill alone, he had caught up with the Sword Saint and his father, marquis Melvin.

The experience of crossing swords with strong fighters other than his master, Caldenas, had greatly benefited Raul. And the bigger harvest was not in swordsmanship.

‘Finally, the next level is within sight!’

Though swordsmanship was important, Raul’s true specialty was undoubtedly psychokinesis. His psychokinesis had shown remarkable growth, reaching the upper final mastery level, and he was now on the verge of reaching the next stage.

Moreover, when combined with his custom weapon acquired through the dwarves…

Thud! Crash!

“Ugh!”

“Splurt!”

The five masters surrounding Raul were simultaneously flung away, rolling across the floor. Among them were Philip, Jake, and Pierce, which perfectly demonstrated Raul’s current level of skill.

Jake, lying sprawled and lifting his chin, spoke up.

“Master, how long are you going to torture us? I think you could even hold your own against the Marquis or the Sword Saint.”

But Raul shook his head.

“I’m still far from ready. I’ll consider challenging them only after I’ve truly mastered this technique.”

“Sheesh. What more is there to perfect?”

Jake shook his head in disbelief, picking up his massive two-handed sword and standing back up.

“Whatever. Today, I’ll at least land one hit on you!”

Led by Jake, the masters who had been flung away charged at Raul once more. From the rear, coordinated attacks by the mages, including Nakia, were also in full swing.

Raul looked at the incoming barrage of Aura Blades and high-circle magic and smiled.

‘Yes, this level of difficulty is just right!’

Bababang!

Today, Raul continued to grow. The time remaining until the final scenario was now just 101 days.

(To be continued)
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‘Haah, I’m going to die.’

Kim Ilwoo felt like he needed a dozen bodies to keep up with everything these days. In Connect, he was practically the top-ranked player. To maintain that position, he had to devote a lot of time to training and hunting.

On top of that, he had to handle the affairs of the Purple Guild and the Purple Association, and he needed to pay attention to the rapidly increasing number of new players lately.

This was possible thanks to his special ability. His continuously growing attribute, clone Creation (S), had shown remarkable improvement.

Having reached the level of an advanced Clone Master, Kim Ilwoo could now create around a hundred clones simultaneously.

He could also generate ten clones with abilities similar to his own, so recently, his clones had been taking on most of the hunting and training.

Thus, excluding the insurmountable Bae Dohyun, he earned the title ‘One-Man Legion’. While his clones were busy working (auto-hunting, etc.), Ilwoo handled the affairs of the association and guild through the system window….

‘Am I playing a game, or working?’

The problem was, that wasn’t all. In real life, he had to manage company affairs as the Vice President of First Management Corp. To be honest, that was strange too.

His title was Vice President of First Management, but practically every external affair of First Company had to go through him.

No matter how famous Kim Ilwoo was as a player, and despite being the only one who could meet with Chairman Raul one-on-one, wasn’t this a bit too much?

‘And what about the other CEOs of the affiliates?’

He once directly confronted Raul about it. Raul’s answer was simple.

“They’re just professional managers, but you’re my spokesperson, right? What, do you want a higher rank?”

Kim Ilwoo had literally jumped and declined. A higher rank would mean a higher salary and better treatment, but….

‘Obviously, that just means more work!’

He was already being treated more than generously.

If his workload increased any further, he might actually die from being overwhelmed. In any case, it wasn’t that he was extremely dissatisfied or thinking of quitting. Surprisingly, he found that such work suited him.

Of course, he received tremendous support and assistance from Raul, but if he had been incompetent, he wouldn’t have been able to hold his position for so long in the first place.

A mere orphan who graduated from a four-year college and quit his job at a small company is now practically the representative of a global corporation!


Even Ilwoo himself found it hard to believe that this was possible. Sometimes, he had to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t dreaming.

‘Anyway, what should I really do?’

Ilwoo pondered deeply, watching his two clones perform dazzling swordsmanship before him. It had been over five years since he began training in swordsmanship and weapon skills upon Raul’s advice.

Within Connect, he honed his sword skills to the point where he could defeat top-grade expert knights with ease.

Whiiing!

Bang! Thud!

From the swords of his sparring clones emerged mana blades, the symbol of expert knights. Although the blades were as short as a palm, indicating just-gained expertise, Ilwoo maintained a serious expression.

This was not within Connect but in a secret training hall at the headquarters of First Company. In other words, Ilwoo had achieved the ability to generate two clones in the real world, each capable of wielding mana blades.

“Whistle! Vice President, your achievements are impressive as always.”

Someone entered the training hall, whistling and expressing admiration. It was none other than Louis Blake.

He was a top-5 ranked American fighter player. Alongside him were Wang Chunmyung, Han Seohyun , Linda, and other rankers who were directors at the management company.

“You complained about having too much work, but here you are practicing alone? That’s unfair.”

“Seriously. Maybe we should tell the Chairman that Vice President Ilwoo actually has plenty of free time.”

“Pff, that would be hilarious.”

Their teasing comments turned Ilwoo pale.

“No, please, anything but that!”

Seeing Ilwoo cowering and pleading instantly brought a burst of laughter from everyone present.

“Enough with the jokes, let’s warm up together today.”

Srrring.

Wang Chunmyung drew his longsword, and Louis Blake put on his gauntlets.


And then.

Vuum.

Their weapons began to emit a glow, evidently powered by mana.

“Then I will too!”

Seohyun closed her eyes and focused, and with a pop, a small silver fox appeared out of thin air. It was her first summoned creature and her best partner, the Silver Fox ‘Eunbyeol’.

Everyone in the training hall began to manifest their unique abilities and started training together. Everyone was recreating the abilities they used in Connect right here on Earth.

It had been 1 year and 6 months since they started training together. What initially seemed like faint abilities, like fireflies, had now risen to a significant level; they were already surpassing level 50 in Connect terms.

‘The issue is that these abilities have been growing rapidly lately….’

After the new scenario started, their abilities began to grow at a faster pace. The speed increased so much that recently, it felt like their levels went up overnight. Ilwoo was more worried about this.

Such abnormal growth must have a reason, he thought concernedly.

Just then.

Rumble!

“Gasp!”

“What the…!”

“What is this!”

The faces of those gathered in the training hall turned pale.

“Did you feel that?”

“You too?”

Holding their pounding hearts, they exchanged glances. An overwhelming pulse of power was felt for a moment. It was something absolute, almost never felt even within Connect.

“…What in the world is happening?”


Struggling to suppress the wildly surging mana within their bodies, one by one they walked out of the training hall.

*

Rumble, crash!

Lightning struck, and the atmosphere roared. Though it was midday, it was dim all around, and the sky was covered with something red, losing its natural hue.

People murmured. Cars came to a stop, and people inside buildings ran out onto the streets.

“What’s going on?”

“The sky is red!”

“No clouds, yet there’s lightning?”

People were captivated by the eerie changes in the sky. And slowly, a thought infiltrated their minds.

Something feels wrong.

Something terrifying is about to happen.

Flash.

A bright light passed through the sky, and something appeared in the void.

“A gate!”

“Everyone run! If you get sucked in, you’re done for!”

Bang! Clatter!

A translucent circular hole appeared in the middle of the city. It was unmistakably the same gate that appeared in Connect. People’s minds were almost paralyzed with the bizarre situation, but their bodies reacted honestly.

In a flash, the crowd around the gate retreated. As people moved away, the gate began to emit a strong light with a small tremor.

“R-really a gate?”

“This makes no sense!”

Normally, there would be people displaying curiosity and filming such a strange phenomenon, but no one was brave enough to do so this time.

Everyone was already well informed about the world of Connect through various media, and there were hardly any who didn’t know about the gates that served as the main stage for player activities.

Beeep!

“Everyone, step back! This is dangerous!”

“Do not stay on the streets; return to your homes!”

Weee-oo-wee-oo!

Sirens blared and police forces blowing whistles quickly began to control the area around the gate. Had they already prepared a contingency plan for such situations?

Or perhaps the police were well-versed in Connect?

The control was swift, and fortunately, it seemed that no one had been sucked into the gate. Meanwhile, Kim Ilwoo and the rankers, observing from the rooftop of their building, had their faces harden further.

*

‘Is this it?’

Situation Room at Calix Castle. Raul also watched the projected screen with a hardened expression.

“The situation seems worse than expected! An enormous number of gates are appearing in major cities with high population densities. And the grade of the gates… The highest reported so far is green!”

“Green? That’s C-Grade!”

Raul bit his lip at Rabel’s urgent voice. A C-Grade gate would require at least expert-level knights. But this was Earth.

Could they really handle it?

The bigger issue was that Raul couldn’t do anything immediately.

“What about the Purple Guild members? Have there been any reports?”

“There have been no personal contacts yet, but their movements are being tracked.”

Swish.

The screen switched to display Kim Ilwoo and the rankers on Earth, helping the police evacuate people around the gate. It seemed difficult to make immediate contact with them.

‘Damn. How can I be so helpless!’

Raul desperately wanted to investigate the gates that had appeared, but it was just a wish for now.

“Thankfully, there haven’t been any reported casualties. It seems the gates are not fully active yet.”

Like Rabel said, the gates were still inactive. Though they were slowly becoming more distinct and finding their color, they hadn’t started drawing people in or spewing out monsters.

‘But for how long?’

Since the gates that had appeared were bound to activate sooner or later…

“Broadcast all recorded data and strategies related to the gates immediately, and send the relevant information to the governments of each country! Also, summon the rankers currently connected to Connect!”

“Got it!”

“Understood, master!”

Rabel began broadcasting the compiled gate response strategies and attack methods through Connect-related channels.

Kane communicated through the guild’s network and direct contacts to inform guild members and allied rankers.

‘Damn. I hope we have enough time….’

With a clenched fist, Raul felt a growing sense of urgency.

*

“Once again, we urge all citizens to trust the government and go about your daily lives. Your property and lives are under the protection of the government and the military!”

Government broadcasts streamed continuously through official channels. One week had passed since gates appeared on Earth. The gates, which had been growing in intensity, suddenly fell silent at a certain point.

The government mobilized military and police forces to establish defensive lines and quarantine zones around the gates, preparing for any eventuality.

Seeing soldiers, tanks, and various armaments tightly guarding the gates, citizens slowly started to emerge from their confusion.

Following the government’s guidance, they began returning to work and resuming their daily lives, although some watched with worried expressions.

“Shouldn’t we force an evacuation?”

“How? We’re not the police. The government isn’t willing, so what can we do?”

Seohyun voiced her concern with a troubled expression, but Linda shrugged, implying there were no answers. The rankers of the Purple Guild, gathered in the meeting room, sighed in frustration.

“I didn’t think they’d be this unreasonable. I thought they’d be somewhat flexible.”

Until now, the government had shown a relatively positive attitude towards Connect Corp. and First Company. Therefore, they had hoped the government would heed their advice at least a little.

“You know how it is. Politicians won’t take risks. If they evacuate people and nothing happens, or the military can handle it as they claim, it would be a disaster for them. Imagine the reaction if the displaced people were actually forced to move.”

Louis, an American citizen, hit the nail on the head. Given the quasi-natural disaster-like scenarios caused by the gates, it was inevitable that there would be victims no matter how the government responded.

From the politicians’ perspective, it was obvious they would opt for responses that wouldn’t lose votes. Expecting them to heed the advice of gamers and forcibly evacuate citizens outside certain gate zones was unrealistic.

“But everyone knows, right? If we remain like this, we know what will happen. Despite the power of modern weaponry, do you think they can really stop the monsters? And the firepower we can unleash in urban areas is limited….”

Raul had already strongly urged governments using First Company’s name to evacuate citizens immediately, but it had no effect.

They even ignored the warnings sent by Alex Song, the chairman of Connect Corp, so there was no way the voices of top rankers like Kim Ilwoo would reach the government.

“For now, let’s focus on what we can do. Join forces with as many rankers as possible and use broadcasts to urge citizens near the gates to evacuate. I’ll do my best to move the government and the ruling party.”

As Raul spoke through the holographic video conference, everyone nodded in agreement.

“Additionally, please promote Connect as much as possible to enable many people to connect. Now that we know the skills learned in Connect can be implemented in reality, we need as many people as possible to adapt to these changes.”

“We will. If more people can even slightly sense mana, their survival rate in case of emergencies will increase dramatically.”

One week since the gates appeared on Earth.

That wasn’t the only change. The appearance of gates and the explosive increase in ambient mana provided an environment where players who had connected to Connect could awaken.

So, even those who weren’t high-synchronization rate rankers like the top players were starting to manifest abilities….

‘I just wish we had a little more time!’

But that was merely a vain hope.

Swhoosh!

Rumble.

The seemingly dormant gate began to tremble, and ominous waves of mana swept through Earth.

Tap.

D-90.

Monsters had set foot on Earth for the first time.

(To be continued)
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“Uh, there’s a strange creature ahead! What should we do?”

Kieek. Grrr.

From the ominously glowing red gate, small, grotesque, monkey-like creatures crawled out.

Click. Clack-clack.

The soldiers, positioned behind a temporary concrete barricade, aimed their rifles at the creatures. A sergeant turned to the commanding officer for instructions.

“All troops, hold steady! Don’t fire yet! We haven’t received the order to shoot.”

“What? We’re supposed to wait?”

Murmurs rippled through the ranks. Visibly ominous and menacing creatures. Their numbers were growing, and the soldiers’ anxiety increased.

“They’re approaching! What should we do?”

More than fifty bizarre monkey monsters were slowly advancing towards the barricade.

“Do not shoot! The higher-ups ordered us to capture them alive!”

“What? Capture them?”

“They want us to capture those things?”

“Are they insane?”

How on earth were they supposed to capture those things?

“Fix bayonets!”

‘This is madness!’

Even seasoned soldiers had never faced something like this, let alone an actual monkey. The officer knew this was an insane order but raised his voice regardless.

“It’s a command! Fix bayonets and prepare for close combat!”

That’s the way the military works. Right or wrong, you follow orders and at least pretend to comply. And this scene wasn’t isolated to just this location.


At various defensive lines nearby, more soldiers were doubting their ears as the same nonsensical command to fix bayonets was given.

“This is lunacy! Those aren’t animals; they’re monsters! In Connect, you’d need to be at least level 20 to even stand a chance! Do you really intend to send these guys to their deaths?”

Many sergeants were Connect enthusiasts. Of course, they recognized these creatures and understood the gravity of the situation. Expecting ordinary soldiers to fend off these creatures with just bayonets, despite the system’s enhancements?

That was akin to a death sentence. Unsurprisingly, dissenting voices were heard from various quarters.

“Damn it. Just hold on. We’re continuously reporting to the higher-ups. Do they even know what’s happening on the ground?”

The officers weren’t fools. Constant radio communications were flowing as they repeatedly sought confirmation from command.

Meanwhile, the entire scene was being filmed by cameras on nearby buildings and drones.

*

“What’s with all the complaints? We’re not even asking them to kill people. In my day, you did what you were told without a second thought. Discipline has really gone downhill!”

A general with stars on his shoulder mumbled, his face twisted in annoyance.

“It’s a shameful display. I apologize for the unsightly scene. We’re extremely grateful for your visit and encouragement, esteemed delegates.”

“Hahaha, it’s understandable. Those soldiers think they can just shoot their guns and be done with it. But capturing them alive is invaluable for the future. It’s all for the good of the nation, after all.”

“Exactly. That’s why we spend money training them, isn’t it? They should naturally cooperate in serving the country.”

The command room wasn’t just filled with high-ranking military officers. Numerous men in suits adorned with golden badges of distinction were present. Some executives from major corporations also had taken seats.

They’re not Earthly life forms, so their research value is immense. Securing proper samples could literally mean sitting on a goldmine. The reason these honorable delegates bothered to visit was essentially that.

Since the gates appeared, a massive influx of lobbying from various companies, research institutes, and academic organizations seeking research samples had been ongoing.

“In any case, we’re counting on you. As you dedicate yourselves to the nation, rest assured the nation will reward you handsomely.”

“Hahaha, of course.”

For these scheming individuals, the safety of soldiers and civilians was of no concern.

*


Bang.

Major Kim Jung-hwan slammed the radio down harshly, exhaling sharply through his nose.

“Damn it, everyone prepare to fire!”

The sergeant beside him looked at the major with a startled expression.

“Is this okay? The order was clear….”

“Hell. What’s the alternative? Let my men die while I stand by? I’d rather strip off my uniform than watch such a thing.”

The sergeant saluted with a resolute expression.

“If it comes to that, I’ll stand with you. There’s no need for these youngsters to waste their lives here.”

“If we get discharged, I might really dive into Connect. Turns out, it was quite my thing. And there’s something strange going on too.”

Though he said that, Kim Jung-hwan’s expression wasn’t exactly cheerful.

Szzzt.

A small spark leapt from his hand holding the rifle. Despite only connecting during his sleep hours, he was a highly ranked player, sitting comfortably within the top 3,000.

“If they get within 30 meters, open fire! Stay sharp and aim before shooting!”

Even the company commander aimed his rifle at the monsters. But not all officers shared his conviction.

“Keep your safeties on! Anyone who fires before the order will answer to me!”

Many officers insisted on strictly following orders despite the soldiers’ and sergeants’ complaints.

Grrr.

Seemingly emboldened by the unfamiliar environment, the huddled monsters finally started moving. And the response wasn’t bullets, but a loudspeaker announcement.

“Attention, unauthorized lifeforms! You are currently trespassing on the territory of the Republic of Korea. Disarm and surrender immediately, or we will open fire. This is….”

Perhaps conscious of the cameras. Or was there a manual for encountering aliens?


The company commander politely issued a warning to the monsters through the loudspeaker. The faces of the soldiers who played Connect turned pale.

‘Damn. He’s just going to provoke the monsters!’

‘Crazy bastard. If you want to die, do it alone!’

The soldiers’ worries soon became reality. The group of monsters, which had been cautiously scattering, snapped their heads toward the loudspeaker. Their ears flapped as they bared their saw-like teeth.

Rumbling.

In a pack, they charged towards the loudspeaker.

“Stop! I’m warning you! If you come any closer… Hng.”

The soldiers had no time to thrust their bayonets with trembling hands.

Whoosh!

The monkey-like creatures leapt skyward, reaching the barricade.

Swoosh.

Splat!

Slice.

“Aaah!”

“C-Company Commander!”

“What are you waiting for? Stab them!”

The pack of monkey monsters, which had leapt over 20 meters, tore the company commander holding the loudspeaker to shreds. The ensuing close-quarters combat was brutal.

Most of the soldiers’ bayonet thrusts sliced through empty air, while the nimble monkey monsters scattered, slashing at everything with their sharp claws.

“Ah! My leg!”

“Medic! Ugh.”

“Die, you damn monkey!”

Kreeeek!

Compared to the seemingly impervious monkey monsters that kept moving even after being stabbed a few times, the human soldiers were fragile.

Even non-fatal cuts on their ankles, backs, or arms rendered them incapable of continuing the fight.

“Grr, save me….”

Those struck in vital areas like the neck, stomach, or chest fell to the ground, blood frothing from their mouths.

At that moment.

Bang! Ratatat! Tutu-tutu!

Gunfire erupted from somewhere afar.

“Damn it. Shoot! Kill them all!”

Only then did the soldiers remember they were holding guns and hastily began firing back. But it was too late. Half of them couldn’t even switch their safety catches off, standing dazed.

And the remaining half…

Bang!

“Ah!”

“Don’t shoot! Stop firing!”

“Die, bastards!”

Ratatat.

The danger of friendly fire became a harsh reality. Despite aiming at close range, the agile monsters mostly dodged the bullets, which instead hit their fellow soldiers.

A single company was incapacitated in mere moments.

*

Bang!

“These idiots! Defeated by mere monkeys?”

In the operation command room, footage from various battle zones was displayed. Except for areas led by officers like Major Kim Jung-hwan, who had clear judgment, most units were sustaining enormous casualties.

The very idea of confronting monsters with bayonets was absurd, but the brass here seemed incapable of grasping that reality.

“W-what should we do?”

A subordinate officer asked with a panicked expression, prompting the enraged general in the command room to shout.

“What do you mean, what should we do? Handle it yourself! Do I have to command every little detail?”

‘Damn it.’

The blame-shifting began already. Later, he’d likely deny ever giving those orders. Despite everything, the remaining officers had to act.

‘Perhaps it’s for the best. At least now action is being taken.’

Sometimes, incompetence is best served by non-intervention. Young operation officers hurried to relay new instructions to the troops.

Belatedly, orders to open fire were sent, and support weapons began to blaze. Units on standby moved to manage the casualties.

“Ahem. We were never here today.”

Hastily, the gold-badged officials were seen fleeing the operations room as if escaping. But were they aware?

The officers in the command room had already secured video footage of their presence.

Bang!

“Dammit! What a disgrace! How the hell did we train these soldiers!”

The clueless high-ranking officers were one thing, but the situation was far from over.

“Gasp! An orange gate! An orange gate is beginning to open!”

“We’re getting reports that a yellow gate is also starting to light up…!”

The officers’ faces began to turn pale.

*

Bang! Thud!

Ratatat, click-clack!

Bang, ratatat!

“Shoot! Keep firing!”

“Where are the artillery units!”

“Medic! We’ve got casualties here!”

In the heart of the city. One could hardly believe this was the capital of South Korea, seoul. Gunfire echoed from all around, accompanied by the harsh explosions of heavy weapons.

The tank cannons firing from the roads added to the chaos. This place had long become a battlefield. Police and reservists were bustling behind the defensive lines set up by the military.

“Move quickly! There’s a shelter at Sadang Station.”

“This area is dangerous! Women, children, and the elderly, please board the prepared buses.”

After the monsters appeared, those hurriedly dispatched were busy evacuating citizens to safety zones. But the constant messages over their radios filled them with despair.

‘Crackle. Shelters 1 to 3 in Sadang are full. Please guide them to another location.’

‘Nakseongdae is already packed. Is there no other place?’

‘Lead them to any empty commercial buildings. Right now, getting as far from the gate as possible is the priority.’

In this densely populated area. The monster crisis in the heart of Seoul, one of the densest cities, triggered uncontrollable chaos.

Unprepared evacuation orders led to a bleak future. There weren’t enough places to evacuate the citizens, and no supplies had been prepared.

But they couldn’t stop moving; several defensive lines had already been breached, resulting in direct civilian casualties.

Ratatat!

“Damn it, why won’t they die!”

“Commander, the shells have no effect!”

“We’re doomed! That’s a barrier!”

They could manage the lowest F and E-Grade gates. The monsters from these gates were fierce but susceptible to bullets. But D-Grade was different.

A faint shimmer surrounded the bodies of these monsters. It was a defensive barrier that neutralized physical attacks.

‘I thought bullets would at least work!’

Swords, spears, arrows—cold weapons—had inherent limits to their destructive power. But from guns to cannons that used gunpowder, the physical force was different.

So-called experts on television continuously boasted that even if Connect’s monsters appeared, modern weaponry would suffice.

But reality was harsh. The physical laws twisted by mana rendered modern Earth weapons useless. Bullets and shells failed to penetrate the barrier.

“Enough talk, just shoot! If you keep shooting, you’ll break through eventually!”

Of course, they weren’t entirely ineffective. The barrier was also a phenomenon created by mana. Bullets worked on monsters once their mana was depleted and the barrier vanished.

However, it took hundreds of bullets to bring one down to that point.

“Even if we can’t kill them, we can stop them! Keep firing to push them back!”

While they couldn’t kill them outright, they could prevent them from getting closer. This was why the unit could still maintain their defensive line.

“Medium-size monster approaching the front!”

“Damn it, concentrate fire!”

“It’s no good! We can’t stop it. It’s getting closer!”

Boom! Thud!

The monster advancing while taking tank shells head-on was a nearly three-meter-tall Lizardman warrior. The Lizardman warrior, with a lizard-like face, walked towards them, covering its face with its hand, then raised its trident over its shoulder.

Whoosh, bang!

The trident thrown by the Lizardman hit the front of the tank over the heads of the soldiers. Imbued with mana, the trident pierced the thick armor and delved into the engine, silencing the tank.

Roar!

The Lizardman warrior raised its fist and roared in triumph, as slightly smaller Lizardmen followed, advancing confidently.

“Our firepower is insufficient! We can’t stop them. Damn!”

‘Is this the end?’

The Lizardmen had reached the front of the unit.

Grrr.

The stench of decay hit their noses just then.

“Fall back!”

“Cease fire!”

Whoosh, thud!

A sharp pipe pierced the head of the leading Lizardman.

Boom, boom, boom!

Massive fireballs clashed with the monsters and exploded.

Whoosh, thud!

A volley of arrows from somewhere pierced through the monsters.

“Cease fire.”

Amidst the sudden change, the company commander ordered a halt to the shooting.

Fwoosh.

A black shadow materialized, blocking the path of the Lizardman warrior.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Kim Ilwoo and the members of the Purple Guild appeared on the battlefield in Seoul, near the C-Grade gate.

(To be continued)
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“Guro-side is breached! Send the third unit to Guro Station!”

“Evacuate to the mountains without gates, not buildings! The city is practically a battlefield anyway!”

“Deploy more cameras. What are the drones doing? We can’t get clear visuals of our units!”

The bustling situation room. The gigantic space, about the size of a stadium, was covered with an enormous number of magical screens on all sides.

Screens even adorned the temporary walls placed at intervals. Over a thousand people were stationed at their desks, analyzing data and footage, moving busily.

And at the central command zone. Standing on a platform that allowed a full view of the surroundings, Raul was directing the operations.

“They say America is handling it well? Well, we didn’t need to worry about them. Allocate any spare forces to South America via airborne means.”

“Paris? A request to protect their cultural heritage sites? What a joke. Save the people first!”

“Don’t enter until shooting stops! Saving people is important, but our units’ safety is paramount!”

Raul was issuing orders, responding to the flood of reports and communications from all directions. All the executives of the First Knight Order were fully mobilizing guild communications, magical communications, and community functions to resolve the global crisis.

‘Damn. If just the initial response had been a bit smoother!’

In this regard, america was the most efficient. They unleashed their firepower with the intent to annihilate all threats from the start, allowing them to maintain stable defensive lines.

Moreover, perhaps due to their open-mindedness, they had already deployed their awakened individuals to the front lines, responding effectively.

First Security Corp and Purple Guild members’ help didn’t seem to be needed there, at least for now.

In contrast, the situations in other countries were a mess. Most, like South Korea, attempted to capture the monsters alive. Some places had initially only stationed police around the gate.

It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say the entire Earth was engulfed in chaos. Anticipating such a scenario from the moment gates appeared, Raul had established a defense plan centered around Purple Guild members and First Security agents.

However, he couldn’t deploy them from the very beginning of the crisis. Despite the Purple Guild rankers awakening to their abilities on Earth, those abilities couldn’t protect them from bullets.

So acting independently without military cooperation was impossible. Naturally, they had tried to get the government’s approval for cooperation in advance, but it was in vain.

The common stance was that they didn’t acknowledge the existence of superhumans (awakened individuals) and didn’t want to rely on civilians when the military was available.

Thus, it wasn’t until the situation worsened that they were belatedly allowed to be deployed on the battlefield.


“Remember! Stopping the monsters is important, but the lives of our members are even more important! If you think it’s dangerous, retreat immediately!”

The abilities of the guild members were still immature. They needed more time to grow to properly fight the monsters. However, they were deployed today because they eagerly volunteered and the situation was far more severe than expected.

‘What’s the use if everything is ruined? We need to minimize the damage to the extent that we can hold on, even if we can’t completely stop it.’

Prioritization and focus were essential. The sheer number of gates covering the Earth was overwhelming and the present Purple Guild members couldn’t possibly handle them all alone.

At the very least, they needed to establish a foundation to ensure the continuity of humanity, to think about future steps. And there was another purpose.

Ensuring that those awakened on Earth, like the Purple Guild rankers, could operate freely. As demonstrated in this crisis, there were limits to what modern Earth firearms could handle against monsters.

Thus, a system was needed where the awakened could combat mid- to high-level monsters with government support, and the foundation of that system was the footage being recorded now.

“Get closer shots! Especially of the rankers. How’s the negotiation with the broadcasters?”

“It’s done! They agreed to broadcast live.”

“Good. Although it’s live, make sure the footage goes through us first! Edit out any problematic scenes!”

“Understood!”

Now was the time for heroes. If the awakened were shown being defeated by monsters, it would be disastrous. That’s why they had invited nearly a hundred video technicians to the situation room to work on the footage.

“And announce evacuation spots in real-time! With monsters spreading, buildings near the gates are far from safe. Instead, guide people towards nearby hills or parks!”

Just like in Connect, the gates appeared mainly in densely populated areas. As a result, large mountains, rivers, and parks were largely spared from gates.

‘If time allows, we should relocate to the suburbs, but for now…’

If no additional gates appear, setting up new shelters outside the city will be something to consider. Right now, the immediate priority is to manage the current gate wave at all costs.

Fortunately, there were only a few C-Grade gates, and even those had yet to release truly powerful monsters. So far, the monsters that had appeared could be managed by the Purple Guild rankers.

‘Ilwoo, I’m counting on you.’

Raul gave a determined look at his friend’s face on the screen and quickly resumed issuing commands.

*


“W-we did it!”

“We survived!”

“Hooray, we made it!”

After three grueling days, the gate wave was finally over. In the nearly ruined city, soldiers and civilians briefly erupted in cheers. But their jubilation soon quieted down as they took in the catastrophic scenes they had not anticipated.

“Hah, hah.”

Ilwoo leaned on his sword stuck in the ground, gasping for breath. He was covered in the debris of various monsters and his own blood, looking far from presentable.

Yet no one blamed him.

In fact, everyone around him looked at him with awe. The last C-Grade gate had spawned an incredibly powerful transformed werewolf.

The 2.5-meter tall, gray-skinned werewolf, with its sharp claws and swift movements, had single-handedly destroyed three armored vehicles and two tanks.

It had also injured over a hundred soldiers. If Ilwoo hadn’t arrived in time, none of the people there would have survived.

‘Damn, the wounds…’

In the battle, he had lost two of his clones, and he himself had sustained significant injuries. But Ilwoo had ultimately won.

Whiiiir.

More than ten drones hovered in the air, capturing his every move.

‘This part is even harder.’

Being told not to show any signs of weakness or collapse was grueling. He wanted to vent his frustration to his friend watching from within Connect. If it hadn’t been for him, could they have even overcome this crisis?

“Vice Guildmaster, are you alright? Medical personnel will be here shortly.”

“It’s over now, right? Can you please get rid of those?”

Ilwoo pointed at the drones. A guild member nodded in understanding and relayed the message through a microphone. Meanwhile, first Security agents approached and set up makeshift tents around Ilwoo to conceal him.

Thud.


“Hah, I feel like I’m going to die.”

“Thank you for your hard work.”

Ilwoo lay down on the makeshift bed, sticky blood dripping from his body.

“A message from the Chairman: You’ve done well. Leave the rest to us. When you wake up, much will have changed. See you in Connect. End of message.”

“Sigh, understood. I’ll leave it to you.”

For three days, he hadn’t slept properly, running from gate to gate. The heavy fatigue weighed down his eyelids.

‘Friend, when I wake up, please reduce my workload.’

With this simple hope, Ilwoo drifted into sleep.

*

The gate wave that hit Earth took away so much. Iconic cities representing various countries were left with hideous ruins, paralyzing their functions.

In the process, countless soldiers lost their lives, and civilian casualties were immense. The number of victims from this wave was estimated to exceed 100 million worldwide.

The most despairing fact was that while the gate wave had ended, the gates themselves were not closed. Furthermore, less than 20% of the wave had been neatly dealt with.

The remaining 80% saw monsters occupying areas around the gates. Fortunately, the monsters did not venture far from the gates. If they had, the damage would have been even greater.

The scale of damage varied significantly by country.

The United States, with its powerful military, managed to minimize the damage.

While there were soldier casualties, civilian losses were not significant. They successfully eliminated monsters in almost all targeted areas except for some controlled zones, solidifying their reputation.

Other advanced nations managed to handle the gate wave appropriately as well. Although substantial, they succeeded in clearing most of the monsters.

Shining brightly in these efforts were the members of the Purple Guild and First Security agents. Since advanced countries tend to have more players, First Company’s branches were also mostly established there.

Because of this, they were able to handle the more difficult intermediate-level gates.

And then there was South Korea.

A country with one of the most powerful armies in the world. Yet, the damage it sustained was significant compared to its standing.

This was partly due to its many densely populated cities, and partly because of the disastrous initial response.

– Why did soldiers have to face monsters with bayonets?

– Why were gold-badged congressmen in the command room?

– The real culprit behind the disaster: poor predictions. The gate wave crisis was man-made.

– First Company had been warning the government all along. If only they had listened….

– Not a movie: When crisis struck, ‘awakened individuals’ were our saviors.

– The rumors were true: Connect rankers manifested abilities.

– The rise of new heroes? A compilation of Purple Guild rankers’ exploits.

Articles flooded the media following the gate crisis.

Although many city functions were paralyzed, the media still worked. Thanks to the Connect system’s community and broadcasting mechanisms functioning without a hitch, the public had no trouble accessing information.

Naturally, the public’s outcry over the day’s bungled response reached fever pitch, prompting swift government action.

The congressmen who had visited the command room that day were expelled following a rapid parliamentary decision. The generals who gave absurd orders were relieved of their posts and faced imminent court-martials.

This demonstrated how seriously the government was taking the crisis. Meanwhile, Kim Ilwoo and other Purple Guild rankers and awakened individuals began receiving heroic treatment.

The media highlighted their exploits nonstop, and their heroic deeds were broadcasted across various media and personal channels. The government issued commendations while exploring the establishment of a special agency to prepare for future incidents.

There was no doubt that Connect Corp and First Company’s influence played a significant role in these developments. The government, which had previously ignored Raul’s warnings and suggestions, now sought his advice and assistance eagerly.

The recent events had proven that relying solely on the military was insufficient to handle monster outbreaks from the gates. A sweeping change was coming to Earth.

And currently, an enormous issue had emerged within the community for a different reason.

– Help! I can’t log out!

– I hid in my capsule to avoid the monsters. Does anyone know what’s happening outside?

– While I was connected, my house collapsed. Please help!

During the gate wave, some players who were connected to Connect found themselves trapped inside the virtual world.

(To be continued)
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“What’s the status of those players?”

“They are currently being escorted to the Purple Association through the portal.”

“Make sure they are kept safe and secure, as they must be very confused.”

“Yes, master.”

The gate wave that struck Earth was no longer just an issue for Earth. First and foremost, the accounts of those who lost their lives in the wave were completely deleted.

It seemed that when the life signals of capsule users disappeared, that information was transmitted to Connect. Connect Corp posted tributes to the victims in the community, along with a list of confirmed deceased.

With the number nearing five hundred thousand, the impact was substantial. The ‘Affordable Public Capsules’ that had been rolled out six months prior significantly increased the number of Connect users.

Capsule rooms sprouted up like internet cafes, and those who couldn’t obtain personal capsules could easily connect to Connect through public capsules. Thus, the number of active Connect users exceeded 200 million.

Among them, 500,000. While that might seem like a small ratio, the fact that someone you played with became deceased overnight was a heavy burden.

‘Moreover, that number may continue to rise.’

And this inevitably impacted Connect. In the days following the gate wave crisis on Earth. The number of players logged into Connect was less than a tenth of normal.

This put a strain on the territories that had relied on players for patrolling gates and fixed dungeons. With fewer players to hire for dungeon subjugation, more expensive NPC mercenaries or local soldiers had to be deployed.

Moreover, the absence of players was increasingly felt at borders where they faced the Empire or other races. Connect had grown significantly dependent on its players.

While the deletion of deceased accounts was inevitable, the real issue was those unable to log out. Connect Corp’s official stance was that logouts were temporarily restricted due to the inability to ensure the safety of capsules in the real world.

And related to this, several videos and experimental results were provided:

– Capsules with self-generated power can operate normally for up to one month even if the power supply is cut off.

– The nutrition provision function built into official capsules can ensure the user’s survival for up to one month.

Ultimately, this meant that capsule users could survive for up to a month without logging out.

To further reassure everyone—

Bang! Ratatatat!


The provided footage demonstrated the durability of the capsules. Even if gunshots were fired at them, they only incurred minor scratches as if protected by an invisible barrier. Hammer strikes failed to crack the reinforced glass of the capsules.

Thus, users were advised to remain calm and wait patiently without disconnecting from Connect until they could be rescued.

“The South Korean government will expedite the operation to excavate capsules buried under rubble…”

The government also committed to prioritizing the rescue efforts, giving some peace of mind to the trapped players. However, if players in the unloggable state were to die inside Connect?

No one could guarantee their safety.

Therefore, Raul took immediate steps to protect these players through the Purple Association.

“Thank you so much. I thought I was done for…”

“Hah, just knowing that I might have only one life made my heart race.”

“Truly, thank you, Purple Association. I will repay this kindness!”

Players expressed their gratitude for the swift protective measures taken by the Purple Association and the First Knight Order.

However, Raul couldn’t shake his unease. Official statements promised a swift rescue of those trapped in Connect.

‘Can we really save everyone? If the scenario I fear comes to pass…’

The capsules were indeed durable. But they weren’t flawless.

「…Upon examination, it’s clear they’re vulnerable to mana-infused attacks. While resistant to physical impacts, mana…」

Ilwoo reported with regret.

In essence, the capsules could withstand collapsed buildings and flying debris but were susceptible to attacks from monsters using mana.

This implied that…

*

In the ruins of collapsed apartments and buildings. Even among the general populace, there might be survivors, so the rescue operation had to be cautious.

Heavy machinery slowly cleared massive debris, but the pace was necessarily slow. Then, suddenly, a group appeared.


“Look, awakened individuals!”

“They’re rankers from First Management!”

Reporters quickly identified them. Ignoring the commotion, the awakened individuals deployed at the rescue site began to move swiftly.

Brrrr.

A large concrete chunk was lifted by psychokinesis.

“Here we go!”

Those with body-enhancement abilities hoisted complicated debris that heavy machinery couldn’t handle.

“Found a capsule here!”

“Move aside!”

The weight of a capsule containing a person was not insignificant. However, awakened individuals easily extracted the capsules and loaded them onto transport trucks.

“Detected a life sign 3 meters underground!”

“Over here! We need to lift this carefully!”

Those with detection and x-ray abilities quickly scanned the rubble to rescue survivors. Thanks to their efforts, the speed of the rescue operation greatly accelerated….

“Team Leader. What should we do about this?”

The priority in a rescue operation was to save the living. However, dealing with corpses was also an inevitable part of the process.

A guild member pointed to a capsule with a shattered glass shell, showing a body that had been fatally cut.

“…Recover it along with the capsule as per protocol.”

“Understood.”

Thus, more deceased individuals were continually found inside capsules at the rescue site.

*


The inevitable had occurred. As Raul received the news, that was his thought.

– Breaking News: Survivors found in Connect despite death in capsules.

– Some unloggable players confirmed dead in reality.

– Certain scientists demand Connect to release relevant data, deeming it impossible.

– Connect Corp has yet to issue an official statement.

Chaos ensued. The revelation that bodies were dead while minds remained active in Connect was shocking.

Some dismissed it as nonsense.

Others jeered, hoping it was true.

Some denounced it on ethical grounds, branding Connect Corp as a company of devils.

More extreme factions labeled it a grand conspiracy by Connect Corp.

“Connect Corp is duping everyone by creating ghost characters from personal data without consent! Reveal the truth and cease the unethical demonic technology!”

“Using humanity’s crisis for their gain, connect Corp must apologize immediately!”

“Awaken, devil’s company that disturbs the eternal rest of the departed!”

Crowds swarmed the headquarters of Connect Corp.

Various groups—religious bodies, academic circles, and civic organizations—demanded the truth and an apology, staging protests that flooded the news.

‘Pathetic antics…!’

Raul furrowed his brow and turned off the magic screen. Among those protesting outside, he wondered how many genuinely cared about the people trapped in Connect.

“Are we really dead?”

“Am I just a piece of data?”

“No, I’m alive! I’m definitely alive!”

In the special shelter set up in Calix Castle. Players who were in distress turned to Raul as he visited the shelter, crying out. They demanded to know if the broadcasts were true.

Why were they being treated as if they were dead when they knew they were still alive?

Were they really just data fragments?

Raul understood their sentiments all too well. After all, he had himself been reborn in Raul’s body after dying in his previous life.

Of course, while the situations were similar, the processes weren’t identical. Raul listened to their grievances and tried to comfort them. He couldn’t provide definitive answers because he himself didn’t fully understand the situation regarding these players.

However, he did share one certainty.

“You are all alive. You can think by your own will, and you can move your bodies. Whether it’s on Earth or in Connect doesn’t matter. So stay strong. The very fact that you can worry about this is proof that you’re alive.”

Raul himself was living inside the world of Connect. They, too, had to find their way to live. And Raul could provide some help to make their path a little less arduous.

‘Connect system. Just what exactly are you scheming?’

Returning from the meeting, Raul’s mind couldn’t shake the unease.

*

Amidst ongoing rescue efforts, the controversy continued unabated. Those who met supposedly deceased friends and family members inside Connect couldn’t accept that they were merely data.

They looked exactly as they had before they died. And yet, connect Corp remained silent. Back in the community, certain advice was circulating.

If a gate opens near your home and you miss the chance to escape, just get into your capsule and log into Connect.

The idea was that if the situation outside was dangerous, hiding in the capsule and connecting to Connect was safer than facing monsters.

Besides trusting the capsule’s shelter functionality, there was also hope that, even in dire circumstances, they might survive within Connect.

This information wasn’t just circulating among players; it was formally announced by governments worldwide. The prediction was that relying on the capsules and staying put might offer a higher survival rate than attempting risky escapes.

Moreover, special legislation regarding the treatment and compensation for awakened individuals was passed.

Registered awakened individuals were officially permitted to enter gate sites, and they would receive compensation for the monsters they defeated. To facilitate this, the Purple Association was officially summoned to reality.

Since most rankers and players were already affiliated with it, it was temporarily recognized as an official organization.

Players welcomed this decision, and an association of awakened individuals centered around the Purple Association was established on Earth.

Initially, their role wasn’t significant. It mostly involved identifying awakened individuals who could manifest their abilities on Earth and, in emergencies, requesting their deployment to gate sites.

Yet, even this level of involvement promised substantial support in emergencies. Thus, rescue operations, site recovery, and the establishment of the awakened association proceeded as time passed.

People began to return to their livelihoods, trusting in the new heroes and the now-alert government and military. But the sense of security was premature.

Fifteen days after the first gate wave started.

With only 75 days left until the final scenario.

“Oh! What is that?”

“Good grief. Another gate?”

“It can’t be, can it?”

People’s eyes trembled.

More gates appeared in the sky.

Among them was a blue gate.

A B-Grade gate.

Weee-oo-wee-oo!

Sirens blared, and panic seized the populace once again.

“Evacuate quickly! Establish new defensive lines according to the newly appearing gate grades!”

There would be no second mistake. With this determination, the military and government swiftly evacuated citizens and redeployed their forces.

Fortunately, as with the initial gate appearance, the gates didn’t open immediately. But everyone knew now.

That eventually, those gates would open. And amidst the urgency, the number of Connect users actually increased. The widespread knowledge that awakened individuals had manifested their abilities through Connect fueled this surge.

‘To become awakened, I need to level up in Connect quickly!’

This drew people into Connect, and infrastructure-established areas, including the Free Cities, were overflowing with players.

“Level 20 first job change players, please use this portal!”

“Hunting grounds in the Free City of Crion of the Leslie Kingdom have some space available!”

“Recruiting for a Level 30 dungeon raid team! Check the Purple Association recruitment board!”

Raul opened portals for free and made real-time hunting ground information available to assist the growth of new players.

He understood that players needed to grow quickly, both for the sake of Earth and Connect. And then, on the day when there were 70 days left until the final scenario.

The previously silent Connect system announced:

We thank all players for using Connect. The open beta service of the Connect system will end in 70 days.

This threw people into a frenzy of confusion.

(To be continued)
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“Immediately enact emergency mobilization orders and inspect the defensive lines!”

“Yes, master!”

Tadadadak.

The meeting room in Calix Castle. Though no immediate war was brewing, everyone was bustling with activity.

“Lords are constantly inquiring if it’s true that player support will be cut off. Many are complaining about the difficulty of mobilizing troops immediately.”

Upon hearing the report, Raul frowned slightly.

“Make it clear to them. They must expand their forces to protect their territories within two months!”

“Understood. I’ll deliver a stern warning!”

There’s a saying that continued kindness is mistaken for entitlement. Raul’s extra attention to neighboring lords had indeed been an act of kindness.

‘They don’t even pay taxes to me, so…’

Though it might sound harsh, Raul had his hands full reorganizing the First Knight Order’s domain.

“What’s the reaction from the kingdoms?”

“The kingdoms seem largely indifferent. They’re actually mobilizing their forces as if they had been waiting for this. They may even think it’s a good thing.”

“Well, of course. It’s a chance to regain the influence they lost after the shift in royal power.”

Though Raul spoke calmly, he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of bitterness. First Knight Order and the Purple Association had been dispatching players to various territories.

Naturally, this meant First Knight Order’s influence spread throughout Connect, making even the kingdoms mindful.

‘But this was bound to happen eventually.’

The player’s primary arena was shifting to the Forbidden Zones. A land of opportunity with minimal existing influence from Connect, allowing players to grow their power.

Ultimately, each territory would have to manage their dungeons and gates with their own strength.

‘Still, I didn’t expect things to escalate this quickly.’


The shortfall in troops would eventually be filled by the royal families. The kings would extend their influence over the local lords and try to restore their prestige as before.

But honestly, this didn’t matter much to Raul. Regardless of the kingdom’s maneuvers, first Guild and its territories had already established their independent power base.

Even if players, who formed a substantial part of that power, might disappear.

‘They were becoming quite burdensome, anyway.’

The players were growing at an incredible speed. And their numbers had surpassed 200 million. No matter how large the population or vast the lands of Connect were, absorbing a sudden influx of over 200 million armed individuals was no easy feat.

It was no coincidence that Raul had pushed players into the Forbidden Zones and deployed them on the front lines against the Empire. The problem was that it was difficult to predict how players would respond to the recent Connect announcement.

With a heavy heart, Raul reopened the announcement.

—

Notice

We thank all players for using Connect. The open beta service of the Connect system will end in 70 days.

The “Scenario: Coexistence or XX” will conclude with the end of the open beta service.

With the end of the open beta, connect will begin its official service. All players must choose whether to disconnect from Connect or to continue with the official service before the end of the open beta.

Players who choose the official service will be integrated as full residents of Connect, cutting all ties with Earth. Official service players will inherit their characters (avatars) and continue their new lives in Connect.

Players who choose to disconnect will no longer be able to access Connect.

However, as a token of appreciation for participating in the open beta, part of their character’s abilities will be transferred to their physical bodies on Earth.

Once again, we thank all players for using the Connect system. We wish both Earth and Connect a blessed future.

—

Connect’s intention was clear.

Earth or Connect.

Players had to choose one.


Under normal circumstances, the choice might have been straightforward.

‘They must have planned this from the very beginning.’

Raul turned his head with a weary expression. The current state of Earth was displayed on the magic screen.

“The second gate wave has just begun!”

Another wave of monsters was pouring onto Earth.

*

Crash, thud!

“Jaehyun, no!”

“You idiot, come back!”

Muwooo!

Blood. Blood. Blood.

Blood was everywhere.

This time, they thought it would be different. They had thoroughly prepared the defensive lines and assembled an awakened unit, fully geared up.

But in the face of overwhelming violence, modern weapons and inexperienced awakened individuals were powerless.

Thud. Thud.

A giant, five-meter-tall, bull-headed monster. The Minotaurus, known as the Lord of the Labyrinth, was wildly swinging its massive axe, destroying everything in its path.

Thud.

Even rankers who prided themselves in the top 10,000 in Connect couldn’t withstand a single blow from the beast’s axe.

‘Damn it, we could handle this thing easily inside Connect!’

But what good is that?


They were utterly powerless against the monster right before them. Just then, an urgent command came through the team’s earpieces.

「All units, retreat! Abandon the B-Grade gate. I repeat, all units, retreat immediately! Get out of there now!」

Gritting their teeth, the awakened turned and started fleeing in all directions.

“Groar?”

The Minotaurus, surprised by their sudden retreat, cocked its head momentarily. Its eyes suddenly turned blood-red.

Roar!

Crack, snap.

Thinking its prey was escaping, its muscles swelled as the enraged Minotaurus charged at the fleeing awakened individuals, roaring.

“Aaaah! Help me!”

An awakened who didn’t escape in time was caught by the Minotaurus and screamed.

Crunch.

But he soon disappeared into the creature’s maw.

“Damn it. Where are the real rankers when you need them!”

“Run! We can’t handle this!”

“Ahh, why is it coming this way?”

Just as another casualty seemed inevitable.

Slice, splat!

The Minotaurus’s outstretched hand was suddenly slashed, scattering blood.

“Retreat quickly. I’ll handle this.”

“Ah, thank you!”

Ilwoo had appeared, already covered in blood from a previous battle.

Whiz! Bang!

Boom.

Ilwoo deftly dodged the Minotaurus’s enraged axe swings, which ended up demolishing an innocent shopping center.

“Stupid bull-headed beast. Let’s see how tough you really are!”

Ilwoo leapt between building walls, several meters high, cutting bloodlines across the Minotaurus’s body. His movements were so swift that the Minotaurus’s axe continued to meet only empty air.

But Ilwoo’s expression was grim.

‘It’s not deep enough. Am I still not strong enough?’

As the gate wave hit, the power of Ilwoo and other awakened individuals had dramatically increased. Thanks to this, they could now fully utilize mana blades, but just that wasn’t enough to take on a B-Grade gate guardian.

As proof of its invulnerability, the wounds that Ilwoo had inflicted on the Minotaurus healed almost instantly, and the monster’s movements became faster and more furious.

Whoosh.

Ilwoo narrowly dodged the accelerated axe swing and attempted to maneuver away.

Thump!

“Kuhk.”

Crash! Thump! Thump! Crack.

Dropping its axe, the Minotaurus’s palms struck Ilwoo fiercely. Next, the brute continued its ruthless pounding on Ilwoo’s fallen body.

“Roar!”

Seeing only blood on the ground, the Minotaurus let out a victorious howl. After surveying the area for other prey and finding none, it seemed to lose interest and turned back toward the gate.

It then smashed through a large shopping mall building with its axe and entered it.

“Are you okay?”

“Hah, hah.”

Ilwoo, drenched in cold sweat, was showered with healing spells and skills. The recoil from the annihilation of a clone that replicated his abilities was not mild. Barely catching his breath, Ilwoo brushed his chest.

‘It’s a good thing it was so dull.’

Had it been one of those monsters with keen senses, Ilwoo’s true body, hiding nearby, might have been discovered. Thanks to his disguise, the deployed awakened forces and the military units were able to retreat safely.

“What’s the situation?”

“It’s not different from here. Looks like we’re still not ready for B-Grade gates…”

The faces of the gathered rankers darkened. They had managed to handle up to C-Grade gates without significant damage.

Even when normal monsters emerged from the B-Grade gates, they thought this wave could be sufficiently contained.

Thus, the rankers had left to handle gates of C-Grade and below when the B-Grade gate guardians appeared. These were now an unmanageable disaster.

Humanity lost half of its major cities to monsters just in the second wave.

“The casualties are definitely lower compared to the first wave. But the real damage is…”

The world map spread across the magic screen. Dozens of red circles were marked variously across it. These were the territories seized by monsters during this wave.

‘The area covered isn’t massive, but…’

Their placement was strategic. Dots planted right in the middle of each country’s major cities meant the cities could no longer function properly.

How many could eat and sleep peacefully with an uncontrollable beast just a few hundred meters away?

Thanks to gates primarily appearing in densely populated areas, rural and industrial zones remained relatively untouched. But how long that would last, no one could say.

“The good news is that awakened individuals are growing and awakening even faster. Likely due to the increased mana from the gate waves. While we can’t handle B-Grade gate guardians now, we should be able to soon.”

Kane offered a positive outlook, but the expressions around the meeting table remained grim.

Ilwoo sighed heavily.

“Sigh, that’s if the next wave doesn’t hit before then. We needed to awaken our powers faster.”

As he spoke in self-reproach, Raul patted his shoulder in comfort.

“You’ve done enough. If it weren’t for people like you, earth might already be overrun by monsters.”

It wasn’t an empty compliment. The number of remaining gates on Earth was minimal. Except for Africa, where transportation had ceased post-gate appearance, lower-tier gates on other continents had already been eradicated.

Gate assault teams, led by the Purple Guild, had systematically cleared lower-grade gates. As a result, excluding Africa, only about a hundred C-Grade gates and thirty B-Grade gates remained.

The problem was their location—right in the heart of major cities.

“Let’s not be too pessimistic. The governments are still functioning, and key production facilities worldwide are operational. Let’s focus on what we can do now.”

With that, the meeting concluded, and Raul called out to Ilwoo as he was about to leave.

“Let’s talk for a minute.”

After relocating, Raul got straight to the point.

“What are you planning to do?”

“About what?”

“The official service of Connect.”

“…”

Ilwoo’s face was etched with conflict.

Raul spoke cautiously again.

“If you’re worried about life here, you don’t have to be. Regardless of what happens to the Connect system, I have no intention of stopping the support. I plan to establish an autonomous region in the Forbidden Zones for those who choose to stay. You can’t expect Earthlings to follow medieval kingdom rules. And…”

Raul looked directly into Ilwoo’s eyes.

“You’re a crucial part of this world now, whether it’s in Connect or on Earth. Your accomplishments and efforts haven’t gone unnoticed, and they never will. We’re offering the best of both worlds—the opportunity to continue your journey in Connect while ensuring that your contributions here are supported and valued.”

Ilwoo swallowed hard, clearly processing Raul’s words.

“There’s time left before the decision must be made. Think it through—whether you choose Earth or Connect, remember that your role is paramount in either scenario. Your leadership and strength are needed in Earth, just as much as in Connect.”

Ilwoo nodded, deep in thought, appreciating Raul’s support and the weight of the decision he had to make.

“I want you to take on that responsibility. You’re the one I trust the most, and you’ve already proven yourself more than capable. What do you think?”

“I…”

Ilwoo hesitated, unable to answer immediately.

“I’m not asking for an immediate decision, nor am I pressuring you to take the role. Just remember, we don’t have much time left.”

“Sigh, okay. I’ll think it over thoroughly and make a decision.”

As Ilwoo left the room with a troubled expression, Raul bit his lip slightly, watching him go.

If it were him, what choice would he make?

Raul’s heart felt equally heavy.

(To be continued)
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Buzzing.

People lined up in long queues.

“Don’t cut in line!”

“It doesn’t change the results whether you go first or not!”

“Those who have already checked their results, please leave! Doing it twice won’t change anything.”

A large gymnasium. Hundreds of capsule-like machines were neatly arranged inside. The difference was that these machines didn’t have glass lids.

And they didn’t excrete any special liquid necessary for connection, either. People in line took their turns, lying down in the capsule-like machines, connecting a few wires, and undergoing tests.

There was a large banner hanging on the front wall of the gymnasium.

Connect Suitability Temporary Testing Center.

This was a temporary testing center to check whether individuals could connect to Connect. After the announcement about the end of the open beta service, it wasn’t just the Connect players who were shocked.

“What about those of us who weren’t lucky enough to get a capsule!”

“Allowing only those with capsules to choose is outright discrimination!”

“What is the government doing? Shouldn’t they give us a chance to choose the official service too?”

Outraged citizens started protesting in front of Connect Corporation headquarters, and the discontent spread to governments worldwide.

The feasibility and reality of giving up one’s physical body on Earth to connect to Connect didn’t matter. After two gate waves, people had come to a realization.

Death was not so distant. Confronted by ruined cities and brutal monsters, they couldn’t hide their anxiety. And the official Connect service seemed like a form of insurance against potential future calamities.

Stories of people narrowly surviving in capsules and reports of individuals living in Connect despite dying in reality kept surfacing across various media and community platforms.

‘Although hard to believe, what if staying alive there is an option?’

‘Damn it. I’ve lost my home and job already, why stay in a place where monsters keep pouring out?’

This collective sentiment led to organized actions. Some suggested using the ‘Affordable Public Capsules’ commercialized a few months ago, but realistically, that wasn’t feasible.


The public capsules could store up to ten accounts. Moreover, each time a different person used one, it required a fresh setup, meaning at most ten people could be processed in a day just to set up new accounts.

Therefore, capsule cafes operated on a reservation and period basis. Luckily, Connect Company proposed a solution before the issue escalated further.

“Although you won’t be able to connect directly to Connect, we will enable temporary account creation.”

They then installed numerous temporary access terminals (testers) at designated spots in various countries. However, during this process, a crucial fact was revealed.

Not everyone can connect to Connect. To connect via a capsule, a minimum compatibility (synchronicity) was required. Hence, dNA information like hair samples was requested when applying for a capsule.

“That explains why early users had so many rankers.”

“It wasn’t just extensive playtime, after all.”

Upon learning the information, some felt their questions were answered. But more were outraged.

“Does that mean they prioritized high compatibility in the lottery all this time?”

“I thought it was equal chances for everyone… This is a scam!”

Of course, Connect Company had never disclosed the specifics of the lottery odds. In any case, arguing over it now wasn’t going to change anything.

People swallowed their complaints and headed to the testing centers in groups. Hoping that they would be deemed compatible.

*

“This is ridiculous! How am I not compatible?”

“Please, test me again. There’s got to be a mistake!”

“How can my child be deemed incompatible? Isn’t there an issue with the testing method?”

As tests proceeded, grievances poured out. Far fewer people than expected were deemed compatible. The rate was less than 10%.

Only one out of ten people received a fit diagnosis. In a way, this was to be expected. The capsules were, after all, devices for interdimensional soul transfer.

Compatibility essentially meant having the strength of soul necessary to withstand dimensional transfer. Very young children had unstable souls and couldn’t withstand the transfer’s pressure.

Older individuals had a strong bond between body and soul, with their soul’s power already significantly depleted. In the end, those with high compatibility were predominantly in their twenties to forties, the young and middle-aged.


And many of them were already connected to Connect via capsules, leading to a lower compatibility rate among those undergoing tests later.

‘So, from the beginning, connect needed young and strong individuals from Earth.’

Whoever created the Connect system was indeed ruthlessly practical. Raul looked at the screen showing the protesting citizens with a bitter expression.

But what could he do?

Some things were simply impossible. Connect Corporation had repeatedly warned that those with low compatibility could die during the connection process.

In reality, it wasn’t just a matter of dying; their souls could be obliterated. There was another reason for Raul’s bitterness.

‘There is a way to connect to Connect even with low compatibility.’

Connect Corporation hadn’t revealed everything to the public. The original capsules, not the public ones. Through these, even those with low compatibility could connect to Connect.

But the supply was very limited, so not everyone could get a chance. Currently, these original capsules were secretly supplied to select individuals.

The first priority, unsurprisingly, were government officials and politicians from various countries. Despite Connect Corporation’s unique technology and powerful influence, maintaining operations was difficult without cooperation from the governments.

Thus, from the beginning, there were allocations specifically for governments, and that was still the case.

Second, influential entrepreneurs and celebrities. Capsules were given to companies cooperating in production, as well as notable individuals, scholars, and researchers beneficial to Connect.

Lastly, families of top Connect rankers were targeted. This was to ensure that family ties wouldn’t prevent rankers from choosing Connect.

‘…This is inevitable.’

Raul had once thought this was unfair. He had considered revealing this to the public. But that was impossible. If the truth came out, could people understand?

‘Of course not.’

The original capsules were custom-made, one-person equipment. However, desperate individuals believe what they want to believe. People would do anything to get an original capsule for themselves or their families.

If it ended with mere theft, that would be fortunate; more likely, it could escalate into anti-government protests or riots. In a situation where another gate wave could start at any moment, the government losing control over the populace would be catastrophic.

And another reality remained.

Raul also wanted the ranker players.


Earth was important. But Raul’s home was no longer Earth but Connect. To protect Connect, he needed as many skilled individuals as possible. Even if it seemed selfish, there was no other choice.

Connect was what mattered more to Raul at the moment. This was why he had encouraged Ilwoo to cross over to Connect. Ultimately, the fact that not all Earthlings could move to Connect suggested something significant.

‘Fewer people might choose Connect than expected.’

Raul’s face showed concern.

*

“Chairman, here are the lists and proposals from those requesting meetings.”

In the office of Calix Castle. Men in suits were holding a meeting with Raul. They were executives of First Company. The actual decision-makers handling daily operations.

“Ha, this is something.”

Raul looked at the stack of documents with a disdainful expression.

“So, who exactly has reached out to us?”

“Not just the G20 member nations, but almost every government with a stationed diplomat in Korea. And a considerable number of global corporations have also contacted us.”

“Sigh.”

Raul took out a few folders and skimmed through them.

Clack.

Clack.

Clack.

The speed at which he read accelerated. The contents were almost identical.

Thunk.

Raul put the documents down on the table, massaging his temples as he leaned back in his chair.

‘These damn people.’

He barely swallowed the curses that were about to escape. The requests from various governments were essentially the same. If the situation on Earth worsens, we are considering relocating to Connect to preserve our citizens and national continuity.

Given the differences in political systems and environments between Earth and Connect, we would require assistance to adapt.

To prevent the chaos that may arise from the mass migration, we request that you allocate a region in the Forbidden Zones for temporary government use. Additionally, we hope you will support us with funds and resources for reconstruction.

If you cooperate, we will continue to allow players to operate within the Purple Guild as they do now. Clearly, the number of people who would remain on Earth far outnumbered those who would migrate to Connect.

Still, considering migration essentially meant abandoning those who were left behind. Moreover, the most infuriating part was the audacious demeanor of these requests.

‘Unbelievable.’

They seemed utterly unaware of their predicament. Saying they would allow player activities within the Purple Guild if they cooperated. Conversely, this implied they would restrict player guild activities if they didn’t cooperate.

They might control national governments and their citizens on Earth, but did they truly believe they could control players after migrating to Connect?

‘In a situation where they should be begging for favors, they resort to threats?’

This was particularly prevalent among the more powerful nations, making Raul scoff. Corporate proposals differed little in essence. They too wanted land and gold in Connect, offering Earth’s currency, shares, and patents in return.

‘What use is any of that to me now?’

Ever since the gates appeared, First Company had completely ceased gold exchange operations. Once the connection between Earth and Connect was severed, such things held no value for Raul.

It was laughable if they thought Earth’s technology held significant value here.

“All these offers are declined. Tell them if they want to negotiate, they need to come up with proper terms. Oh, and what I actually want is…”

Hearing Raul’s specific demands left the executives visibly shocked.

“Do you think they will agree to such terms?”

“It won’t be easy, but we will proceed as you instructed.”

Watching them leave with skeptical expressions, Raul subtly lifted the corners of his mouth.

‘They might think that now, but will they later?’

An opponent who had already revealed their true intentions was the easiest prey. Raul intended to extract as much as possible from them—not for his own sake, but for the benefit of those who would remain on Earth.

Meanwhile, on Earth, hundreds of buses carrying First Company employees and their families were heading somewhere in a long convoy. At the front of the procession, Ilwoo’s eyes glinted.

‘Is it there?’

A hillside with no notable buildings. Beyond it, a new refuge awaited them.

(To be continued)
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“The navigator says it’s around here, but I don’t see anything?”

The driver, puzzled, stopped the car and scanned the surroundings. The following cars also gradually came to a halt. Hundreds of vehicles lined up in the desolate area at the foot of the mountain.

As Ilwoo stepped out of the car, Purple Guild members began to emerge from the other vehicles.

“How about it? Feel anything?”

A man with light brown hair and a playful smile asked. His name was Xavier Adel. Ranked 7th in all of Connect. The highest-ranked mage player in the Purple Guild and Connect.

“Honestly, I can’t see anything. How about you?”

Ilwoo shrugged as he asked, and the other guild members shook their heads.

“If even Ilwoo can’t sense it, then it was definitely a success. Now, let me take a look.”

Wearing gloves, Xavier pulled out a small stick and drew a pattern in the air.

Woooong.

A small magic circle appeared, spinning in place before flying forward.

Fwoosh!

“Wow.”

“That’s impressive.”

The magic circle expanded to a diameter of 5 meters, creating a large hole in the air. And beyond it was a fortress wall. A 15-meter tall, colorless wall.

If it weren’t made of concrete, one might think they weren’t on Earth but in Connect.

“Alright, everyone, let’s go in.”

Xavier said with a broad smile, leading the way. After the hundreds of buses passed through the large gate, the hole in the air quietly closed. Soon, only an unremarkable hillside remained, adding a desolate touch to the landscape.

*

“So, how’s the new shelter?”


“It’s not perfect, but it’s really the best.”

In Raul’s office. Raul and Ilwoo sat across from each other, talking over tea.

“I never thought we’d actually use it like this.”

A few days prior. Not just in Korea, but First Company’s branches around the world relocated to new refuges. Initially, the headquarters and branches were housed in buildings in various cities.

But from the beginning, Raul had planned to establish dedicated compounds for First Company in quiet locations.

Since the business revolved around investment, management, and internet-related activities, there was no need to be located in city centers.

Therefore, Raul had been constructing residential and commercial complexes equipped with various convenience and auxiliary facilities solely for First Company employees.

However, when Ilwoo and other guild members began manifesting their abilities in the real world, the original purpose shifted somewhat.

‘I wanted to create a safe haven for the awakened in case they faced societal rejection.’

As a result, the complex included its own power generation facilities, reservoirs, food production setups, and even basic goods manufacturing facilities.

Moreover, after gates began appearing, the perimeter wall of the complex was transformed into a full-fledged fortress wall. It seemed excessive at the time, but in hindsight, it turned out to be almost prescient.

“How are the magic circles and barriers?”

“To be honest, it’s astonishing. Truly recreating those in the real world… I always think you’re incredible, Raul.”

Ilwoo looked at Raul with eyes full of admiration. Those who saw the magic circles and barriers might just think, ‘Oh, abilities are manifesting, and the magic circles work now’, but Ilwoo knew the process and couldn’t help but be impressed.

After learning that Ilwoo first awakened his abilities, Raul prepared and tested numerous things. He supported other guild members in checking if they could manifest abilities in the real world and provided training facilities.

He had mage players recreate various kinds of magic, magic circles, and barriers in the real world. And although not yet announced, the dedicated equipment capable of storing and using mana was also nearing completion.

‘What’s important is that significant results have only started appearing recently.’

Until the mana surge from the gate wave, there had been no meaningful outcomes. Research funds were pouring in, and many criticized it as a wasteful endeavor. But now, it was proving to be immensely beneficial.

Had they waited to start research or experimentation until after the crises unfolded, no one knew how long it would have taken to see results.

“How are the employees reacting? I imagine there was a lot of backlash since we essentially forced their families to relocate too.”


“What are you talking about? Everyone is singing your praises, Raul! You should have been there to see it, really.”

Raul had established shelters in most of the countries where First Company had branches. There were dozens of these shelters. It took five years to complete them.

No one knew how much money was invested.

‘But it was worth every penny.’

Initially, the investment was to win over the rankers contracted with Connect Management. Raul, who had no reason to return to Earth, wouldn’t have built these complexes if he wasn’t sure of their necessity.

Moreover, money was never an issue due to the sale of gold from Connect and the resultant investments by Connect Investment.

With the foresight from a café linked to future trends in the global economy over the next ten years and a genius hacker named Rabel who could easily obtain almost any information, what more could be said?

In any case, the preparations had paid off.

Raul’s people on Earth (First Company employees, Purple Guild members, allied guild members, and their families) had now relocated to these secure havens.

These shelters guaranteed basic survival with various production facilities combined with magical circles and barriers. They wouldn’t just protect against gate waves but also provide a minimum level of safety from other external threats.

‘A few more elements and it would be perfect.’

“Are mana stones and cores being secured smoothly?”

“That’s one area we’re really focusing on. The guild members are cooperating fully.”

Naturally, mana stones and core ores dropped from gates on Earth as well. Adapting to the changing world, these resources were essential.

“You’ve probably heard from Xavier, but we can’t compromise on that. It’s vital for the upcoming project to be completed.”

“I know. Besides, for now, we’re the only ones who can properly utilize it.”

With gates appearing, a crucial item was necessary. Something that played the biggest role in stabilizing Connect. It was the ‘Gate Creation Prevention Barrier Stone’.

The main reason humanity was suffering immense damage was that gates were appearing in the middle of cities. However, securing barrier stones would at least protect basic strategic locations.

The problem was the enormous number of mana stones and core ores needed to create these barrier stones.

Additionally, maintaining the barrier stones required a substantial amount of mana stones, so preparations had to be made in advance.


“Remember. Until the barrier stones are completed, don’t admit any civilians into the shelters.”

“…I know. I know we can’t save everyone.”

Until the gate waves stabilize, the priority for gate formation will be densely populated areas. Knowing this, governments hastily implemented population dispersion policies, but the situation remained dire.

In vast countries like the United States or China, it might be feasible. But in South Korea, there was neither enough land nor facilities to adequately disperse the population.

Moreover, who would easily abandon their homes and jobs to relocate?

This meant that evacuating people only after gates appeared was the only viable option.

「Master! New gates have appeared on Earth!」

Urgent news came through the guild’s communication network.

“Damn it. I have to go!”

“Be careful. Don’t overdo it. You know we need a long-term strategy for the gate crisis, right?”

“I got it. I’ll need your support from the back.”

“Understood.”

Ilwoo logged out.

“Sigh.”

Raul let out a slight sigh and headed to the situation room.

*

The third gate wave swept through Earth. And humanity had to cede even more territory to the monsters. Countless people who lost their homes were housed in makeshift shelters lacking proper facilities.

Food was distributed on a rationed basis, and even then, it was kept to a minimum. Various systems began to paralyze as humanity lost cities.

The relocation of various infrastructures couldn’t keep pace with the encroaching gates. Computer and communication networks were disrupted in many places, and losing ports crippled maritime trade routes.

With major cities crumbling, the citizens of small and medium-sized cities feared they might be next. The only silver lining was that gates exceeding B-Grade had not appeared.

As the number of awakened individuals increased and countermeasures against monsters were developed, the loss of human lives decreased significantly. But was this truly a good thing?

Governments, already strained by limited resources, were reaching their breaking point while trying to support their populations. Now, only about 40 days remained until the end of Connect’s open beta service.

“They are begging us to sell even a little bit of gold.”

“They’ve agreed to the conditions you set, President.”

“…The U. S. government sent a representative.”

In less than a month, the situation had turned completely. The stiff stances were now nowhere to be seen. Raul reviewed the demands from various governments and the assets and compensations they were willing to provide.

‘Offering government-owned land for free? Wow, they already have parliamentary approval?’

‘National bonds, shares of public enterprises, gold assets… Honestly, these aren’t that useful.’

‘Mandatory deployment of a certain number of players to Connect? What’s this? Did they even get agreement from those players?’

While there were promises to transfer Earth assets, there were also offers to repay gold through taxes over the long term and to provide players as a resource for Connect.

Whether those plans would unfold as intended was uncertain, but one thing was clear. The governments had already half given up on Earth.

‘Otherwise, they wouldn’t hand these over so easily.’

Raul’s eyes gleamed as he reviewed a few documents. And a few days later. Various military assets, including tanks and helicopters, were delivered to the First Company’s shelters.

*

“…You really won’t change your mind?”

“…I’m sorry. Even a lifetime wouldn’t be enough to repay the kindness you’ve shown me. But I can’t abandon Earth.”

Raul looked into Ilwoo’s eyes.

‘He’s already decided.’

Ilwoo’s eyes shone with resolute determination.

“Can I ask why? Honestly, you don’t have family here, and no one is stopping you.”

Raul asked with a hint of regret, and Ilwoo scratched his head slightly before showing Raul a screen with various messages.

– Uncle Ilwoo, thank you. My mother and I survived because of you.

– Thanks to you clearing the gate, I retrieved my parents’ precious mementos.

– I heard you’re not fighting for a hefty reward. It’s not much, but please take this and stay strong.

– Thanks to you….

There were countless thank-you messages and photos of gifts sent through various SNS and emails.

“To be honest, I thought about it a lot. Like you said, before connecting, I was just an insignificant orphan. Sometimes I thought I was just living because I had no choice. I didn’t have any fond memories left there, either.”

Ilwoo closed his eyes momentarily, reminiscing about his past. Even after entering Connect, he wasn’t remarkable from the start. His rise began after meeting Raul at the First Academy.

“But things changed after I met you. Without realizing it, I gained great power and became responsible for many people. That made me think a lot.”

Ilwoo had always wondered.

Why had such fortune come to him?

Was he truly deserving of this position?

“And I think I’ve found the answer now. This luck, this power given to me—it’s not meant for me to use for myself.”

Ilwoo placed his hand on Raul’s shoulder.

“I’ve been deeply grateful for everything. At times, I worried this choice might seem like a betrayal to you. But I also wanted to believe that you would understand. Because, just like me now, I’ve watched you struggle to protect everyone around you.”

“……”

Raul felt a surge of emotion and clenched his fist involuntarily.

“Now, it’s my turn. You’ll manage fine without me, but the people left on Earth need me.”

Raul placed his fist over his chest in a knightly salute.

“…I wish you all the best. I hope we can meet again someday.”

Ilwoo mirrored the gesture, placing his fist over his heart.

“I’m sorry. And thank you.”

For a moment, they stood there, eyes slightly teary, blessing each other’s futures. Thus, in Connect, their paths diverged.

(To be continued)
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“Thank you for everything.”

“I couldn’t leave Ilwoo behind.”

“My parents wish to remain on Earth.”

“I want to save more people.”

After the meeting with Ilwoo. One by one, rankers from the Purple Guild came to bid their farewells to Raul. Understanding their choices, Raul wished each of them luck in their future endeavors.

Of the top 8 rankers within the overall top 10 of the Purple Guild, 7 chose to stay on Earth.

“Being the only one left feels a bit awkward. But I’ll continue to rely on you, master.”

The only one who remained was the rank 5 martial artist, louis Blake. He, too, had planned to stay on Earth, but due to the pleas of his family and comrades, he decided to remain in Connect.

Many rankers from the Purple Guild chose Earth, leaving their families in Connect. Someone had to look after their families here. Thus, louis took over as the head of the Purple Association and the deputy leader of the Purple Guild in place of Ilwoo.

‘Out of 500, only 200 remain.’

There were more defections than he had anticipated. Given the current state of Earth, connect would be a safer and better-off choice. Despite this, those who chose Earth likely felt a strong sense of responsibility or had pure intentions.

‘Well, I prioritized recruiting such individuals into the guild anyway.’

Raul chose not to dwell on it. The remaining 200 would still be of great help. All of them ranked within the top 1,000, and 30 had surpassed the 100-level milestone known as “superhumans”.

These individuals could represent and protect the Earthlings who would choose Connect in the future. Still, it was bittersweet knowing that those he had come to care for chose to face such perilous battlefields.

‘May they succeed in saving Earth as they wish.’

Raul’s face carried a hint of sadness.

*

With unanimous consent from the UN General Assembly, the newly named ‘Guardians’ organization has been recognized as a transnational independent international body.

– Guardians are guaranteed supranational independent operational rights concerning gates and monsters….

– Governments have pledged full support for Guardians’ activities and will maintain close cooperation with the military….


– To ensure efficient operations, Guardians have been permitted to establish their own military force….

Not long after. Media outlets worldwide announced the establishment of the new awakening organization, Guardians.

The foundation of the association was, of course, the Purple Association, and it was recognized not merely as a government-cooperating organization but as an independent international operating body.

And though it wasn’t announced to the media, parts of various countries’ military facilities and equipment were transferred, forming a substantial armed force.

The establishment of Guardians owed much to Raul’s efforts. It was the result of negotiations with governments and global corporations eager to migrate to Connect.

Now, with only a month left until the service ends. The fourth gate wave spurred their choices. While previous gates primarily targeted densely populated cities, the new wave struck production facilities.

Despite swift responses from the military and awakened individuals, gates emerging over industrial complexes caused significant damage. The problem was that this was only the beginning.

Once gates started appearing, it was inevitable they would keep occurring. Could humanity, having lost its production capabilities, effectively deal with the gates?

The situation on Earth was deteriorating too rapidly to pin hopes on miracles. As a result, many sought to negotiate with the First Knight Order, and Raul extracted everything he could from them.

“Has the item been delivered to Ilwoo?”

“Certainly. Xavier took it over with utmost care.”

“Let’s hope it works perfectly.”

“Don’t worry. Not only me, but the entire First Mage Tower team worked on modifying it.”

Hearing Rabel’s confident voice, Raul’s worries eased. What was delivered to Ilwoo was a blueprint. Specifically, the formula for creating the Gate Creation Prevention Barrier Stones.

If properly implemented, it would protect not only shelters but also crucial sites on Earth.

‘This is all I can do. The rest is up to you. Good luck, Ilwoo.’

Raul bit his lip, thinking of Ilwoo across dimensions. Then, lifting his head, he gazed at the distant, massive palisade.

“Let’s get started.”

“Prepare for battle!”

With Raul’s command, Philip drew his sword and shouted.


Sching. Whirr.

Behind Raul and Philip, fifty knights gripped their weapons tightly.

“Let’s go.”

Whoosh.

A legion of weapons surged from Raul’s back, blotting out the sky.

Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

“Enemies! It’s the First Knight Order!”

“It’s Count Raul! Call the knights, quickly…!”

Imperial soldiers atop the wooden fortress wall shouted and rang the emergency bell. But it was a futile effort. The fifty knights approaching the palisade had brilliant aura blades emanating from their swords.

With just a month remaining until the service ended, the First Knight Order finally drew their swords. And the southern part of the Elemental Jungle, held by the Imperial Army, was swept away like a tidal wave in an instant.

*

Thud.

As the branch planted itself in the center of the town tree, a fresh wave of mana spread out, forming a new barrier.

“Report. The Imperial forces have withdrawn from all outposts within 5 kilometers of the frontline. They appear to be gathering at the fortress in the Spirit Tree Forest.”

“Understood. Pull back our forces and establish a defensive line centered here.”

“Yes, master.”

In less than a fortnight, the First Knight Order had advanced through more than half of the Elemental Jungle. With over fifty superhumans making concentrated breakthroughs, the Imperial Army couldn’t mount a proper defense.

Once the Empire learned of their presence, they pulled all their forces back. This allowed the First Knight Order to occupy the town tree with little resistance.

But the element of surprise could only carry them so far. Coincidentally, the Empire had restructured their defenses at the fortress Raul had once crossed to save the fairy folk.

Naturally, they anticipated and prepared to counter the First Knight Order’s offensive.


‘I’ve already achieved the objective.’

Raul looked at the map with a firm resolve. He had no intention of provoking the Empire into a full-scale war. The territory occupied by the First Knight Order now encompassed about 20% of the entire Elemental Jungle.

‘This should be more than sufficient.’

Thud. Thud.

The sound of stone blocks being placed echoed through the Elemental Jungle as they were retrieved from the inventory.

*

Tick-tock. Tick-tock.

Time marched on unrelentingly. And finally, the moment Connect had foretold arrived.

Boom!

‘Ugh!’

A wave of overwhelming power swept across Raul’s entire body. It was as if the god of thunder had unleashed his wrath. The sky was a network of blue lightning, as if it was a mesh spread across.

All magical circles and barriers in Connect momentarily halted. Every living being felt an inexplicable pressure and ceased its movements. It was as if time itself had frozen; a scene straight out of an apocalypse.

Crackle.

For a moment, light disappeared, and everything returned to normal. As if nothing had happened.

“Rabel, are you okay?”

“Yeah, no problem.”

Rabel, who had stayed in the skill compendium just in case, appeared with a slightly tense expression. Closing her eyes momentarily to check something, she spoke.

“Raul, all connections with Earth are severed. The internet is down, and we can’t contact guild members.”

It seemed the connection between the two dimensions had indeed been cut, just as the Connect system had indicated. But the system itself hadn’t stopped. The internal community functions of Connect appeared to be still operational.

And almost on cue, a notification from Connect appeared before Raul’s eyes.

Notice

The open beta service has ended.

The update is complete.

The official Connect service has begun.

Update Details

– Player soul data has been fully transferred to their avatars.

– Players are now fully integrated as official residents of Connect.

– The open beta player privilege ‘Resurrection Power’ has been removed.

– The open beta player privilege ‘Experience Boost’ effect has been removed.

– The open beta player privilege ‘NPC Affinity Adjustment’ effect has been removed.

– Other functions of the Connect system (skill assistance, leveling system, inventory, information window, community system, etc.) will continue to be provided in the official service.

– Players’ reproductive functions have been activated. Species reproduction is now possible.

– Players’ synchronicity has been converted to 100%. Players will now have senses identical to the residents of Connect.

– For new official service players, a 6-month experience boost effect will be applied.

The ‘Resurrection Power’ in 16 Free Cities located in the four kingdoms of Connect has been removed. However, the power in the surrounding forests remains.

New Scenario Announcement

The official scenario 『Settlement』 has begun.

Players are given a grace period of 6 months. During the grace period, the kingdoms will not interfere with player territories. Utilize the given period to establish your foundation for living in the world of Connect.

After the period ends, the kingdoms will evaluate your power and either acknowledge, ignore, or reject your presence.

『Warning』 The grace period only applies to kingdoms. Protecting yourselves from monsters or other forces is your responsibility.

‘Damn.’

Raul clicked his tongue. The system’s message was clear. Players were now residents of Connect. The rapid growth and infinite resurrection, privileges once considered the greatest advantages of being a player, were now gone.

“This is going to be a headache.”

One life.

If you die, it’s truly the end. Knowing this, could players still hunt monsters and march onto the battlefield as they used to?

‘It’s unlikely.’

Even the seasoned players familiar with Connect would be more cautious. And the Earthlings who fled to Connect would be even more hesitant. But in the end, they would have to choose.

This wasn’t Earth; it was Connect.

A world where monsters roamed and wars were unending—a place of survival of the fittest. If they didn’t hone their skills, they’d eventually be swallowed by this world called Connect.

Would they utilize the Connect system to become powerful hunters?

Or would they succumb to fear, squander their opportunities, and remain mere subordinates?

It was all up to their decisions.

Of course, Raul didn’t plan to just stand by and watch.

「Everyone, gather in the conference room. All Purple Guild members, attend as well.」

After all, he couldn’t abandon those who had come under his wing, nor those who would come. Raul had the power to protect and support them until they adapted to this new world.

It was time to truly separate the wheat from the chaff.

*

Five hundred million.

It was far from a small number.

The number of Earthlings who chose the official Connect service far exceeded Raul’s expectations. And 80% of them, or four hundred million, were new players who had never once logged into Connect.

Most of the Earthlings who passed the compatibility test had chosen Connect. They had ample motivation for it. On the eve of the decision, numerous gates appeared on Earth, heralding the fifth gate wave.

Those who were hesitant until the end concluded that there was no future on Earth. And predictably, the majority of the immigrants included heads of state and politicians from various countries.

Bang!

“This is not what we were promised!”

“What do you mean?”

Bernard, unfazed, blinked and asked as if he didn’t understand the issue.

“The land your master promised! He assured us it was a place beyond the reach of any kingdom’s power, where we could exercise autonomy!”

The one protesting vehemently was Kitaro Azuki, the Prime Minister of Japan. And it seemed the other government heads gathered behind him shared the same sentiment.

(To be continued)
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It might have been understandable for them to be angry. After all, the land Raul was offering them was in the southern part of the Elemental Jungle.

‘This is a scam!’

A month ago, the agreed terms with Raul were as follows: An independent area beyond the control of any kingdom. A place owned by the First Knight Order to avoid conflicts.

Territory vast enough and self-sufficient to accommodate the immigrants. The First Knight Order would ensure safety for at least six months. Although the exact location wasn’t specified, the governments presumed it would be one obvious choice.

The western Forbidden Zones. The fertile lands around the Monster Forest and plains. The First Knight Order and allied guilds had been developing this area for over two years, making it self-sufficient and suitable for player settlement.

‘But now, out of nowhere, the Elemental Jungle?’

The southern Elemental Jungle was entirely different from the Monster Forest, which had been under the First Knight Order’s control since the early days of the Forbidden Zone opening and was well-developed.

It had passed through the hands of various factions: the Grand Guild Alliance, elves, the First Knight Order, the Pioneer Association, and finally, the Empire.

In reality, the southern part of the Elemental Jungle was just a frontier area, barely developed. While there were buildings, they were haphazardly constructed without proper city planning, making them more demolition-worthy than livable.

It meant constructing a new city from scratch to accommodate millions. How could the heads of state not be infuriated?

But Bernard responded nonchalantly, as if their concerns were irrelevant.

“Of course. That’s why we are transferring the territory to you as discussed.”

“…Huh! Are you deceiving us?”

“Deceiving? We are simply providing territory that meets the agreed conditions. What exactly is the problem?”

“Are you asking because you don’t know? The area mentioned during negotiations was the western Forbidden Zones, the Monster Forest. Now you’re offering the Elemental Jungle?”

Prime Minister Kitaro Azuki’s words stirred other leaders to join in their protests.

“Do you think we’re fools?”

“If you don’t keep your promises, we won’t stand idly by!”

“Five hundred million Earthlings are watching. Do you think this sort of trickery will work?”

Bernard remained silent for a while, faced with the seasoned politicians’ protests. Did they think staying silent meant acknowledging defeat?


The heads of state filling the expansive conference room berated the First Knight Order with great vigor. But in the next moment.

“Hahaha! How absurd. Truly absurd!”

Bernard, known for his usually stoic expression, clutched his sides in laughter.

‘The Master did say this would happen, but still!’

This was no different from children throwing a tantrum. How could the leaders representing their nations behave so frivolously?

Bernard’s laughter quelled the uproar in the meeting room. The mocking tone in his laughter cast a chilly atmosphere over the assembly.

“Are you mocking us right now?”

“Perhaps.”

Bernard casually pulled out the agreement. At the same time, the agreement was projected and enlarged on the magical screen at the forefront of the conference room.

“Where exactly in this agreement does it mention the western Forbidden Zones, the Monster Forest, or any specific location? I don’t know how things work on Earth, but here, we don’t claim unspecified locations as part of our agreement.”

“Don’t play word games. While it’s not written, the only land that fits the conditions we negotiated over is that area!”

“Is that so? But that’s just your assumption. And aren’t you the ones playing word games? Point out exactly where the land we are offering deviates from the agreed terms. If your point is valid, I’ll personally convey your opinions to the Master.”

“Th-that….”

The negotiation hall fell silent. No matter how they argued, there was no part of the agreement that the offered land did not satisfy.

“And, honestly, I find your boldness quite distasteful.”

“Excuse me?”

“The internal discussions within the guild about this agreement were quite extensive. There was significant debate over whether it was necessary to offer such a large piece of land to the immigrants. And that too, without receiving much in return.”

“Nothing in return? We’ve conceded a great many things….”

“Ha, do you mean those useless scraps of metal on Earth? Or the so-called international organization Guardians you graciously agreed upon? Frankly, of what use is any of that to us?”

Bernard’s eyebrows twitched. How selfish could these people be?


“No, let me be clearer. These were not suggestions we should have to offer. These were issues you should have resolved yourselves. If you, as leaders of your nations, actually cared even a little about the citizens left behind! You should be ashamed to present such terms as if they were actual concessions in a negotiation.”

“…I don’t see why I should listen to such words from someone who isn’t even a king or a lord. And it seems you’re forgetting that our offered compensation includes the future cooperation of Earth-born players.”

Their faces, calm and devoid of any shame or guilt, suggested they believed their choices were the best. Bernard realized there was no point in further discussing with them.

‘Now I understand why the Master didn’t want to attend this meeting.’

Sighing internally, Bernard slightly exhaled before speaking.

“There’s no need to prolong this conversation. As promised, we will transfer the land for your settlement. Will you accept it or not?”

One-fifth of the entire Elemental Jungle. A territory nearly as large as half of any established kingdom. Though weakened now, it was a fertile and vibrant land, blessed by the World Tree.

If adequately developed, it could be self-sufficient and highly valuable. Otherwise, so many factions wouldn’t have fought over it until now. But as the saying goes, the greed of humans knows no bounds.

“We can’t accept that! Provide us with proper land, not this wilderness!”

“Do you have no sense of duty? We’re talking about a place for five hundred million displaced immigrants! You should consider them and not act like this.”

“Talking to an underling is pointless. Bring Count Raul here! We need to discuss this directly with him!”

The people rose, shouting like a swarm of angry bees.

‘These shameless ingrates!’

Bernard’s fury surged. They were demanding the land that First Knight Order had painstakingly developed over two years without lifting a finger themselves?

And they dared to summon Raul as if he were at their beck and call!

Whoosh!

Green blades materialized behind Bernard. The force contained in the rapidly spinning wind blades was no less powerful than an aura blade. People were pushed back or fell to the ground by the overwhelming presence.

“How dare you… ugh!”

The ranker players assigned to guard the national leaders quickly stepped up to block Bernard. But they couldn’t even draw their weapons.

No, they didn’t dare to.


‘H-how is this possible…?’

They, too, were rankers who had surpassed level 100 and reached the realm of superhumans.

However, the difference in level was stark. Bernard, who had long attained the status of a high-level wind mage, was an insurmountable mountain for those who barely scraped into the realm of superhumans with the system’s help.

‘To think the gap would be this wide.’

The rankers assigned to guard the national leaders broke into cold sweats, gritting their teeth under the immense pressure. With the start of the official service, all players’ synchronicity was fixed at 100%.

This meant they could feel mana much more acutely than before. Thus, the power of the man before them, Bernard, was overwhelmingly apparent. With green blades floating around him, Bernard spoke impassively.

“Do not misunderstand. Even if you truly represent five hundred million Earthlings, know that none of you have the authority to summon our Master at will. And.”

Bernard locked eyes with each ranker blocking his path.

Thud, thud.

One by one, the rankers fell to their knees, unable to withstand the invisible pressure of the wind.

“The support from Earth-born players? Frankly, we can do without it, but we follow the Master’s wishes. Should you attempt to make unreasonable demands under the guise of such support again.”

Bernard slightly raised his hand.

Boom!

The five knights accompanying him, who had been restraining their power, released it.

“Guh!”

“Agh.”

All the Earth representatives in the room collapsed to the floor. This included dozens of rankers they had brought, believing in their absolute superiority. Bernard, with a cold expression, addressed them.

“Remember, this is not the Earth where you lived in comfort. Mistake our goodwill for an entitlement again, and things will not go as smoothly as they did today.”

With a swift motion, Bernard threw a golden-hued branch into the floor of the conference room.

It was the emblematic branch of the town tree at the heart of the southern Elemental Jungle.

“We have officially transferred the land. It is now yours to develop as you see fit. And as promised, we will protect you from imperial and kingdom invasions for six months. I trust no one here is naive enough to ask us to fend off the monsters around your frontier as well.”

Click.

As Bernard snapped his fingers, the oppressive wave of power dissipated without a sound.

“Oh, I almost forgot something.”

Bernard bent his arm slightly and bowed his head.

“Welcome to Connect, earthlings.”

He then exited the conference room without looking back. No one dared to stop him.

*

“I apologize. I couldn’t hold back my anger….”

Bernard bowed to Raul. But Raul just chuckled, having no intention of reprimanding him.

“No, you did well. Honestly, watching that was quite satisfying. You weren’t wrong, Bernard.”

If Raul had been there, things might have escalated even further. Raul could laugh off their words, but how would his subordinates have reacted to him being insulted?

Even if that meeting passed without incident, earthlings would have continued to face many challenges down the line.

‘And they needed a wake-up call.’

Whatever their reasons for coming to Connect, thinking it would be as easy as Earth was a dangerous mistake. Politicians like those might be better off gone, but not at the expense of innocents suffering.

Raul hoped they’d make wise choices.

And then.

“What about the videos and rumors?”

“They’ve been handled as you instructed.”

“Well, it wouldn’t matter even if they knew it was us, but there’s no need to be so blatant about it.”

“We’ve posted them through several washed accounts, so it shouldn’t be easily traceable.”

“Good. Keep up the public relations campaign without letting your guard down.”

“Yes, master.”

Raul never intended to rely solely on Earth’s leaders. Five hundred million Earthling immigrants. Even excluding their ability to use the system, they represented a significant asset.

Frankly, among Connect residents, few received higher education. While there were pros and cons, earth’s political, economic, and cultural aspects were undeniably more advanced than Connect’s.

Thus, attracting as many of them to the First Territory as possible was essential.

‘They think they’re the representatives of Earth, but do the players see it that way?’

Raul’s lips subtly curled into a smile.

(To be continued)
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“Hey, did you see the video?”

“Of course. It’s all over the main feed right now.”

“…Man, it’s honestly so embarrassing to watch. I knew politicians were like that, but to think they’d act the same way even here.”

“Hmph. They needed a taste of their own medicine. Who do they think they are, demanding land just like that? All of that was built with our blood, sweat, and tears!”

Wherever players gathered, the recent conference video was the hot topic. The title of the first video that was uploaded was quite blunt.

– The Tyranny of the First Knight Order: Condemning the First Knight Order’s Disregard for Earthlings!

The short video captured the sequence of events at the conference from a third-person perspective. Reactions to the video were divided.

“No matter what, using violence in a conference is wrong. And if they have any consideration for the Earthlings, they should provide proper land until they can adapt!”

Those who made such comments were mostly newbies who had just logged into Connect for the first time.

It made sense for them to side with the Union Government (the alliance of Earth’s governments) since the place in question could potentially be their future home.

On the other hand, those who had settled and experienced life in Connect had completely different opinions.

“They’re nothing but thieves! They should be grateful just to be given a place to stay.”

“That’s ridiculous. More than half of the Monster Forest and plains were developed and managed by us! Who are they to make demands?”

Currently, the ownership of the western Forbidden Zones’ Monster Forest belonged to the First Knight Order. However, they only directly managed key central cities, while the rest was maintained and developed by allied guilds or players.

So, for the players managing those areas, it was only natural to react with anger to such demands. While public opinion seemed divided, time brought about different perspectives.

“But looking at the attendees, it seems most of the national leaders are there. Have they all transitioned to Connect?”

“If you check the Union Government’s temporary homepage, there’s a list. It looks like they just copied the entire roster of various governments. Plus, it appears over 90% of current parliament members have crossed over.”

“Hey, then who’s actually left on Earth?”

“…Exactly.”

The Union Government’s effort to reassure transitioning players with a dedicated homepage backfired. No one expected leaders to sacrifice themselves for the people, like in movies.


But shouldn’t there have been someone left to take responsibility for those who stayed behind?

Of course, it wasn’t a major public issue.

After all, everyone who chose to migrate to Connect had essentially given up on Earth. However, as leaders and representatives elected by their citizens, shouldn’t they have shown some sense of responsibility?

‘If things go south, they’ll probably just look out for themselves again.’

Mistrust was inevitable.

Another thing.

“But is it right for them to be our representatives here?”

“Exactly. They don’t even understand the situation here properly.”

If they had taken the time to study or investigate Connect a bit more deeply, the fiasco at the conference wouldn’t have happened.

“Well, it’s understandable that they were upset, but to challenge the First Knight Order head-on?”

“They say ignorance is bliss, but that was just plain reckless.”

“Honestly, is there any single force that can stand against the First Knight Order right now? Even the kingdoms are wary of Count Raul.”

“By the way, who knew Bernard would be such a monster? Did you see how he made those rankers kneel with just a gaze? That was badass!”

“Honestly, it’s worrying. Having such out-of-touch people as our representatives is a big concern.”

Even for veteran players, this incident was quite shocking. It had been five years since the Connect service began, heading into its sixth year. Many rankers had surpassed the 100-level barrier, reaching the realm of superhumans.

Thus, many thought they could now compete with the NPC superhumans of Connect.

‘It’s clear that not all superhumans are the same.’

Not even engaging directly, but simply through sheer presence and invisible force, Bernard had overwhelmed 50 rankers. It was evident who held the upper hand.

Another issue that surfaced was:

“Who are they to decide whether we cooperate or not?”


“Do they seriously think we would just obey if the Union Government tells us not to cooperate with the First Knight Order?”

The issue of the Union Government’s representation became a hot topic. While it might not bother new players who had just logged into Connect, those who had already established themselves in Connect found the notion laughable.

It might have worked on Earth.

But this was Connect.

Those who had already established their homes and accumulated wealth here had no reason to follow the Union Government. And amidst this chaotic atmosphere, a new notification appeared.

Notice

We extend our gratitude to players for utilizing our official service.

This notice pertains to the scenario 『Settlement』.

All players must register their transfer to their desired faction within one month. Players who do not register their affiliation by the deadline will be designated as ‘Nomads’.

Nomads may be restricted from entering cities or specific locations in each kingdom. Furthermore, nomads will face various disadvantages and will not be protected from external threats.

Once affiliated with a faction, changing your affiliation will not be easy. Please carefully consider your decision. For players wishing to register with established factions in Connect, please submit your documentation to the relevant faction office.

For players wishing to register with player-created factions, please use the transfer registration section in the ‘Community System’.

Players who checked the notice were puzzled. They had been operating just fine without any nationality or affiliation up until now, so why were they suddenly being told to choose a faction?

However, Raul smiled quietly as he read the notice.

‘This was bound to happen.’

When the numbers were small, there was no need to belong to any specific faction. From the kingdoms’ perspective, they just saw the players as affordable and useful mercenaries.

But now the situation had changed. Player influx had increased sharply even before the official service. At that time, Raul had managed the distribution of new players through the Purple Association, preventing any issues.

But now?

Half of the nearly two hundred million existing players had chosen Earth, and nearly four hundred million new players had joined. The sixteen Free Cities were already beyond capacity, nearing the point of functionality collapse.

And while dozens of territories in the four kingdoms had pre-agreed to accommodate the remaining players, it wasn’t enough.


‘Honestly, it’s not sufficient.’

Raul had prepared temporary housing, food, and necessities for the immigrants over several months. But even that had its limits. Raul hadn’t anticipated an influx of nearly four hundred million new players.

Raul wasn’t a philanthropist; he couldn’t feed and house so many people without compensation. From the players’ perspective, they couldn’t stay in temporary housing indefinitely.

They needed new homes and jobs.

For that, they needed to have an affiliation.

‘Things are going to get noisy for a while.’

Raul thought about the upcoming chaos and couldn’t help but smile wryly.

*

– The best choice for the rights and survival of Earthlings. 『Union Government』 is waiting for you.

– A kingdom solely for players that has already achieved independence. Start your new life with the 『Pioneer Association』!

– The kingdom of knights. 『Ruben Kingdom』 welcomes you, immigrants….

– All about mana. Those blessed by magic, come to the 『Leslie Kingdom』….

Various recruitment ads from different factions were pasted on large bulletin boards placed in temporary shelters.

Newspapers in people’s hands contained analytical articles about various factions and the benefits they promised. The newly created dedicated board on the Connect community continuously updated with information for the players.

It wasn’t just the Earth-born factions that wanted new players. The four kingdoms were also promoting through various media and sending officials to the shelters to gauge the atmosphere.

The reason why the entire continent welcomed the new players was due to Connect’s unique situation. Though things seemed stable now, gates and dungeons remained a significant threat.

Numerous young lives were lost in several wars and gate crises, leading to a manpower shortage in every territory.

As a result, many territories were filled with undeveloped, abandoned lands, and there were countless places that could be incorporated into territories if only the monsters were cleared out.

‘Moreover, there was no reason to worry about food.’

The abundant mana flowing through the gates accelerated plant growth, and currently, the Connect continent had more than enough food, to the point where kingdoms and territories had to regulate production to prevent grain prices from collapsing.

There wasn’t a place that wouldn’t welcome the new manpower that could be supported by the system.

Bang!

“What kind of bullshit is this?”

Former US President Hartley Miles slammed the table in frustration. The other national leaders present felt similarly.

“Do they have no common sense? Are they really willing to integrate into a medieval aristocratic society on their own? How can that be a rational decision?”

The reason for his outburst was the results of a public opinion survey displayed on the magic screen. Honestly, the Union Government had been optimistic about the results.

They had fled from Earth to the unfamiliar world of Connect overnight. It was only natural that anxious citizens would look to the governments that had previously protected them for support.

Humans instinctively chose stability over adventure when faced with crisis. So how did these results even come about?

『Player Faction Preference』

Union Government: 15%

Pioneer Association: 8%

Ruben Kingdom: 6%

Brennan Republic: 4.3%

…

…

*Undecided: 55%

“We could understand the Pioneer Association being popular, but how can the four major kingdoms be more favored than us?”

“Perhaps it’s because the rewards promised by the kingdoms are substantial. Honestly, compared to what we can offer….”

The kingdoms already had an abundance of resources. They had vast territories and could offer a variety of benefits. And most importantly, they promised sure safety.

Compared to the Union Government, which hadn’t even properly organized their forces yet, the kingdoms seemed much more stable. In this regard, even the Pioneer Association was appealing.

When the Union Government transitioned to Connect, many national players within the Pioneer Association left. But conversely, many of Earth’s business magnates and celebrities joined the association with their guild members and accumulated gold.

Considering their current financial status and the infrastructure they had built, they had many advantages over the Union Government.

“…The real issue is the large number of undecided individuals.”

A moment of silence filled the meeting room. All the participants’ faces looked grim. The supplementary survey result attached at the bottom of the public opinion poll.

The overwhelming reason why many were undecided:

Because the First Knight Order has not yet opened their immigrant recruitment window.

The players were eagerly waiting for the First Knight Order to begin their recruitment.

* * *

One week remained until the system-mandated deadline for faction selection. And finally, the First Knight Order began accepting immigrants.

『First Autonomous Territory』

This territory, comprising a vast area including the Monster Forest and surrounding plains, was established as an autonomous region.

Though it carried the name of an autonomous territory, the real owner of the land was Raul, and it was under the protection of the First county.

“It’s finally open!”

“Sign up! If you miss it, you’ll be screwed!”

“There’s no choice but to apply here.”

Players flocked to the registration desks, as expected. But things didn’t go as they thought.

“We’re sorry, but your application has been denied.”

“What? Why?”

“A year and a half ago, you were active in the ‘Jaitra Guild’ under the Pioneer Association, correct? Individuals with disqualifying backgrounds cannot be admitted into the First Autonomous Territory.”

“……!”

A significant number of applicants were rejected. Those who had acted hostilely toward the First Knight Order. Those affiliated with the Pioneer Association who had colluded with the Empire.

Individuals with criminal records from Earth. And even those with family members affiliated with other factions. Unlike other factions that accepted anyone who applied, the threshold for entering the First Autonomous Territory was high.

‘No freeloaders allowed. And we will filter out those who could harm the territory.’

For the past three weeks. While other factions were busy with promotional campaigns, Raul and the First Knight Order were meticulously checking the backgrounds of the immigrants.

Despite the strict screening criteria, the number of applicants was overwhelming, leaving Raul with no concerns.

Thus, all the immigrants who transitioned to Connect chose their affiliations and became true residents of Connect.

(To be continued)
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“You no longer need to worry about the population in the frontier territories.”

Raul nodded at Bernard’s report. Five hundred million Earthlings had been integrated into Connect. Of those, about half chose the First Autonomous Territory.

In hindsight, it was an anticipated outcome. Since Connect’s service began six years ago, Raul had consistently shown a player-friendly attitude through the First Knight Order.

He had provided more support than anyone else and established the Purple Association to protect players from the tyranny of other lords.

Moreover, rankers from the Purple Guild endlessly promoted the First Knight Order on their personal broadcasts, and the Guild’s achievements were continuously shared through its own channels.

As a result, not only players but also general viewers had formed a solid image of the First Knight Order.

The strongest single force in Connect.

The most player-friendly faction. Also, the wealthiest in terms of finances and land holdings. And most importantly, Raul’s governance model for the autonomous territory appealed to the Earthlings.

Raul promised not to directly interfere with the governance of the numerous frontier territories. Instead, each territory was to elect one representative, and these representatives would form a council to decide various matters for the autonomous territory.

The method of selecting representatives and managing the territory was entirely up to the settlers.

Of course, there were clear limitations. All authority over foreign affairs and defense belonged to Raul, the owner of all the territories. Moreover, each territory had to pay quarterly taxes to the First county.

In simple terms, internal matters were up to the territories, but external affairs were represented by the First county.

‘But in practice, they are almost dependent.’

They would still rely on the county’s support for resources and funding needed for development. And for trade with the kingdoms, they had to go through the First county, making economic independence difficult.

While a self-sustaining system might eventually be established, there was no telling how long that would take.

“Support the applicants by pairing them with guild members to help them grow, and manage the rest of the residents to ensure they don’t have trouble finding jobs.”

“Yes, I’ll ensure they are well taken care of and comfortable.”

Most of the jobs involved farming or construction. As many were used to paperwork, there might be some difficulty in adjusting.

‘It can’t be helped. They’ll just have to adapt to life here on their own.’

The fortunate part was that the new bodies they received were far superior to their original ones on Earth. Not only could they feel mana, but with the system’s help, even a bit of leveling up would make physical labor much more manageable.


Ideally, like existing players, they would become combatants hunting animals or monsters….

‘It’s only natural that not many are volunteering for that.’

Without the power of resurrection or newbie protection, taking up arms would be daunting. However, to truly survive in Connect, acquiring combat skills was paramount. The immigrants would soon realize this fact.

In any case, the arrival of new players accelerated the development of the Forbidden Zones. Once the frontier areas were fully developed, it would become a place comparable to any other kingdom.

They had to work hard not just for Raul but for their own sake as well.

*

“Any unusual news?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary so far.”

While Bernard focused on the settlement of immigrants, Kane was busy dealing with another matter.

“That’s strange. There should be some kind of activity.”

Raul muttered with a slightly tense expression. The reason was the system window that appeared only for him. Alongside the start of the official Connect service, a system message indicated the final scenario.

Individual Notice

『Final Scenario: Mediator – Exploration』 has begun.

Those selected as final candidates must face formidable enemies soon to emerge. The candidate who shows the greatest prowess in this process will inherit the power of 『Mediator』.

The first task is to identify the enemy’s location and identity. Use all the power at your disposal to prevent or delay the enemy’s appearance.

Time remaining: 150 days

Note: The difficulty of the subsequent scenario may vary based on your achievements during the exploration phase.

Note: While competition among candidates is crucial, remember that the primary objective is to defeat the enemy. Failure to do so within the given time will lead to Connect’s catastrophic end.

While other players were presented with the scenario 『Settlement』, Raul received the additional final scenario. And as promised, Raul was provided with an additional clue.

And, as promised, Raul received an additional clue.


Awarded for achieving the highest score: additional clue provided.

Keywords: Empire, Gate, Demon World

Location: In a sparsely populated place. An undiscovered gate.

P. S.: Not all final candidates are players.

It was something Raul had already suspected.

‘In a way, it almost seems too obvious.’

The Empire’s movements had started with the emergence of the gates. Then, with the unsealing of an ancient connection to the Demon World, the gate erosion had accelerated.

The problem was that the gate connected to the Demon World disappeared after the seal was broken. Even though it hadn’t been seen for years, that didn’t mean it had vanished.

Ultimately, this meant that the Empire was plotting something through the gate connected to the Demon World.

‘But where is it hiding?’

If the gate was within the Empire’s territory, there wasn’t much that could be done for now, but Raul didn’t think that was the case.

‘There is definitely some connection between the Empire and the demons. But it’s ambiguous to call them allies.’

Both the demons and the Empire seemed intent on using each other. Would the Empire really risk creating a portal to the Demon World within their own territory?

It seemed unlikely that the Empire would take such a risk without a good reason. The important thing was that the gate hadn’t been discovered yet.

Which meant it existed somewhere. For the past month, Raul had mobilized as many guild members and players as possible to scour sparsely populated areas.

However, finding it like this was akin to searching for a needle in a haystack.

The Connect Continent was vast.

Just stepping away from villages or cities a bit, one could easily find wildlife and monsters in the hills. Raul had been watching the movements of the Imperial Army, but there still didn’t seem to be any significant changes.

‘Except for the fact that it’s hard to spot any superhumans or war machines.’

But he couldn’t rashly provoke the Imperial Army, as the top priority was ensuring the Earth immigrants settled stably. One more thing was bothering him.


‘Not all final candidates are players.’

Maybe it was a reference to Raul himself, who was both a player and a resident, but Raul had a feeling that wasn’t the case. To be honest, there were no players who could truly rival Raul.

Especially after Ilwoo and the Purple Guild rankers chose Earth.

“Have you ever heard of the ‘Mediator Candidate’?”

This was something Ilwoo mentioned after the Forbidden Zone scenario concluded. This meant Ilwoo was one of the final candidates mentioned in the scenario.

It made sense in some ways. Besides Raul, Ilwoo was the strongest player, had significant influence, and had accomplished many feats. But once Ilwoo learned that Raul was also one of the candidates, he made a quick decision.

“I don’t know what the final scenario entails, but I’m dropping out of the candidate competition. After all, I reached this position with your help; competing against you would be absurd.”

Even though Raul said it wasn’t necessary, Ilwoo just smiled and brushed it off.

“Do you really think we’d have a competition? Do I look like I have the time to waste on an obviously decided outcome? It’s much more rational to forfeit and support you.”

And Ilwoo wasn’t alone in this thinking. No less than four members of the Purple Guild were chosen as final candidates. They all came to Raul, expressing the same sentiment.

So, excluding the rankers from the Purple Guild and allied guilds, there weren’t likely more than two other players who could be candidates. It essentially meant Raul had to tackle the final scenario alone.

And then he heard the phrase ‘non-player candidates’.

‘That makes sense.’

Mediator.

Just thinking about it, it was clearly a tremendously crucial position related to Connect. Choosing such an important role solely from among players, while excluding Connect’s residents, didn’t seem appropriate.

So the question remained: who were the non-player candidates?

Knock, knock.

“Count, someone from the temple has come.”

“From the temple?”

A sudden realization struck Raul.

* * *

“Then, I kindly ask for your cooperation.”

“Of course. In the face of the continent’s crisis, cooperation is essential.”

“Thank you. If only all nobles were like you, Count. It’s disheartening how many prioritize their own interests in these grim times.”

With a concerned sigh, the elderly priest left Raul’s office.

‘So this is how it’s been.’

For those who couldn’t utilize the Connect system, the temple served as the conduit for information. Under the guise of divine revelations. Unlike the Connect system, it didn’t provide precise details or mention specific rewards.

Instead, it warned of the impending crisis and offered advice on how to respond.

‘Well, that is sufficient.’

In some ways, not knowing the rewards or objectives might lead to more genuine decision-making. At least aspects like integrity and responsibility were better assured.

‘But the problem is that this makes it hard to guess who the other candidates are.’

According to Kane, the temple had privately sent envoys to hundreds of individuals. Among them were high-ranking nobles, those with exceptional combat skills, and inevitably, members of various royal families.

‘Given the current scenario, it’s better not to concern myself with this.’

Upon reflection, there was no pressing need to identify the competitors. After all, if there was only one position, it was enough to outperform everyone else.

* * *

“We’ve found it!”

“Where? Tell me as we go.”

Four more months had passed. Now, there was barely over a month left for both scenarios. Despite the combined efforts of Raul, the cooperating royal families, and major noble households in scouring the continent, no suspicious gates had been located.

But now that one had finally surfaced, it was only natural for Raul to move swiftly.

“We were deceived. It wasn’t undiscovered; it just hadn’t changed yet.”

The newly discovered gate emitted a pale gray light. Up until now, the gates they had encountered were black gates, or S-class gates. They had focused their search on the highest grade gates, as no higher-grade gates had appeared before.

The issue was that the original color of this newly discovered gate wasn’t gray.

“According to the one who found it, just a month ago, it was an ordinary orange gate. But they noticed the color changing slightly a few days ago, and today, upon their third visit, it had turned gray.”

“If that’s true, this is troublesome.”

Gate grade mutation. It was a rare occurrence, and when it did happen, it was usually only by one or two grades. But an orange (E-Grade) gate turning into gray (???

-class) indicated they might need to monitor gates of all grades from now on.

In other words, unless they were exceedingly lucky, it would be almost impossible to find such gates.

‘Not that I ever thought it would be easy to find.’

The immediate priority was to identify and deal with the gate they had found. Raul’s pace quickened as he headed towards the gate.

(To be continued)
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“Sorry, but you can’t enter this area.”

In front of the gray-glowing gate. After transferring through three portals, they arrived to find a group already in formation.

‘…That emblem belongs to the Batar Order?’

Raul immediately recognized the identity of those blocking their path. The emblem of a sword and shield belonged solely to the Order that worshipped Batar, the god of war.

“What do you mean by we can’t enter?”

Kane asked the order’s leader with a bewildered expression.

“Exactly as I said. Our order’s hunting team has already entered the gate, so no one else can go in.”

Typically, when a gate was being raided by a hunting team from any faction, it was customary for others to yield. However, in such a special situation, particularly when the Holy Empire’s order itself had requested cooperation, barring entry was unusual.

“What should we do?”

Kane asked Raul, looking uncertain. They could force their way in, but confronting the order wasn’t exactly a desirable choice.

“Do you need any assistance? Since we’ve come all this way, we’d like to lend a hand in clearing the gate.”

Raul spoke directly to the leader. But he remained obstinate.

“Our raid leader specifically requested no one else be allowed inside. We appreciate your journey, Count, but please leave this to us.”

Seeing the leader even bow in apology, Raul had no choice but to withdraw.

“What’s going on, Kane? Didn’t you say our scout discovered the gate?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t understand either. He assured me he told no one else.”

The scout himself looked apologetic as he explained.

“I discovered it alone. I immediately reported back to headquarters. I never expected the order to send their forces first….”

There was seemingly no way the information could have leaked. Yet somehow, the order had claimed the gate and their hunting team had already entered. A thought flickered in Raul’s mind.

‘No. Let’s not jump to conclusions; we need more proof first.’


Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he gave Kane an order.

“Set up camp nearby and keep a distant watch on the gate. If the situation changes, we’ll move in immediately. Prepare thoroughly.”

“Yes, master.”

They had crossed half the continent, only to be denied a glimpse inside the gate. Several hours passed.

“Master, come outside. The gate….”

Raul exited the tent at Kane’s call and saw the distant, fading gate. Dozens of individuals were emerging from it.

“It seems they’ve succeeded in the raid.”

As Kane mentioned, the Batar Order’s hunting team appeared to have completed the raid, evident as the gray gate vanished into thin air shortly after they exited. Among the exiting figures were some familiar faces.

‘Those are…?’

Kane had already recognized them and moved ahead to intercept.

Moments later.

“It’s been a while, Count Raul.”

Standing before Raul were Asher and Regan. They had visited Raul’s territory as part of the Order’s investigation team and fought alongside him during the battle at the barrier.

“It’s been a while, sir Asher. And Magician Regan.”

Over four years had passed since their last meeting. That time had been sufficient for the once-green warrior Asher to grow into a full-fledged warrior.

‘I can sense a significant aura. As expected of a hero.’

Raul could feel the aura of a superhuman emanating from Asher, and Regan, too, seemed to have surpassed the Sixth Circle in magic.

“I didn’t expect to see you here, Count. We’ve heard news of your exploits from afar.”

“I always knew you’d become great, but now everyone on the continent knows your name. When I tell people I know you, they hardly believe me, haha.”

Asher and Regan greeted Raul warmly and exchanged updates on their lives. The saintess Kiera had left the investigation team and returned to the Order. And the guide Shimar…


“He wasn’t lucky. He encountered an S-class Guardian at the wrong place.”

He had lost his life to an unknown monster at some gate.

“We’ve been reorganizing our party repeatedly, continuing to raid gates.”

“And recently, we joined a large-scale hunting team. But, well….”

Their expressions soured as they recounted recent events. Apparently, the team that raided this gate was composed of hero parties from various Orders.

“There’s something we need to tell you….”

As Asher began to speak with a slightly darkened expression…

“Hey, Asher! If the battle’s over, shouldn’t you be wrapping things up quickly? Lingering around like that, have you still not learned?”

A voice interrupted, and Asher bit his lip. Footsteps approached. A group walked towards Raul and Asher.

“How long has it been since you begged to join even as a laborer, and you’re already slacking off?”

“Grr….”

“What? You want to fight? Go on, try it.”

The man towering over Asher, who stood at 185cm, looked down at him. His massive build and bulging muscles made him seem like…

‘He looks like a big brother figure.’

He appeared just as imposing as Dylan, the eldest son of the Ashton county, known for his extraordinary physique even throughout the continent. Asher, momentarily seething with anger, eventually lowered his head and apologized to Raul.

“I’m sorry. It seems we’ll have to continue our conversation another time.”

He and Regan then returned to their main camp. The man who had been arrogantly watching them turned to Raul, smirking.

“Well, well, to meet the most famous person on the continent like this. It’s truly an honor, Count Raul.”

He bowed slightly, pretending to show respect, but his tone and demeanor were far from courteous.

“You must be the person in charge of this raid. Is that correct?”


“Haha, that’s right. I’m Noel, a warrior blessed by Batar and the leader of the Holy Empire’s hunting team.”

He extended his hand as if to challenge Raul. Raul shook his hand without a hint of expression. There was no immature attempt to test grip strength, but in the brief moment their hands touched…

An invisible force seemed to pass between them.

‘He certainly appears to be skilled…’

His aura alone was at a master-class level. Given his claim of divine blessing, he likely had hidden strengths as well.

That’s probably why they managed to clear such a mysterious gate so smoothly. Noel stepped back, still smirking, and asked.

“I heard you’re busy expanding your territory, so what brings you to this remote area? Ah, you don’t have to answer if it’s a difficult question.”

His knowing gaze was exceedingly irksome.

“I came because I was concerned about the gate. Seeing that the Order has it handled well puts my mind at ease. Please continue to do your best.”

Raul was not so shallow as to reveal his true thoughts outwardly. Seeing how the Batar Order and the Holy Empire seemed to back Noel, there was no point in making an enemy of him. Though it seemed Noel did not share the same sentiment.

“Haha. Don’t worry. Unlike some who are busy building their empires, my colleagues and I have been fighting gates in unseen places for years. It’s best if everyone sticks to what suits them.”

“How dare you speak like that to—”

Kane moved to confront Noel, but Raul raised his hand to stop him. The heroes behind Noel had already reached for their weapons.

“The gate has been destroyed, so there’s no reason for us to stay. Get some rest after your hard work.”

Turning away with his subordinates, Raul began to leave.

– Look at him run away. They say reputation isn’t everything….

– Coveting divine power despite not being a believer. He’s no different from other greedy lords….

Some murmurs could be faintly heard from behind as they walked away.

Raul’s knights, their hands tensed, were clearly annoyed, but Raul quietly departed the area.

“I’ve discovered some information. It seems there was a hierarchy established among those called hero parties.”

A few days later, in Raul’s office at Calix Castle, Kane, slightly flushed, reported his findings.

“And it was during that time that the so-called divine blessing was passed on to that arrogant raid leader, Noel.”

Kane’s information-gathering skills were as sharp as ever. Within a few days, he had uncovered solid details about them.

‘So that’s why.’

The members of the raid team that day. Each of the dozens of members had superhuman strength. They had likely honed their true abilities over years of acting as hero parties under divine blessings.

The issue was that their bodies didn’t exhibit much ‘divine power’ or holy energy. Even Asher, compared to their first encounter, seemed devoid of holy energy, which had puzzled Raul.

‘I see, they’ve consolidated the divine blessing into one person.’

Among the raid team, Noel stood out unmistakably. The reason for consolidating power might be the expectation of formidable enemies on the horizon.

‘Or it could be that the Holy Empire wants to ensure one of their own becomes the Mediator.’

What was clear was that Noel was also one of the final candidates for the Mediator role.

And it was likely he was aware of the scenario’s details. Blocking others from the gate was probably a move to prevent other candidates from gaining achievements. But Raul found it all rather amusing.

‘If manipulating the situation could change the outcome, it wouldn’t be called the final scenario.’

This wasn’t a simple class president election where cleaning up a few gates would determine the results. Moreover, the real purpose of the selection was to deal with the emerging enemy, not just to clean gates.

Since the true enemy hadn’t yet appeared, there was no reason to fight over the gates. Raul’s ultimate goal was merely to ensure the safety of his people – his family, subordinates, and citizens.

He had fought fiercely for this, not to waste his efforts on becoming some unknown ‘Mediator’.

‘If they’re going to take care of it without me lifting a finger, that’s fine by me. Go ahead, hero.’

Raul chuckled to himself as he focused on the backlog of territorial paperwork, letting the so-called heroes handle the gate.

*

“Do you think this is fair competition?”

“Is that the first thing you say after not seeing each other in so long? Tsk tsk.”

“It’s best not to get too emotionally involved with humans, Gray.”

In an unknown place. Mist-like clouds covered the ground, and a translucent white curtain surrounded them. Three figures stood there, each cloaked in black, grey, and white robes.

They were the renowned Three Sages of the continent: Grand Black, Alfredo Gray, and Jenas White.

“It’s the final test. To interfere in a test that must be fair above all else—what if an error occurs? Who will take responsibility?”

Gray asked in a displeased tone, and Black replied with a question of his own.

“Fairness? You’ve hit the nail on the head. Do you think this final test is fair right now? What’s the point of a test that’s already biased? As it stands, we’re just rubber-stamping a predetermined answer. And I’m not even convinced that answer is the right one.”

“I agree with Black on this. If it’s supposed to be a competition, it should be under similar conditions to make it meaningful.”

Even White sided with Black, causing Gray to shake his head.

“Evaluations have been ongoing. The final test is just a continuation. Ignoring what the candidates have built so far and focusing only on the final test—what’s the point of the previous trials then?”

“I’m not suggesting we negate that. I just want a bit more rigorous verification.”

Gray sighed, looking at the faces of the other two. Stubborn Black and the ever-smiling White. He had long known that changing their minds was an impossibility.

They each knew the other’s thoughts inside out after so many years. Black, who had spent a long time suppressing the Empire both directly and indirectly, wanted a pure Connect native to earn the Mediator title.

For him, those who had truly protected this continent deserved the position. On the other hand, white desired new blood. Better to place hope in change than in those who’d been unable to provide answers over a long period.

And as for Gray himself…

‘What does origin matter? We should choose the most qualified individual with the highest probability of success.’

Gray’s mind was already firmly set on one name.

“Anyway, I plan to continue sharing information until the actual test begins. To stop them, we need to stir human greed a bit.”

“I agree. Even if they’re not candidates, we need humans to move. What do you think, Gray?”

Gray had no choice but to nod at White’s question. While the test was important, overcoming the crisis facing Connect was paramount.

“I agree, but be mindful that excessive intervention is not advisable.”

“You know very well that we no longer have the power for that. It’s up to the humans now.”

The forcefully maintained balance of power was already crumbling. What the future held for Connect was unknown even to these three.

(To be continued)
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“Oh, really?”

“Absolutely. A priest I know personally tipped me off.”

“Hahaha, now I understand why Count Raul has been so adamant about the gates. We can’t just sit back and watch. Assemble the troops!”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

The powerful factions within the various kingdoms, who had been lying low since the civil war, began to mobilize.

The reason? Rumors that had started somewhere and spread like wildfire.

There’s an incredible treasure hidden inside the newly emerging mutated gates.

The gate guardians are concealing divine powers.

A tremendous power that could determine the dominance of Connect is sleeping inside the gates. While the specific details varied, the core message remained the same.

Something was hidden inside the mutated gates. And the First county’s recent activities lent credence to the rumors.

“The First Knight Order, which had been focused on developing the Forbidden Zones, is suddenly searching for gates?”

“Count Raul even put a bounty on it. There must be something there, right?”

“We can’t let these outsiders take this chance.”

The rumors expanded uncontrollably, and not just the noble families but also mercenary groups and adventurers began to hunt for new gates.

Raul, upon hearing the news, was rather pleased with the current situation.

“Whoever is behind this is doing a great job. If everyone steps up willingly like this, it’s only good for us.”

Raul and his territory’s senior officials were immensely busy. They had welcomed over two hundred million new residents all at once.

Settling them without dissatisfaction and developing the frontier areas according to plan required a tremendous amount of effort.

They also had to guard the borders against the Empire, the orc tribes, and other potential threats, while continuing their training in preparation for the upcoming scenario.

Raul had no complaints, regardless of the motives or methods behind it. Of course, this didn’t mean he had completely abandoned the gate matter.


Despite having been preempted by the Order’s hero party not long ago, Raul hurried to deal with the next mutated gate himself.

‘It wasn’t as impressive as I thought. It looked like an unfinished dungeon.’

That was Raul’s impression upon examining the gate. Though the scenario’s warnings had put him on edge, the actual monsters and gate guardian were below his expectations.

In terms of rank, it was between an A-rank and an S-Grade gate in the Forbidden Zones. That didn’t mean the gates were easy. The appearing monsters were, of course, demonic creatures from the Demon World.

The gate guardians were low-ranking demons.

‘But they didn’t feel as dangerous as the scenario warned.’

It felt more like a reconnaissance force, or a probe. Thus, Raul concluded that there was no need for him to personally rush to clear each gate.

Heroes like Noel seemed formidable, and the skilled individuals from various kingdoms had begun to move. Though some reckless individuals might suffer for their audacity.

‘Responsibility lies with them.’

Excessive greed leads to ruin. If they were drawn by the rumors of treasures in the gates, they must also bear the risks of failure. Moreover, the rumors weren’t entirely false.

The mutated gates did drop valuable items from the Demon World, unlike regular gates.

“Anyway, I hope everyone puts in their best effort.”

Raul smiled, mentally thanking whoever had spread the rumors.

*

“What about Captain Spencer and his team?”

“They’re returning safely after completing the raid.”

“That’s a relief.”

Despite his words, President Hartley Miles of the Union Government didn’t look particularly relieved.

‘Damn it, where did the information leak from?’

The various rumors sweeping through the public recently. These rumors were causing President Miles significant discomfort. The final scenario to select the Mediator.


Naturally, the leadership of the Union Government was aware of its existence. While the number of players selected as candidates was small, not all of them were from the Purple Guild or its allied guilds.

There were candidates among the government players, one of whom had reached the final round.

Spencer Miles.

Always among the top ten in overall rankings, excluding Purple Guild members.

Yet, no one knew his true identity. Because he never did personal broadcasts or any public activities. His real identity was a former special forces operative of the U. S. military, a human weapon.

A disability had forced his retirement after an operational injury, but with government support, he became a trainer. That’s when he discovered Connect.

In Connect, his earthly disabilities were no issue, and he began a second life. With unseen backing from the U. S. government, Spencer Miles had grown into one of Connect’s top-ranking players.

‘We wanted to quietly boost his achievements through the gates.’

However, somewhere along the line, information had leaked, leading the entire continent to commence a frantic search for gates. Thus, their plans had gone awry.

While the Union Government might have been greedy, they were far from incompetent. They had meticulously prepared multiple strategies to establish their dominance in Connect, with the ‘Spencer Project’ being a central element.

Upon the start of Connect’s official service and examining the list of Purple Guild players, they were certain this was an opportunity.

‘This is our chance!’

Among the top ten Purple Guild members, excluding Louis Blake, all chose Earth (Raul had already deleted Bae Dohyun’s fake account).

In their view, Spencer was stronger than Louis. In all the rankings measured so far, Spencer had never fallen behind Louis. Thus, no one opposed the idea of making Spencer the winner of the final scenario.

‘Taking the leadership of Connect away from the First Knight Order was the best way to go.’

Moreover, they were not the only ones who wanted to keep the First Knight Order in check. Unseen allies had shared information and provided support for the gate raids.

But the sudden spread of strange rumors had thrown everything into disarray.

‘We wanted to score as many points as possible before the main scenario started.’

However, they were unaware. Spencer’s true competitor wasn’t Louis Blake; it was Count Raul. Had they known, their decisions might have been different. And that wasn’t their only problem.

In about two weeks, the protection period promised by the First Knight Order would end.


“Is there no change in their stance?”

“Unfortunately, no. They are still set on withdrawing their forces once the period ends.”

“We have no choice. Focus on strengthening our negotiations with the kingdoms.”

“Yes, Your Excellency.”

In the six months they had spent in Connect, it became evident. The First Knight Order’s power was far greater than they had anticipated. They now understood why a simple county led the charge in developing the Forbidden Zones.

‘But even that power has significantly diminished.’

The power of undying players. A power the kingdoms didn’t have, which only the First Knight Order possessed, was now gone. While some original players remained, it was uncertain if those who had lost their resurrection abilities would be as effective as before.

The announcement to withdraw forces at the end of the period likely reflected the First Knight Order’s concerns. In any case, from the Union Government’s perspective, it was a minor setback at best.

Numerous kingdoms and mercenary groups were lined up to provide military support, provided the right price was paid. Moreover, the Union Government’s own player forces were formidable enough that they expected no problems in defending their territory even after the First Knight Order’s departure.

However, whether they could maintain that outlook after facing the Empire directly was another matter.

*

The period announced by the Connect system expired. As the 『Settlement』 scenario concluded, official statements from various kingdoms followed.

Three territories were recognized as formal factions:

The ‘First Autonomous Territory’ under the First county.

The ‘Earth Union Government’ occupying the southern Elemental Jungle.

The ‘Pioneer Association’ situated in the middle of the Elemental Jungle.

Various other smaller independent factions were not recognized. Among the three recognized factions, the Pioneer Association, which had strained relations with the kingdoms, successfully opened its borders after relentless lobbying and negotiations.

Of course, Raul’s influence played a significant role in this decision.

‘I’d like to trouble them more, but with the major scenario looming, I can’t let emotions get in the way.’

While Raul didn’t expect them to hold back the Empire, isolating the Pioneer Association could have driven them to openly ally with the Empire.

As for the Earth Union Government, they began their independent operations as soon as the First Knight Order’s support ended.

The border regions previously guarded by the First Knight Order were now manned by mercenaries and troops dispatched by the Marcus Kingdom.

Naturally, the Union Government’s own military formed the backbone. Households that had no homes or jobs were required to enlist one member in exchange for government-provided food, clothing, and shelter.

While conscription wasn’t without complaints, it was an inevitable choice to defend against monsters outside the protective barriers and external invasions.

The fastest to settle without any significant issues was, unsurprisingly, the First Autonomous Territory. Until the autonomous council was established, all policies were led by the leadership of the First Knight Order.

The systematic and rational policies were well-received by the immigrants, who adapted without much complaint. Already existing infrastructure meant the immigrants experienced minimal inconvenience.

Most importantly, the mandatory education tailored to immigrants, which aimed to increase their levels and find suitable jobs for them, was remarkably successful.

With the Connect system supporting various non-combat classes, the impact was substantial. In just six months, people had sufficiently adapted to their new way of life in Connect.

In the meeting room of Calix Castle. Not only the senior officials of the countdom but also representatives from the Purple Guild and the First Autonomous Territory gathered for a meeting.

“The next scenario provided by the Connect system clearly foretells war. Therefore, we intend to transition to a wartime posture immediately.”

Bernard, still the highest-ranking officer responsible for the territory’s administration, led the meeting from the podium. Including representatives from the Purple Guild and the immigrants was essential due to the forthcoming scenario.

Notice

…….

The 『Settlement』 scenario has concluded.

From now on, players will live according to the laws of Connect, just like its existing residents.

Players who have chosen Connect as their homeland have received a new task.

A colossal threat endangering the survival of Connect’s residents has surfaced.

Players must join forces with existing residents to protect the world of Connect from the impending crisis.

『Final Scenario: Master of Connect』 has begun.

This scenario has no time limit.

Until the final scenario ends, players can use all features of the Connect system. Protect your new homeland to prove you are the true masters of Connect.

This notice had a different feel from previous ones. The realization that the second scenario following the official service was the final scenario came as a shock.

Players, though initially taken aback, soon accepted it. Connect was not merely a game but another world in which they lived. Each player’s life within this world was its own new scenario.

Even without the Connect system providing directions, players now had to navigate their paths. To do so, they had to overcome a massive final hurdle.

That day, the players unanimously pledged their unwavering support to the First county.

Thus, a player support army based on the First Autonomous Territory was officially organized.

(To be continued)
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Though it seemed like war could break out at any moment, a few days passed after the final scenario began with no significant movements. Scattered gray mutated gates continued to appear, and each time one was discovered, it was quickly cleared by someone.

‘This feels unsettling.’

Raul had just dealt with another gray gate. Had he known nothing, his mind would have been at peace. All of the First Knight Order’s territories had forces deployed, prepared for any unforeseen situation.

Players were also instructed to refrain from entering gates or dungeons and to remain within the territory for the time being. A tense atmosphere enveloped the entire territory.

Raul stood before a vanishing gate and checked the system message once more.

Final Scenario: Mediator

Explanation: A dangerous force threatening Connect has begun to move. You must stop their invasion and protect the peace of Connect.

– Prevent the invaders and prove your worth.

– Ensure the enemy does not secure any gates. You will need the cooperation of many to block all pathways.

– If the portals are not dealt with within the time limit, an immense threat will engulf Connect.

The system was clearly warning of a significant danger. The problem was the lack of definitive clues. It still didn’t explain what a Mediator was or what rewards were at stake.

‘Does it mean I don’t even deserve to know if I can’t deal with the immediate threat?’

Perhaps it wasn’t a relative evaluation but an absolute one. Failure to meet the threshold might not just mean disqualification but could lead to the destruction of Connect itself.

‘In any case, my task is clear.’

He would defeat any enemies, whoever they were. Raul’s eyes glowed a golden hue.

*

The grand hall was not merely majestic but enormous. Dozens of colossal pillars reminiscent of an ancient temple supported an arched roof. Yet, the hall made entirely of stone felt more cold and desolate than reverent.

At the end of this massive hall, on a sharp and grotesque throne made of demon bones, sat a middle-aged man with black hair, his chin resting on his hand.

Slouched on the throne as if he were dozing, his complexion was beyond pallid—it was ghostly white. There was only one emotion etched on his lifeless face.

Boredom.


Leaning back on his throne as if even opening his eyes was a chore was the Emperor of the Cranen Empire, 『Gionelli Egon Mavliones』, commonly known as Emperor Gaeagon, the pinnacle of the empire.

“Yaaawn.”

The emperor kept yawning. His appearance gave no indication that he was the ruler of a massive empire that kept all the kingdoms of Connect on edge.

Yet, the strange aura and eerie atmosphere around him signaled that he was anything but ordinary. He sat idly on the enormous throne, seemingly dozing for a long time.

Swish.

Black mist began to emanate from the emperor’s body, covering the floor of the grand hall.

“…Persistent pests. Finally got rid of them.”

Crack.

As he stretched, standing up, the sound of his stiff joints cracking echoed throughout the hall.

“Are the preparations complete?”

“They are, Your Majesty.”

Without warning, a general clad in heavy armor was bowing before the emperor.

“Good? Begin. I won’t wait long.”

“All according to Your Majesty’s will!”

“For the will of His Majesty!”

Dozens of heavily armored knights shouted in unison, bowing their heads to the emperor. Shortly thereafter, in the imperial capital Indelion, surrounded by bizarre rock formations, an enormous wave of mana caused hundreds of portals to glow.

Still seated on his throne with a bored expression, the emperor’s pupils had elongated into vertical slits, resembling a reptile’s.

*

Rumble, rumble.

Guards atop the massive city walls, gazing steadfastly into the northern forest, were suddenly alarmed by enormous tremors shaking the woods.


Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

Alarm bells echoed throughout the walls, and soldiers carrying weapons rushed to their positions.

“Everyone to battle stations! Load the siege weapons!”

“Hurry, evacuate the residents! Have the scouts returned?”

The officers were equally tense. Orders had predicted the possibility of a large-scale war, but until dawn today, there had been no signs of it.

Had there been any, the skilled scouts would have promptly reported it. But the continued silence suggested otherwise.

‘Damn… Have all the scouts been taken out?’

The vibrating walls clearly indicated the approach of an enemy force. Moreover, ordinary human soldiers couldn’t have caused the ground to shake so violently.

“They’re coming out!”

“Gasp!”

“What on earth is that?”

Roar!

Grargh.

Raargh!

Hundreds of massive monsters, each towering over 5 meters, emerged from the forest, uprooting trees as they charged out.

“It’s the Beast Corps! Aim for their heads or hearts!”

“Undead too? Priests, bless the weapons!”

“Mages! Hold the defensive barriers at all costs! We must hold until reinforcements arrive!”

It was impossible to gauge the sheer number of forces pouring out of the forest more than a kilometer away. At the forefront were the Empire’s Beast Soldiers, backed by their cavalry.

Filling the gaps were the Empire’s undead legions, typically active only around the barriers. And likely, at the back of that formation were the Empire’s main forces and knights.


‘Damn. I expected this, but it’s overwhelming.’

The commanders unconsciously clenched their fists. However, despite the overwhelming number of enemies, none showed fear.

This defensive wall on the Monster Plains was the First Knight Order’s finest shield, built with all their wealth and technology.

Though it was no match for the northern barrier, the dozens of meters high, thick walls equipped with various defensive wards and magic circles were more than adequate to halt the advance.

“Don’t be afraid! Once the knights arrive, those creatures will be no match!”

“We have the continent’s strongest knights and players with us! Stay calm and perform your duties!”

Even without the commanders’ orders, the defensive forces atop the walls were already in full combat readiness.

Those stationed here were veterans who had fought countless battles against the monsters of the Forbidden Zones, the orcs, and the Empire. And they fully trusted the strength of the First county.

“Aim… Fire!”

“Everyone, attack! Wipe them all out!”

Boom!

Finally, the Cranen Empire’s massive force unsheathed its sharp fangs against the Connect Continent.

*

“Urgent report! The Empire has launched major assaults across the Monster Plains and the northeastern defensive line of the Monster Forest!”

“A message from the Dwarven tribe in the Ice Mountains! A significant number of Imperial troops are moving south. The underground city’s entrance is blocked by the Empire, making movement difficult!”

“Reports from the eastern Elemental Jungle indicate that the Empire has begun their invasion there too!”

“General Commander Julius at the wall has requested reinforcements from the royal families! The Empire’s forces are marching towards the wall! The number of Imperial troops filling up Corpse Road is immeasurable!”

The situation room in Calix Castle was a hive of activity, inundated with urgent reports. The massive map of the continent displayed was already swarmed with black markers representing the Empire.

Yet, Raul and his command staff remained unshaken, responding with cool precision.

“Second Combat Group, head to Fort Denpo in the west! Escort the five thousand Autonomous Territory Defense Forces waiting in Antercia.”

“Urgent dispatch to the royal families. The Empire’s forces are advancing south through the Ice Mountains. Immediate troop deployment is needed.”

“Rankers and Mobile Battle Units are on standby. Don’t move until the Empire’s superhumans appear.”

The Imperial invasion had been anticipated. The sheer scale and strength of it were just greater than expected.

‘But they won’t break through so easily.’

They had already analyzed and prepared for the Empire’s various forces. Holding the defensive walls, as opposed to open plains, was an advantage.

Moreover, in terms of sheer numbers, they were not outmatched. Excluding the new players classified as non-combatants, over ten million players had been active in Connect for more than a year.

While not all of these could be deployed immediately, contingency plans were in place.

‘If the defensive lines are breached, leniency cannot be afforded, even to the Earthlings.’

Many players had already volunteered for the front lines. Having chosen Connect, they had to accept being residents of this world.

Though it would be best if such a situation didn’t arise.

At that moment, Bernard approached.

“The Earth Union Government has contacted us. They’re willing to pay any amount for reinforcements.”

Raul asked Kane with an indifferent expression.

“What’s the situation on the eastern front?”

“According to intelligence reports, they’re struggling, but the defensive lines haven’t been breached.”

“Didn’t we deploy mercenaries and Marcus Kingdom soldiers there?”

“Yes, but… the mercenaries fled upon seeing the Empire’s numbers. The Kingdom’s soldiers might pull out any moment.”

‘As expected.’

Many mercenaries valued their lives over loyalty. Facing the Empire’s overwhelming forces, it wasn’t surprising they chose to flee. The Marcus Kingdom soldiers weren’t going to fight fervently for land that wasn’t theirs.

Raul smirked and spoke decisively.

“We’re not changing our stance. If they’ve declared themselves a nation, they should protect their own land.”

The entire continent was engulfed in war. Raul had no intention of offering special treatment just because the Earth Union Government consisted of Earthlings.

Until his own territories were secured, there would be no reinforcements.

“And what if the Union Government collapses?”

“Well, it’s not our responsibility. And if over a hundred million players can’t even defend a corner of the continent, there’s even less reason to support such incompetence.”

Everyone must take responsibility for their choices. Those who cannot do so will inevitably be weeded out in Connect. The commanders nodded in agreement.

“Relay a diplomatic response to the Union Government. Cutting ties entirely isn’t our plan.”

“Yes, master. I’ll convey that they need to hold their ground for now.”

If the Empire concentrated its forces there, ignoring the situation entirely wouldn’t be an option. These decisions had to be made based on the overall flow of the war.

‘But something tells me this won’t be the end of it.’

If it were simply a war of forces, even the powerful Empire wouldn’t be able to handle the combined strength of all the kingdoms and players.

That’s why the top commanders were gathered in the situation room instead of the battlefield. His intuition proved correct. One day after the onslaught began…

“We have a crisis! It’s a gate wave! Monsters are pouring out from gates all across the continent!”

“……!”

All the commanders turned to Raul. Their faces were a blend of shock, admiration, and respect.

“I see. What’s the situation?”

“The reserves deployed per your order are responding appropriately. The evacuation of residents is complete.”

In anticipation of the final scenario, Raul had fortified key locations and established defenses around stable gates in each territory.

Lower-ranked gates were easily managed by new players and regular soldiers, leaving no shortage of forces.

‘That’s our state. But as for the others…’

He had advised the kingdoms to prepare in advance, but their actual readiness levels were uncertain. Kingdoms not directly bordering the Empire should have some spare forces.

‘Come on, reveal yourself! There’s no way this is all you’ve got.’

Clutching his sword hilt, Raul stared coldly at the continent map.

(To be continued)
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Along with the massive invasion by the Empire, the simultaneous occurrence of gate waves threw the continent into chaos. However, unlike in the past, when they were caught off guard without any information, this time they were prepared.

Thanks to the advice from the First county and warnings from the Order, appropriate defensive measures were in place. Moreover, the Earth-born immigrants settled across the continent ensured there was no shortage of forces.

While there was chaos, few places were entirely overrun.

‘The overall level of our forces has also greatly improved.’

During the early days of Connect’s open beta, masters were incredibly rare, considered ‘superhumans’ in the continent. But what about now?

With the surge of mana released by broken seals, NPCs grew rapidly stronger. Players, with the aid of the Connect system, became extraordinarily powerful at an unimaginable pace.

Now, almost every prestigious family had masters, and the number of players surpassing level 100, considered ‘superhumans’, had crossed into the thousands.

‘It’s an incredible power inflation.’

Honestly, without external threats like the Empire and the gates, this overwhelming power might have triggered another war. However, for now, it helped them fend off the invasion, so there were no complaints.

Day 2 of the Gate Wave.

While some regions had completely repelled the wave, there were many remote areas where they couldn’t even start. Their primary goal was to protect the residents, so they couldn’t afford to deploy forces to unnecessary locations.

Thus, the areas overtaken by monsters from the gates gradually expanded. In those monster-infested regions, some individuals were stealthily navigating the forests.

Those wearing tight green suits were ‘Ranger Combat Unit’ members. A special unit of the First Knight Order, specialized in reconnaissance, exploration, and guerrilla warfare.

The Ranger Knights, each an elite of at least Expert level, were scattered in small groups, conducting reconnaissance across the continent.

Their mission was to identify and investigate any peculiarities, especially those involving gray gates.

Tap.

As the leading knight signaled, the team members moving through the trees came to a halt with feather-like lightness. Team leader Drek furrowed his brows, focusing on a specific spot.

‘Here too…?’

About 50 meters away. In the dense underbrush teeming with beasts was another flickering gray gate. The problem was, this wasn’t the only gray gate Drek had found.

‘Already five!’


In a narrow area not even two hours apart, five gray gates had already appeared. And it seemed likely that this was not the end.

According to headquarters, there were at least three or four more regions where gray gates had been densely discovered.

‘For now, we have to find them all without missing any.’

Just as Drek and his two team members were about to move again,

Rumble rumble rumble rumble!

A tremendous vibration swept across the forest, as if it was about to turn upside down. Not only that, but the concentration of mana around them was rapidly increasing.

‘Ugh. I can’t breathe…!’

As the pressure of mana crushed his entire body, even Drek, an Expert-level knight, struggled to keep himself steady.

Whoosh!

In the next moment, a red beam of light shot up into the sky from the middle of the distant forest.

“Hah, hah.”

Barely escaping the pressure of the mana, Drek stood up from his crouched position.

‘……! That’s definitely…!’

With eyes wide open in surprise, he immediately opened the guild communication channel.

「Urgent transmission! Forest near the Kireina Mountains. An object suspected to be the Demon God’s Temple has appeared! I repeat, an object suspected to be the Demon God’s Temple has….」

The Demon God’s Temple, which had pushed them to the brink of breaking through the barrier a few years ago, had once again appeared on the continent.

*

Thud.

‘Hmm.’

Raul massaged his slightly numb palm with a frown.


“Oh dear. Even Count Raul got pushed back?”

A vast plain. It had been nothing but a barren wasteland just until yesterday. But now, there stood a massive building before Raul’s eyes. The enormous black structure, which seemed to have a diameter of several hundred meters, had risen dozens of meters high.

Rumble rumble rumble.

It was still slowly rising upward. Moreover, the blood-red barrier enveloping the building didn’t allow anyone to approach. Countless people were trying all sorts of ways to get inside the giant building (Black Tower), but to no avail.

“A divine message has been delivered! This place is only accessible to those who are qualified, so please return to your designated positions!”

“This building is extremely dangerous! Do not try to enter out of curiosity; return to a safe place!”

Priests and Paladins dispatched from the Holy Empire were controlling the crowd around the Black Tower. One of the bishops from the Holy Empire spoke to Raul.

“Could you please tell me what happened to Sir Noel?”

“Not only Sir Noel, but no one among the blessed warriors has managed to enter yet. It seems there are special conditions required to penetrate the barrier.”

The bishop spoke candidly, as if there was no point in hiding it. Raul nodded as if he had expected this and turned back to the building.

He could clearly see its nature, even if others couldn’t.

『Tower of the Demon Realm』

Grade: ???

Total Capacity: 15 people

Simultaneous Entry Limit: Single Entry

Current Entry: 0/15

Special Features: Summoning-type, conditional Entry, hive-type

Entry Condition: A candidate who has defeated one of the Demon God’s Temples.

Time Limit: 12 days and 21 hours

Description: A dimension gate leading to the Demon Realm. If the barrier at the final floor is not broken within the time limit, a passage between the two dimensions will form.


The summoning speed increases by absorbing mana from the subordinate Demon God’s Temples. Also, as time passes, the dark energy inside the building thickens, making enemies stronger.

A building standing tall in the middle of the continent. The Tower of the Demon Realm, which appeared at the center of the Brennan Republic, was making its presence known.

Rumble.

A pillar of black light rising from the top of the tower pierced the sky. And around it, a circular black barrier was gradually expanding. The energy emanating from the black barrier was eerily dark, cold, and ominous.

Fifteen red beams of light were striking the Tower of the Demon Realm from the sky. It was clear that these red beams of light were mana transmission paths directly connected to the Demon God’s Temples, which had appeared across the continent.

After witnessing a fearless adventurer jump into one of the red beams only to be disintegrated without a trace, no one dared to approach.

‘I’ve confirmed everything.’

With a cold gaze, Raul glared at the tower one last time before turning away.

* * *

‘It’s thoroughly surrounded. The time limit is also a huge issue.’

Raul was deep within the Monster Forest, in the western forbidden zone. The place where the Demon God’s Temple had appeared happened to be the domain of the orcs.

The area around the Demon God’s Temple was already a battlefield with orcs fighting against monsters emerging from the gates.

Although Raul would love to rush into the Demon God’s Temple right away, it wasn’t that simple. The mutated gray gates that appeared with the final scenario were surrounding the Demon God’s Temple almost as if they were guarding it.

He couldn’t enter the Demon God’s Temple until he got rid of them.

‘It’s really annoying. So, this is what a hive-type is….’

The Demon God’s Temple was also protected by a powerful barrier that prevented intruders from entering. And to remove that barrier, he had to deal with the gray gates surrounding it.

Gray Gate => Demon God’s Temple => Tower of the Demon Realm.

There was no other way but to handle them in that order.

‘Without allies, you might end up dealing with gray gates until the final scenario ends.’

There was a reason why the previous scenarios advised securing allies. At least over ten gray gates needed to be dealt with to open the barrier of the Demon God’s Temple.

Even if he cleared one gray gate per day, it would take more than ten days. But that would mean not even getting a glimpse of the Tower of the Demon Realm.

Raul shook his head slightly and opened the guild communication channel.

「Report your positions, everyone.」

「Team 1 has arrived.」

「Team 2 is ready!」

「Team 3…」

About ten teams, each composed of a master-level leader and intermediate-level or higher knights, were ready.

「Avoid conflicts with the orcs and clear the gray gates in the shortest time possible. Good luck to everyone. All teams, commence entry!」

「Yes, master!」

「Good luck, master!」

The top executives of the First Knight Order, including Philip, Jake, and Pierce, each headed toward their assigned gates.

And Raul flew towards the gate in front of him alone.

Whoosh.

There were orcs and monsters scattered around, but none of them noticed Raul’s movement.

Crunch.

“Kek. Kek!”

A demon caught by Raul’s grasp struggled, but it was futile.

“Hmm. Is this the extent of a baron-level demon?”

Raul, unimpressed, tightened his grip, and with a crunching sound, the demon baron’s neck broke, his body collapsing lifelessly.

Whoosh.

Raul burned the demon’s body to ensure it was completely dealt with, and the core of the gate fell from its corpse.

“The feel is definitely different. This one seems to be one or two levels above the ones we’ve encountered before.”

The level of the demon baron was roughly mid-Master. With its unique traits, it would be difficult for a human Master of the same level to handle it.

“The Demon God’s Temple won’t be easy. If the gates are this heavily contaminated, it must be much worse there.”

Rabel said, pushing away the unpleasant dark energy that enveloped the area.

“It seems the penalties for crossing the gates are gradually decreasing. If we don’t hurry, it could be really troublesome later.”

As Raul clicked his tongue, the gate disappeared, sending him back to the outside world.

Clang! Bababang!

Screeeech!

The battle around him was still raging. Raul used psychokinesis to float and head towards the Demon God’s Temple.

「First team, gate cleared.」

While moving, reports from his subordinates started coming in.

「All units, except for Philip, Jake, Pierce, and Sir Kane, move to the next spot and clear the gray gates! I will join you after clearing the Demon God’s Temple. Dalton will lead the remaining members.」

「Yes, master. We will move to the Ruben Kingdom first!」

One of the Demon God’s Temples had appeared in the southern part of the Ruben Kingdom. Although the Swordmaster and the Ashton Marquisate had already intervened, it was necessary to have a backup plan just in case.

Swoosh.

Philip and the others appeared beside Raul as if they had teleported. Philip had already stepped into high-Master level, and the other three knights had also reached the peak of advanced Master.

The strongest forces of the territory, excluding Raul, had gathered in one place. Although there were many other skilled individuals, Raul only called these four due to the entry restriction of the Demon God’s Temple.

The simultaneous entry limit was five. If more than five tried to enter at once, they would be randomly split up, so there was no need to bring additional people.

‘We don’t know how large the Demon God’s Temple is, and if we get separated and individually attacked…’

There was no need to take such a risk.

“Let’s go in.”

“Yes, master!”

The five of them leapt towards the entrance of the Demon God’s Temple.

*

“Whew, it’s been a while. Moving together with this team.”

Swish, crack!

Jake’s greatsword instantly sliced a charging fire bear-type monster in half.

“It sure has. We’ve all been working separately a lot lately.”

Every time Kane subtly moved his hand, the approaching beasts had their heads cleanly cut off.

“Speaking of which, it’s been over seven years since we started working with the Master. I still vividly remember the Master right after his coming-of-age ceremony.”

Philip said with a sense of nostalgia. If it weren’t for Count Melvin’s request, he wouldn’t have accepted the position as Raul’s guard so easily.

‘And I wouldn’t have become who I am today.’

Now, he was the General Commander of the First County and the leader of the First Knight Order.

On a personal level, he had been ennobled to the rank of baron and had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship, high-Master level. Who would have thought that a mere Expert-level knight would become a continental hero in just seven years?

‘Of course, there’s still a long way to go.’

Philip looked at Raul, who had now become his personal goal, with burning determination in his eyes.

“That looks like our destination.”

At that moment, Pierce pointed ahead with a low voice. Beyond the mountain of beast corpses, the massive gate of the temple was coming into view.

(To be continued)
The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player - Chapter 313

				
Creak, thud.

Jake and Pierce pushed open the massive gate.

Whoosh.

As the gate opened, a sinister dark energy spiraled out to greet them.

“Whew, this is nasty.”

Jake waved his hand to clear the suffocatingly thick, toxic air. Such a level of dark energy could instantly disrupt the mana flow of anyone who had not reached the Master level.

“Let’s go.”

However, the group had long surpassed the level at which they would be affected by mere thick dark energy. The five knights, gathered around Raul, confidently walked through the temple’s corridor.

‘This… feels familiar…’

Raul felt a sense of déjà vu. Pools of blood collected in various spots along the vast temple corridor. Thick streams of blood trickled everywhere, their sight eerily familiar.

‘No way, it can’t be.’

Raul tilted his head in doubt as he continued walking. But as the saying goes, ‘the unexpected often happens’.

When Raul reached the end of the long temple corridor, he couldn’t help but chuckle. At the far end of the temple. On a pedestal designed to be looked up at, a familiar silhouette awaited him.

“You foolish humans. Accept your fate quietly… tsk tsk.”

Blood was gushing from the fountain below the pedestal, and the demon sitting on the throne was sipping from a wine glass filled with that blood.

‘Wasn’t he the Demon Count Forsis?’

The demon Raul had faced at the Demon God’s Temple that appeared at the barrier. He vividly remembered when he, Caldenas, and Rabel had teamed up to hold him down, allowing the hero Asher to split him in half with his sword.

For that same demon to reappear…

‘It seems true that demons manifest through avatars.’

And this reminded him of players connecting through avatars in a game. It meant they could rampage with impunity since their lives were not at stake. From the perspective of those being invaded, nothing could be more unfair, but there was no way to complain.


「Raul, look at his horns. Don’t they seem smaller than before?」

Upon hearing Rabel’s message and looking closely, Raul noticed that the horns were indeed slightly shorter than before. The horns, symbolizing the demon’s power, being damaged indicated a loss of that power.

It seemed the battle a few years ago had not been in vain.

「We still can’t let our guard down. The energy I feel is on a different level than back then.」

Raul stopped smiling and fully tensed his body. The dark energy wasn’t as strong when they faced him back then. The stronger the dark energy, the more it resembled the energy of the Demon Realm, allowing him to exert his true power.

It was clear he would show a level of strength far beyond what they had seen before. Moreover, Forsis wasn’t alone here.

There were about twenty demons standing at attention below his throne. The energy emanating from them was formidable as well.

“You are the first guests, so I permit a blood festival. Leave one alive and enjoy yourselves.”

“Thank you, Count!”

“Grr, how long has it been since we tasted fresh blood!”

When Forsis gestured without even looking at Raul’s group, the demons started drooling as they rushed forward. But none of Raul’s team was intimidated.

“I’ll handle the leader. Leave the rest to me.”

“Yes, master.”

Philip drew two long swords and licked his lips.

‘It’s been a while since I got a good fight.’

“Ha! I’ve been curious about the skills of these demons. Let’s find out!”

Jake swung his nearly 3-meter-long greatsword and charged forward. Pierce had already drawn a massive bow and notched three arrows, and Kane was climbing up a pillar to gain a vantage point above the enemies.

Bababang!

Smash!

Inside the temple, yellow aura blades clashed with the red demonic energy, shaking the entire place.


“Master, I leave this to you.”

“Don’t worry about the small fry.”

Three armored figures suddenly appeared behind Raul. The three blue-tinged power armors, each holding identical long swords, took the same stance.

The armored knights, rushing in different directions, wielded their swords with the unmistakable style of Raul’s master, Caldenas.

Slash! Shwik!

The concise yet sharp sword trajectories easily sliced through the demons charging at them.

‘No need to worry.’

Thanks to the touch of Tar’o, the chieftain of the Black Anvil Dwarf Clan, ragnarator had its seal partially lifted. As a result, not only were its existing special functions upgraded, but new features were added.

This allowed Caldenas to control three power armors simultaneously, a significant source of despair for Raul’s enemies. With his hands behind his back, Raul casually walked towards the pedestal.

Despite the fierce battle raging inside the temple, no attack touched Raul as he strolled forward as if taking a walk. It felt as if he alone was walking in a different dimension.

His psychokinetic control over space now protected him instinctively, even without conscious effort. Even as Raul approached, Forsis showed no intention of moving.

Despite his subordinates, who seemed to be baron-level or higher demons, being pushed back, Forsis remained indifferent. Now that he could exhibit power close to his true form, his arrogance suggested he believed no one in the human realm could challenge him.

‘Ridiculous.’

Despite being defeated once, it seemed arrogance was a trait of his race. Raul felt he owed him a greeting after all this time. So, he drew his weapon.

Swoosh.

Countless weapons, numbering in the tens, hundreds, and thousands, poured out and rushed toward Forsis.

Boom!

A massive impact swept over the throne. When the avalanche of weapons descended, Forsis was completely obscured.

Snap.

When Raul snapped his fingers, the weapon legion retreated, filling the temple ceiling.


“Long time no see.”

“…Who are you?”

Even though Forsis hadn’t changed his posture despite the intense attack from the weapon legion, his eyebrows twitched.

“Kek, Kekekeke, Khaahahahaha!”

Clang.

Forsis threw aside the glass he was holding and stood up, laughing maniacally.

“What a twist of fate! You must be deeply loathed by the Demon God himself, Khaaha!”

Although he was laughing, a vortex of red blood swirled around him, emitting a terrifying aura.

‘Even if the barrier shattered, I was planning to find you and tear you apart!’

The humiliation of that day resurfaced in Forsis’s mind. He had been defeated by a mere mid-Master-level human. Even if the human used strange powers, he was an unripe novice who couldn’t even attain a rank above baron in the Demon Realm.

Being defeated by such a novice, even with allies, was enough to make him a laughingstock. It wasn’t just ridicule; losing his avatar also caused a significant power loss.

Forsis, who had been aiming to climb to rank 33, was demoted to rank 40. How much had he gritted his teeth over the past four years while recovering from his injuries?

However, meeting that human again as soon as he returned to the human realm made Forsis laugh.

“You wretch, I’ll break each and every one of your bones and suck out every last drop of your blood!”

He felt confident. Back then, various restrictions had prevented him from exhibiting even half of his true power.

But now?

The overflowing dark energy was enough for him to unleash his strength. Of course, it wouldn’t be as potent as in the Demon Realm.

‘Eighty percent of my power should be more than enough to handle you!’

It seemed like the human had improved his skills somewhat, but it was negligible. How much could he possibly have improved in just four years?

Forsis made a slight gesture with the expression of a satiated predator watching its caught prey.

“Die.”

Crack, whoosh!

The torrents of blood swirling around him turned into hundreds of sharp spears and shot towards Raul.

Bang! Rattatatat!

The weapon legion formed a barrier in front of Raul to block the spears.

‘Hmph. Pointless effort.’

When Forsis clenched his palm and added more force, the spears explosively multiplied, rapidly pushing against the weapon barrier. As soon as an opening appeared in the barrier, the spears shot out like lightning and struck Raul’s heart directly.

“It’s over… huh?”

Forsis tilted his head in confusion. His blood spears were sharp and unique attacks capable of piercing through aura blades of the same rank.

Although they looked like spears, the blood particles inside spun like saw blades, gnawing away at the opponent’s aura in an instant.

Even among other count-rank demons in the Demon Realm, none could withstand his spears head-on. So why did his spears feel like they were hitting nothing when they touched the human’s body?

“Well, I suppose I should thank you for that.”

Raul spoke calmly. Even with the blood spears touching his chest, Raul seemed completely unbothered.

“What do you mean?”

Forsis asked, baffled, as Raul smirked.

“I got a lot of inspiration from watching your techniques. And I realized something.”

Whirr!

As soon as Raul finished speaking, the blood spear touching his chest began to be ground away from the tip.

‘How… is that possible?’

Forsis’s eyes widened in shock. And that wasn’t the end of it.

Slice, shing!

Swoosh.

Five ordinary-looking swords sliced through the blood spears that were pushing against the weapon legion, cutting them into pieces. The severed spears reverted to blood and spilled onto the floor.

“Wh-what is this?”

Forsis hurriedly tried to reclaim the fallen blood, but for some reason, the blood didn’t move. Raul smiled as he saw the panic on Forsis’s face.

‘Whether it’s a power or a skill, the principle is always simple. It’s about imbuing an object with your own power to control it.’

In Forsis’s case, he imbued his dark energy into blood, controlling it as if it were his limbs. Blood was likely a more suitable vessel for his dark energy than other materials.

But what if someone else could also imbue power into blood?

‘Ultimately, it’s about who exhibits stronger dominance.’

Forsis hadn’t realized it, but Raul had used psychokinesis to push away the dark energy surrounding the blood. Then, he severed the connection using weapons imbued with holy power, and created a thin barrier over the blood to prevent more dark energy from seeping in.

In the end, such battles boiled down to who could more precisely and powerfully dominate their territory.

‘And that’s exactly what I’ve been focusing on training for the past few years.’

When Raul realized this, he was able to break through yet another barrier.

“If this is all you’ve got, it’s disappointing. Show me more of what you’ve got.”

“What!? How dare you, you insolent human, flap your mouth at me!”

Swoosh!

Bloody wings spread from Forsis’s back, and a whip made of blood appeared in his hand.

‘Now you’re serious about fighting. You’ll make a good test opponent.’

Forsis must have figured it out. That Raul had completely dominated the surrounding space. That’s why he resorted to using blood he had complete control over.

Swish.

Raul recalled all the weapons floating in midair. Only five long swords remained. But Forsis felt a chill run down his spine. Rather, as the number decreased, Forsis realized the immense power condensed within each of the long swords.

“Alright, let’s have some fun!”

At Raul’s gesture, the five swords emitted brilliant golden aura blades and attacked Forsis.

“Don’t make me laugh! I am Forsis, a Count of the Demon Realm! Do you think I’d fall to such trivial swords?”

Clang!

The golden aura melted the red blood in mid-air.

*

One of the red beams streaking across the void of the Connect dissipated.

‘Fourteen more to go.’

Raul gazed at the Mirage-like fading Demon God’s Temple and opened the guild communication channel.

「Report the status of each Demon God’s Temple. Especially detailed reports from the Pioneer Alliance and Earth Union Government!」

It seemed they needed to move more swiftly.

(To be continued)
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“Their intentions are quite blatant.”

Raul, who had returned to the situation room, muttered softly as he reviewed the incoming reports. Imperial superhumans have appeared on all fronts simultaneously.

They are not directly participating in the offensive but are operating around the defensive lines, almost as if showing off their strength. These reports came in before the updates on the Demon God’s Temples.

The news was that the Empire was reinforcing its offensives. Until now, it had been a war of attrition using beast soldiers and demon troops, but now it seemed they were ready to deploy their main forces.

‘Perfectly timed, of course.’

As soon as the Tower of the Demon Realm and the Demon God’s Temples appeared, the superhumans stepped onto the battlefield. It was almost a declaration that they intended to tie down this side’s superhumans on the battlefield.

“Are they trying to buy time until the passage to the Demon Realm opens?”

Indeed, if the Empire’s superhumans were lurking around the borders, it wouldn’t be easy for the national superhumans to move freely.

Furthermore, superhumans would be required to handle the monsters emerging from the high-level gates wave.

‘Literally an all-out offensive.’

Without a time limit, it wouldn’t be an issue, but dealing with this with limited personnel seemed tough.

“What about the movements of the Occultists?”

“There have been no reported movements yet.”

At Kane’s reply, Raul tapped the desk with his palm.

“Something smells fishy.”

Although superhumans had appeared, the Occultists were nowhere to be found.

‘It seems they’re keeping their trump cards hidden as well.’

Ordinary superhumans were not insignificant, but their impact had lessened compared to before. Raul’s forces alone had more than a hundred Master-level knights.

Including the superhuman players who had sworn allegiance to Raul, the numbers were considerable. The reason Raul and his top executives didn’t step onto the front lines was that they had enough superhuman forces to spare.

Even hearing the news about the Empire’s superhumans didn’t shake Raul. As long as the Empire’s Occultists, the superhumans among superhumans, didn’t directly participate, the defensive lines wouldn’t collapse.


“Maintain the current defensive posture and keep the emergency standby units alert for any movements from the Occultists. If requests for support come from other nations, dispatch them appropriately.”

“Yes, master. We will coordinate things properly.”

Bernard replied in a reliable voice. While Raul was away, the military control fell to Bernard and Philip. Philip mostly went out to the field, so the rear command naturally fell to Bernard.

Having an established command system that had been in place for several years, Raul had no worries. In case of emergency, he could still issue direct orders through the guild communication.

“What’s the situation with the Demon God’s Temples?”

“Two locations have been cleared. The one we handled and the one in the northeast, likely dealt with by the Holy Empire’s hero party.”

“Oh. Impressive.”

Raul spoke with admiration. Although he had met Noel directly, on the surface, his aura felt like that of an advanced Master level. However, the demons appearing in the Demon God’s Temple were quite formidable.

‘We managed to handle it relatively easily since we had faced them before.’

Count-level Demons.

At least warriors who could demonstrate power equivalent to high-Master level. Knowing that such beings were hidden in the Demon God’s Temples, he had anticipated that other teams would struggle.

Even if they succeeded, he expected it to take considerable time.

‘Is this the difference made by those who have been bestowed with divine power?’

In any case, the situation wasn’t as bad as he had anticipated.

“Five locations are currently being besieged. The Ruben Kingdom, along with other kingdoms and the Dwarf clans, have reported that they’ve begun their assaults on the Demon God’s Temples.”

“Is that so? What’s happening in the Elemental Jungle?”

“They seem to still be dealing with the mutated gates. Whether they will directly assault the Demon God’s Temple after clearing the gates is yet to be seen….”

Raul was less worried about the kingdoms and the Dwarf clans due to the tight-knit information exchange. Since they were already informed about the level of demons appearing in the Demon God’s Temples, they were adequately prepared.

Although the First Knight Order’s prominent activities drew a lot of attention, other kingdoms also possessed powerful superhumans.

Just as the Ruben Kingdom had the Swordmaster, each nation had its own superhuman representatives. While Raul might not have had direct connections with them, each one of them was a formidable hero comparable to Occultists, so immediate concern was unnecessary.


‘If that weren’t the case, the kingdoms wouldn’t have been able to withstand the Empire for over a decade in my past life.’

Regardless of whether the Empire’s offensives were genuine or not, NPC superhumans had always been able to fend off the Empire’s Occultists and defend the forbidden zones.

He was also not overly worried about the Dwarf clans. At the very least, the chieftains leading each Dwarf clan were powerful warriors of high-Master level or above.

With their advanced technologies and Titans, they should be well-equipped to handle the demons within the Demon God’s Temples. The main concern was the Elemental Jungle in the eastern continent.

The Elemental Jungle, home to the Elven race and two governments originating from Earth, wasn’t entirely trustworthy.

‘I can’t be sure if the Elves will hold out behind their barriers until the end, and as for the players….’

There were question marks. Simply based on level, Ilwoo had surpassed level 130 and carried the title of an advanced Master. Now, with Ilwoo gone, Spencer Miles of the United Government stood at level 132, holding the top rank.

The Chinese ranker Wang Qiang of the Frontier Alliance held the 4th position at level 131. However, there was no guarantee that level and skill correlated directly.

‘I hope they make wise choices.’

While the relationship wasn’t particularly good, he hoped they retained enough strength to protect themselves. Without that, navigating the world after the final scenario would be difficult.

In any case, the general situation was now understood.

“What’s the current position of our assault team?”

“They’ve arrived in the southern region of the Brennan Republic.”

“Let’s set off as well.”

“Yes, master.”

To clear all the Demon God’s Temples and enter the Tower of the Demon Realm within the time limit, they needed to hurry. Raul and Kane disappeared beyond the portal.

*

New Eden, the capital of the Earth Union Government. Inside the government building, the leaders of various nations and a few players were gathered for a conference.

“So, are you saying it’s impossible to assault the Demon God’s Temples right now?”

Though called a conference, it had the atmosphere of a hearing. Seated at a round table were the leaders and politicians from various countries. And standing on a slightly elevated platform in the center was a strong-looking blond man.


Spencer Miles.

The top ranker of the United Government and the leader of the most powerful assault team.

“Yes. It’s impossible for us to assault the Demon God’s Temples with our current strength.”

His firm voice caused murmurs among the politicians present.

“Captain Spencer, do you understand the implications of what you’re saying? Admitting that we can’t handle the Demon God’s Temples on our own territory is tantamount to acknowledging that our government’s strength is inferior to other nations!”

Former Chinese President Zhang Weiqian shouted, and others echoed his sentiment.

“Other nations have already started their assault teams on the Demon God’s Temples. How can we be the only ones opting out of this? This is unacceptable.”

“Are you planning to betray the expectations of the people who regard you as a hero?”

“Disappointing. Giving up without even trying. Captain Spencer, perhaps you should think more seriously about what it means to be the top player.”

A chorus of criticism followed, and the faces of Spencer and his assault team grew increasingly grim.

“Alright, enough! Let’s hear more from Captain Spencer.”

Union Government representative, former U. S. President Hartley Miles, shouted, and the room finally quieted down. Spencer sighed and began to speak.

“We reviewed the data shared by the First County. The demons that appear in the Demon God’s Temples are at least advanced Master level to high Master level. There are over ten intermediate-level demons as well. I am telling you clearly, with our current strength, we have no chance of defeating them!”

He then closed his mouth and even shut his eyes.

“We also received that information. But Captain Spencer, haven’t you surpassed the advanced Master level yourself? And we have over a hundred Masters. The government’s analysts have concluded that it’s a feasible mission!”

“Exactly. Are you saying you don’t trust our government’s assessment?”

“Ha. After all the investments we’ve made, you refuse to carry out the mission because you’re scared for your life? If you continue to be uncooperative, we will have no choice but to revoke your authority as captain!”

Some stood up, pointing fingers as they shouted.

Spencer opened his eyes wide and shouted back.

“Suit yourselves. I have no desire to cling to a captain’s position that’s empty anyway. And I have no intention of entrusting my life to a leadership that fails to grasp the situation and engages in nothing but armchair discussions.”

He then turned and left the meeting room without looking back.

“Captain Spencer!”

“Stop! Are you really planning to sever ties with the government?”

The voices from behind could not halt his steps. The guards stationed at the meeting room momentarily tried to block his path, but they were driven back by the demeanor of the players escorting him.

‘Ha, it seems I have no choice but to make contact.’

In Spencer’s mind, he recalled his encounter with someone who had visited him the previous night.

-This isn’t Earth. Keeping your honor is fine, but there’s no need to throw away your life over the hollow words of those who don’t understand the situation, don’t you think?

-If you need help, contact us anytime. Count Raul understands Earthlings better than anyone.

It was undoubtedly an agent from the First County. The most surprising thing was that he had entered Spencer’s bedroom without anyone noticing.

‘If even an ordinary agent possesses such incredible abilities, how amazing must the true experts be?’

Spencer had chosen the Union Government to maintain his honor and achieve his ambitions, but that was only if he stayed alive. A dark shadow loomed over Spencer’s back as he walked away.

Meanwhile, someone else was making a different choice.

“Wasn’t this expected? We can’t fall for Count Raul’s deceitful schemes again.”

“Of course. After facing the demons myself, I found their reputation to be exaggerated. With sufficient support and rewards guaranteed, I will certainly conquer the Demon God’s Temples!”

The top ranker of the Pioneer Alliance, Wang Qiang, declared confidently. The judgment of the union’s leadership was no different. Having already dealt with dozens of mutated gates within their territory, they had gauged the level of the demons.

No matter how high-ranking the demons appearing in the Demon God’s Temples were, they concluded that over a hundred superhuman players would be sufficient to conquer them.

‘Hmph. He probably thinks he can scare us and hand over the controller position to Louis. Sorry, but I won’t fall for such a cheap trick. I’ll be the one to claim the controller position!’

Count Raul must also be aware of the information about the controller. There was no way he would provide accurate information to a competitor like the Pioneer Alliance.

He was likely giving the opportunity to Louis Blake of the Purple Guild.

“All superhumans, except for those stationed at the Imperial border, will be deployed to the Demon God’s Temples. And after the subjugation, we will grant Sir Wang Qiang the collection rights to Zepheid Village.”

“Hahaha, leave it to me!”

Elated by the lucrative rewards, Wang Qiang pounded his chest and spoke boldly. And a few hours later. Wang Qiang and over a hundred superhumans from the Pioneer Alliance entered the Demon God’s Temple.

The alliance’s leadership had no doubt in their success.

*

Crunch.

The body of a demon with three large horns twisted in midair. Like a paper doll, the demon’s limbs twisted grotesquely, and then it shriveled like a deflated balloon, scattering black blood before vanishing.

Swoosh, shshshsh.

At Raul’s gesture, something translucent was quietly retrieved into his inventory.

‘Hmm. Easier than I thought.’

The demon he encountered in this temple was also one of the Demon Counts. Though he couldn’t determine its rank, the demon had a physical enhancement trait, making it relatively easy to handle.

In terms of swordsmanship and sheer power, Raul had completely overwhelmed the demon.

Swoosh.

The conquered temple transported Raul’s party outside before disappearing into the void.

‘Now, where to next… hmm?’

As Raul was about to decide their next destination, an urgent guild communication came in.

「Master, urgent news. The Pioneer Alliance’s assault team has failed to conquer the Demon God’s Temple. Survivors are minimal. Also, it seems the Alliance has sent a delegation to the Empire.」

“These lunatics!”

Raul cursed involuntarily. There was no need to ponder over the next destination any longer.

(To be continued)
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Bang!

“Wh-what is this? Step aside! Do you even know where you are, you… Ugh!”

Bang!

The massive doors of the meeting hall were smashed to pieces.

Thud thud thud.

Then, knights clad in pristine white armor entered through the broken entryway. Blue mantles with golden hawks embroidered on them fluttered behind them.

“Why is the First Knight Order Order here?”

The 50 knights who had entered the meeting room lined up in precise intervals, taking control of the hall. The 200 or so leaders of the Pioneer Alliance gathered inside were frozen by their intimidating presence.

“What is the meaning of this tyranny? You are trespassing in the capital of the Pioneer Alliance! Who is in charge here?”

Gene Ryan, the representative of the Alliance, shouted from the platform. There were surely hundreds of central army guards outside the meeting hall.

Moreover, considering the entire capital, thousands of soldiers were likely guarding the area surrounding the government building in Town Tree.

‘How could they have breached this quickly…?’

It had only been a few minutes since he received the report that a portal had opened near the capital. Given the distance from the outskirts to the center, it meant they had broken through without facing any resistance.

Clack clack.

At that moment, someone began walking through the entrance. The members of the First Knight Order Order placed their right fists over their hearts in a salute.

‘…Count Raul!’

Gene Ryan’s face stiffened instantly. He had only seen Raul’s face briefly through a magic crystal orb when he was accused of being behind the Connect abduction incident.

This was the first time he met him in person. Raul, accompanied by Philip and Kane, walked slowly to the center of the meeting hall. His imposing presence made it feel as though this place belonged to the First County.

‘Damn it!’

Ryan gritted his teeth. Although the atmosphere was overwhelming, this was still the capital of the Pioneer Alliance. Given time, those who noticed the disturbance would rush to defend the area.


“Count Raul. I didn’t expect to meet you in person. What brings you here? And with so many knights, no less.”

Gene Ryan asked, unable to hide his displeasure. Though caught off guard by the unexpected visit, he had no intention of abandoning his pride. However, Raul dismissed his words entirely and took a slow look around the room.

“So many familiar faces. I thought you were all banished.”

Raul’s gaze landed on Chairman Han Sangyong’s family of Daesung Corporation, the main culprits behind the abduction incident.

Not only them, but members from China’s Qinghua Group and America’s UD Soft—all involved in that incident—were gathered there. Those who caught Raul’s eye subtly turned their heads to avoid his gaze.

“What is the meaning of this, representative Ryan? We had an agreement, didn’t we?”

At that time, it was Raul’s mediation that allowed the Pioneer Alliance, accused of colluding with the Empire, to continue existing. Raul had curbed the kingdoms’ greed, who saw it as an opportunity to claim forbidden lands.

And, an agreement to expel and punish those involved had been made. Yet, representative Ryan responded confidently.

“I fail to see why you are bringing up past events now. And questioning our acceptance of refugees who had no choice but to leave their homeland is excessive, don’t you think?”

‘What a laughable farce.’

If those individuals were merely hiding within the Alliance’s lands, he may have had a point. But the fact that they were sitting in decision-making positions showed they never intended to keep their promise.

Raul had much to say but chose not to argue further. He wasn’t here to play the blame game. Seeing Raul remain silent, representative Ryan assumed his argument had won and shouted,

“And to invade the capital of another nation with armed force without a valid reason! This is nothing short of banditry. Do you think other kingdoms or the inhabitants of Connect will tolerate this? Apologize and withdraw immediately. Otherwise!”

“Otherwise? What do you plan to do?”

Raul asked without blinking at Ryan’s audacious words.

Shing.

The First Knight Order Order simultaneously placed their hands on their sword hilts. The room was filled with an oppressive aura, close to bloodlust.

At that moment, a guild communication flowed into Ryan’s mind.

「Representative, we have a problem. The situation in the conference room is being livestreamed to the players!」

Likely, someone from Count Raul’s side was broadcasting the footage.


‘Well, on second thought, this could work in my favor.’

Ryan saw this as an opportunity. If he could cast Raul as an NPC lord threatening players with force!

No one could ignore the influence and numbers of over 500 million players.

“If you’re looking down on us just because we’re immigrants from Earth, you will regret it! Your power may be strong for now, but someday, when we Earthlings have fully adapted, we’ll be no less powerful than the residents here!”

Gene Ryan shouted fervently as if he were a martyr representing Earthlings. Raul nodded and even encouraged him.

“Of course. But I don’t understand why there’s a need to divide Earth immigrants and the existing residents. We are all humans living on the same land now. And besides.”

Raul gestured, and knights dragged in some individuals from the entrance.

“Let me show you the real reason I’ve come here.”

The Alliance’s leadership grew agitated as they recognized the faces of those kneeling, bound, before them. They were the envoys the Alliance had recently sent to the Empire.

“Judging by your expressions, it seems I didn’t need to say a word. Do you have anything to say, representative Ryan?”

Raul asked, watching Ryan’s face grow pale, who then tried to appear indifferent as he spoke.

“I… I don’t know what you’re talking about. And why are you persecuting our innocent citizens? This is outrageous!”

“Innocent citizens, you say? At least you acknowledge they are your citizens.”

Pop.

A magical screen appeared in the center of the meeting room, projecting some documents, causing an uproar.

“This is slander! Those documents are fabricated!”

“Even though our relations are strained, fabricating documents is a step too far!”

“Don’t believe it! It’s fake! That document is fake!”

The content of the documents was shocking. They proposed handing over the Alliance’s territories to the Empire in exchange for proper treatment and rewards for the Alliance’s leadership and their families.

The documents even included clauses offering to act as spies for the Empire. And at the bottom, the documents were filled with the handwritten signatures and seals of the Alliance’s leaders and representatives.


It was a sort of petition. The document was too elaborate to be a forgery. Moreover, the fact that those captured were among the Alliance’s leaders and ranker players made it evident that this was the truth.

“From this moment on, I declare the Pioneer Alliance as traitors to humanity and order all of their leaders to be detained. Furthermore, all territories of the Pioneer Alliance will be temporarily governed by the First Knight Order, with allied forces of each kingdom responsible for securing the borders!”

Clang.

The knights of the First Order drew their swords, and dazzling aura blades sprang forth from their weapons.

“By what right do you make such decisions! This is an outrageous conspiracy! Everyone, don’t be deceived! This is all part of Count Raul’s scheme to seize our Alliance’s territory!”

Representative Ryan screamed desperately, but the situation was already beyond redemption.

「Over a hundred thousand allied troops from various kingdoms have crossed the border!」

「A powerful barrier is surrounding Town Tree; there’s no way to breach the interior!」

「Disaster! Soldiers are deserting, claiming they no longer trust their leaders.」

「A massive protest is erupting in the capital! Crowds are marching towards Town Tree, condemning the Alliance’s leadership!」

Faced with a flood of grim reports, representative Ryan couldn’t maintain his composure.

Then, suddenly, all communications went dead.

The livestreamed screens also froze. Raul approached the frozen Ryan with a cold expression and spoke.

“When given a chance, you should have been grateful and kept your promises. I tolerated it for the sake of innocent immigrants, but this time you’ve crossed the line. Collaborating with the Empire to protect your own vested interests? Rot in a dark prison cell without a ray of sunlight until you regret your foolish decisions!”

“You! Who do you think you are! What grudge do you hold against us to go this far?”

Ryan shouted with a voice filled with venom, but Raul merely scoffed.

“Who knows. If you truly don’t understand why, I have nothing more to say. Take him away!”

As the knights grabbed Ryan, he suddenly fell to his knees and cried out.

“I-I’m sorry! I’ll do anything you say, just spare my life! I’ll even give you all my hidden assets, just please…! You son of a—!”

Dragged away, his figure was a pitiful and miserable sight. The others seated in the conference room were also bound by knights and led away one by one.

“Please, spare me!”

“I’m innocent! This is unjust!”

“You’ll regret this! Don’t think this is the end!”

Watching each of them being taken away, Raul’s face remained devoid of emotion. Yet, internally, he felt as though he had completed an overdue task. Among them, someone must have been deeply involved in the death of Bae Dohyun in his past life.

‘In the past, I only took over their companies, but this time, it will be different.’

Once they crossed over to Connect, their fates were sealed. Raul had never intended to forgive them. It was just that today had become the day for that moment. And he had come to another realization.

‘People don’t change easily, after all.’

Had the corporate heads of the Pioneer Alliance’s leadership sincerely decided to act for the betterment of the Earthlings, Raul might have hesitated a bit more in deciding their fate.

‘Thank you for acting as expected.’

The only inconvenience was that this happened to coincide with the final scenario.

*

The aftermath was easier to manage than expected. When it was revealed that the Alliance’s leadership had been negotiating with the Empire for personal gain, the Alliance’s players were the ones who felt the most outrage.

“To think we’d have to witness such treachery even after crossing to this world!”

“They made us risk our lives to defend the borders, while they were making secret deals? These bastards!”

Since there was no clear new leader, they offered little resistance to the First Knight Order’s control. Moreover, with the Alliance army securing the Empire’s border, many felt safer and even relieved.

As the cleanup was underway, Raul wrapped up the assault on the Demon God’s Temple. While the place had swallowed nearly a hundred superhuman players, it was no match for Raul and the First Knight Order.

Once again, this event proved something important.

-Not all superhumans are created equal.

Although the Pioneer Alliance had lost many rankers, there were still quite a few superhuman players remaining within the Alliance.

Despite this, the First Knight Order had easily broken through their ranks with just 50 men, showcasing their overwhelming power.

And the fact that Raul and just a few knights had swept through the Demon God’s Temple emphasized this to the players from Earth. It made them realize once again that the systems’ displayed levels and ranks were not everything.

This understanding brought results.

“Master, the United Government of Earth has contacted us. They are requesting our help in clearing the remaining Demon God’s Temples.”

The United Government had finally accepted reality. Having witnessed firsthand that trying to maintain pride could lead to the downfall of a nation, they decided to ask for help.

A few days passed, and finally, all 15 Demon God’s Temples that had appeared across the continent were conquered. With the red beams of light gone from Connect’s sky, only the pillar of black light remained, swirling ominously.

Raul and a few of his knights appeared before the Tower of the Demon Realm.

(To be continued)
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‘Hmm. Someone’s in a hurry.’

Facing the Tower of the Demon Realm once again, Raul slightly furrowed his brows as he checked its detailed information. The tower, with a total capacity of 15, already had 3 individuals inside.

He had a rough idea of who they were. Most likely Noel, the representative of the Holy Empire’s hero party, and his companions. Considering they had arrived right after conquering the 15th and last Demon God’s Temple and regrouping.

‘They must have waited for the outer barrier to open and then entered immediately.’

They must have been quite eager for that controller position. Seeing that Noel’s party had cleared three Demon God’s Temples, their skills were undoubtedly not lacking.

However, there was something they did not know.

“Once you enter, you’ll probably have to climb the tower from different starting points.”

“This means that individual strength is crucial from here on.”

“And it will be just as dangerous.”

Two people responded to Raul’s words. They were none other than his father, marquis Melvin de Ashton, and the Sword Saint, Duke Templeton.

Both were key figures when discussing the pinnacle of martial prowess on the Connect continent, and thus they too had qualified as controller candidates.

“Are you really planning to go in? For the sake of the kingdom and the family, it might be better for you to remain….”

“That’s already been decided. Honestly, I’d rather stop you, but I can’t.”

Count Melvin patted Raul’s shoulder with a regretful expression.

“Indeed, those who wield power must accept the responsibilities that come with it. How can we exclude ourselves from something that could determine the fate of the continent?”

The determination in the Sword Saint’s voice was unmistakable.

“Of course, Raul, you should have no problem accomplishing this. However, you might need our help in case of emergencies. And do not assume that only the demons of the Demon Realm are your enemies. There will surely be those who seek divine power itself rather than peace for the continent.”

“I will keep that in mind.”

Raul humbly accepted the Sword Saint’s advice. Both the Sword Saint and Count Melvin looked at Raul with pride in their eyes.

The collaborative training of superhumans that started after the kingdom’s civil war had been ongoing for nearly three years, honing each other’s skills.


And Raul was the one who had shown the most remarkable growth in that period. Although it was just training, Raul had long since matched both Count Melvin and the Sword Saint in swordsmanship.

Including all of Raul’s other abilities, it was clear who possessed the superior skills.

‘The future of Connect now rests in Raul’s hands. Our role is….’

‘To deal with anyone who might hold Raul back.’

The two sword masters steeled their resolve. Realizing once more that he couldn’t dissuade them, Raul spoke.

“Then I wish you good fortune. If any problems arise, follow the pre-arranged plans.”

“Alright, we wish you strength. We’re sorry to burden someone so young with such a heavy responsibility. But do your best for the sake of the continent.”

“Of course! If we don’t deal with this place, there’s only ruin left for us.”

The Sword Saint, with a reassuring smile, was the first to enter the tower.

“I hope you won’t push yourself too far just to attain divine power. Even without it, you’re already strong, and there is a family and a clan standing firmly behind you. Stay safe.”

“Yes, father, you must return safely too! You still owe me a proper duel!”

“Haha, alright. Once this is over, let’s have a proper match.”

Count Melvin gave Raul a tight hug, patting his back, then took a deep breath and stepped into the tower.

As Raul turned, he saw the reassuring sight of his loyal companions and subordinates in the distance. He saluted them back as they placed their fists over their hearts in a gesture of respect.

‘Let’s see what formidable foes are waiting inside.’

Raul extended his hand and crossed the barrier of the tower.

*

Flash.

With a burst of light, Raul materialized in midair, then landed.

‘Ugh. What a stench!’


He wrinkled his nose as he surveyed his surroundings.

A dark cave.

Faintly glowing stones were sparsely embedded in the walls.

Squish.

A sticky, unpleasant sensation beneath his feet.

‘Disgusting.’

The floor was covered in a mire of filth and blood. And piled up like small hills around him were incomprehensible chunks of flesh. The putrid air made this place feel like a dumping ground for corpses.

As Raul surveyed his surroundings, weapons began to pour out from behind him.

Clang!

Hundreds of weapons formed a formation in the air above the cave, and he spoke quietly.

“Enough with the games. Why don’t we get started? Surely, you didn’t expect me to fall for such a crude trap?”

But there was still no movement.

‘Well, if that’s the case.’

Raul smirked and gently moved his hand.

Swish! Boom!

The spinning weapons scattered in all directions, slashing at the chunks of flesh and the cave walls. A psychokinetic whirlwind erupted around Raul, blowing away the surrounding filth and blood.

Rumble.

The entire cave shook.

Roar!

Screech!


From all sides, monstrous forms began to rise with terrifying wails.

Abominations.

Giant grotesque beings made from the corpses of humans and monsters haphazardly fused together. Among the dozens of Abominations, flesh Golems made of grotesque flesh and Blood Golems made from blood also started to appear.

“Hmph. How cliché. This isn’t even a warm-up.”

Raul clicked his tongue and sparked his energy, sending the legion of weapons darting through the cave, cleaning up as they went.

Crunch.

A tiny fragment in Raul’s hand was crushed to dust. At the same time, the last remaining Abomination’s massive body melted into a puddle on the floor.

‘Golem-type monsters are easy if you can find the cores.’

A typical Master-level swordsman might have been exhausted by the endless wave of monsters, but Raul was not an ordinary opponent.

Raul, with his hands behind his back, had effortlessly wiped out thousands of monsters. Moreover, he had shattered every core that acted as a medium for summoning. This place was now nothing more than a literal dump.

‘Someone is going to be pretty upset.’

Imagining the summoner watching from somewhere, Raul allowed himself a slight smile.

‘Now then.’

It wasn’t a kind place to offer quests or signposts to guide him to his destination. Raul felt a powerful energy coming from above and lifted himself off the ground.

Crunch!

The legion of weapons drilled a hole through the ceiling, creating a passage upwards.

‘Whether I use stairs or make my own path, it’s up to me.’

Raul flew towards the opening.

*

‘Annoying.’

Raul grimaced seriously for the first time in a while. It had been a day since he entered the Tower of the Demon Realm. Yet, the final destination was still nowhere in sight.

After clearing the pile of corpses, Raul was greeted by a horde of beasts. A pack of grotesque, monkey-like beasts, which replicated themselves like amoebas, constantly hindering Raul’s progress.

If only they had cores, he could have dealt with them instantly, but they weren’t that type of monster. He had no choice but to steadily reduce their numbers.

Fortunately, they weren’t capable of infinite replication; eventually, they succumbed to the savage teeth of his weapon legion.

The corridors were a bigger issue than the monsters themselves. The first cave was just an appetizer. From the second level onward, the corridors had immensely powerful barriers.

Raul’s attempt to pierce straight through the ceiling had failed, and he had no choice but to follow the path as it led. What blocked Raul’s way was an overwhelming onslaught of monsters.

It seemed as though the entire corridor was filled with monsters. With each step, he had to build a mountain of corpses. Most were not particularly strong, but they were tenacious.

The most aggravating were the spirit-type monsters. With their curses, hallucinations, and screeches as they died, they gradually eroded one’s sanity. They were bothersome opponents.

‘Had it not been for Rabel, it would have been much more difficult.’

Rabel’s timely sound barriers, scent blockers, and barrier creation kept the fatigue at bay significantly.

‘The intention is obvious and quite irksome.’

The goal was clearly to exhaust the intruders’ stamina and energy slowly. Though Raul was strong against numerous enemies, controlling the weapons still consumed his mental strength.

Even Raul, relentlessly ascending the tower, began to show signs of fatigue on his face.

“You’ve done well. It seems we’re almost there, though?”

Rabel, from above Raul’s head, sprinkled fairy dust to aid his recovery and adjusted her glasses.

“I think so, too.”

Up until now, the surroundings had been wild, unrefined natural caves or barren landscapes. Now, what appeared before Raul was a neatly crafted corridor made of polished marble.

This could very well be where the real challenge began. Their prediction was correct.

“Well, you’ve arrived sooner than expected. Seems the rumors weren’t exaggerated.”

Beyond the marble corridor, in a small plaza, a group awaited Raul. They wore black armor adorned with dragon emblems—Knights of the Cranen Empire.

‘So, they’ve been hiding here…’

Raul’s expression hardened slightly. Those blocking his path were not just ordinary Imperial knights.

‘Imperial Demon Generals. And quite a few superhumans too.’

Since they had not appeared on the battlefield at all, Raul had doubted their presence here. But to think they would actually be in this final gateway.

Raul was aware that the Empire and the Demon Realm were connected, but he hadn’t expected the Empire’s reach to extend into such a critical location.

However, what truly drew Raul’s attention was the young man with black hair leaning casually against a wall near the Imperial troops, watching with an amused expression.

‘Who is he?’

There was almost no discernible power coming from him. In fact, that made it even stranger. For someone to be standing so nonchalantly in such a dangerous place while appearing so ordinary was unusual.

The young man seemed to sense Raul’s gaze. He smirked and pointed a finger towards the Imperial troops.

‘Isn’t it wise to deal with the immediate threat first?’

Though the young man’s relaxed demeanor was concerning, he wasn’t wrong.

“Finding your way to your own death. Admirable courage, but plain stupidity. Or maybe you desired that ‘divine power’ so badly?”

The Imperial Demon General, who seemed to be the leader, looked down at Raul and spoke.

Raul scoffed and replied, “Well, I see it differently. It’s pretty clear whose grave this will be.”

He then smirked, causing the superhumans standing behind the Imperial Demon General to exchange incredulous glances as they drew their weapons. Raul glanced at them briefly before suddenly clapping his hands and speaking.

“Ah, it’s you. That was an interesting toy.”

Whoosh.

The chunk of flesh Raul threw landed at the feet of an Imperial mage with a hood.

“Fearless brat. I’ll personally strip your bones and add them to my collection.”

The 8th-circle necromancer declared ominously, but Raul just shrugged.

“Oh, really? Give it your best shot.”

That necromancer was not Raul’s prey. He had reliable allies for that task. That was the end of the conversation.

As the Imperial Demon General gripped his sword and advanced towards Raul, twenty or so Imperial superhumans began to approach as well. Raul prepared for battle.

Clang!

His inventory opened, unleashing the weapon legion.

Flash.

Three power armors, possessed by Caldenas, aimed their long swords at the Imperial troops.

Whoosh.

An enormous vortex whirled above Raul, gradually growing in size. Rabel’s 8th-circle wind magic targeted the Imperial army.

“Go!”

With Raul’s gesture, the legion of weapons imbued with aura began to rain down on the Imperial troops.

(To be continued)
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Boom! Flash.

Aura and demonic energy flew wildly in all directions. And amidst it all, the legion of weapons darted back and forth.

The not-so-large plaza was filled with the heat of battle.

The Imperial special assault team, which included over twenty superhumans and demon generals, likely thought they would win easily, but reality was different.

Flash!

A wave of holy power erupted from Raul’s body, driving away the demonic energy and filling the plaza. The luminance aura, honed to perfection, was like a massive holy barrier in itself.

Sizzle.

The holy power clung to the bodies of lower-level Imperial superhumans, burning away the demonic energy. From the orbs of luminance scattered around the plaza, large holy spheres shot towards the enemies.

“Damn it. Someone get rid of that annoying barrier!”

“We can’t use our abilities… Ugh.”

In a hurry, the superhumans activated the Emperor’s Brand, and red tattoos spread across their bodies, but they were suppressed by the holy power and couldn’t exert their full strength.

The moment they showed an opening, dozens, hundreds of weapons swarmed at them like piranhas.

Slash!

Caldenas’ sword moved with utmost efficiency, beheading the superhumans.

“Damn it. Do you think I’ll go down that easily?”

An Imperial superhuman close to advanced master level aimed for a critical strike at Caldenas’ avatar. But at that moment.

Snap!

“Hngh!”

A tree branch burst through the marble floor and coiled around his ankle.

“Who’s using these petty tricks! Get off me!”


He tried to cut the branch with his aura, but.

Thunk.

The aura deflected off the branch without slicing it.

‘What the…? No, this can’t…!’

As he widened his eyes in shock, the branch slithered up his body like a snake and wrapped around him. Bound tightly up to his neck, he couldn’t even scream before.

Crack! Swish.

His body was drained into the floor, leaving only a pool of blood where he’d stood.

“Watch your feet!”

Someone shouted upon witnessing the scene, but Rabel scoffed.

‘Too late.’

With a slight wave of her wand, cracks spread across the plaza floor, and dozens of tree branches shot up, targeting the Imperial superhumans.

Rabel’s miniaturized version of the Fairy Tribe’s unique technique, 『Fairy Fantasy』, known as 『Fairy Field』, engulfed the Imperial troops.

Using saplings from the Spirit Tree and branches from the World Tree, Rabel’s attacks were more than enough to disrupt the Imperial superhumans.

‘But… we definitely outnumbered them….’

The Imperial superhumans, who had believed they could easily win no matter who the opponent was, realized their calculations were wrong. But it was too late for regrets.

The more than twenty Imperial superhumans fell one by one to the relentless barrage of attacks, collapsing onto the cold ground.

*

“Incredible. Cough.”

Blood trickled from the mouth of the Imperial Demon General, whose face resembled that of a lion. His over 3-meter-tall, muscular frame, once intimidating, was now no longer a threat.

Five swords had already pierced through his body like skewers.


“It was an interesting battle. It’s been a long time since I could wield my sword so freely. It’s a pity time wasn’t on our side.”

Despite his words, Raul’s expression remained indifferent.

‘A monstrous guy. Was he hiding his true strength?’

The Imperial Demon General looked at Raul, who bore not a single scratch, with a look of defeat. All the intelligence from the espionage division was worthless.

Even after activating the Emperor’s Brand and expending all his latent power, he couldn’t even graze Raul. Moreover, it seemed Raul had not even revealed his full strength.

“Still, you won’t achieve the outcome you….”

Thud.

The Imperial Demon General collapsed powerlessly. Raul sheathed the sword that had beheaded the general and turned his head.

“You’ve done well.”

Rabel bestowed a fairy’s blessing on Raul, washing away his fatigue. All the Imperial superhumans, except the general, had long since fallen.

“Sigh, what a pity. I wanted to defeat him purely with swordsmanship.”

Raul spoke with a slight look of dissatisfaction. Though he had gained an upper hand initially with just one sword, he couldn’t overwhelm the general.

In the end, to secure a quick victory, he had summoned five swords, and the battle, which effectively became 1 vs 6, was decided in an instant.

Each of the ghost swords, perfected through repeated compression and combined with psychokinesis, matched Raul’s own skill in swordsmanship.

“Don’t be too impatient. The path of the sword is without end. If you continue to reflect on today’s disappointment and diligently hone your skills, you will achieve what you desire.”

“Thank you for the advice, master.”

Caldenas gave a slight smile before merging back into Ragnarator.

Clang. Swoosh.

The weapon legion returned to storage, and the spoils of battle scattered across the battlefield were collected through psychokinesis. Meanwhile, Raul slowly moved towards somewhere.

His sword was pointing at someone.


“So, care to reveal your identity? Who are you and what were you doing here?”

At the tip of Raul’s sword stood the young man with black hair, hands raised, sporting an awkward smile.

“I surrender.”

*

“What do you think?”

Raul asked, frowning.

“Well, he didn’t leave the most trustworthy impression. For now, maybe just keep an eye on him?”

“True, but there was something unsettling about him.”

“It’s probably the aura he carried. It was faint, but unmistakably the aura of a ‘dragon.’”

“Hmm…”

Raul stroked his chin, reflecting his unease. Just moments earlier. The black-haired young man, playfully declaring surrender, didn’t seem inclined to fight Raul.

“…I just wanted to see it with my own eyes. Well, it does seem possible.”

After sharing some unbelievable stories, the young man had finally said, “Ah, since we’ve met, let me give you a tip. Up ahead, you’ll face Marquis Dailo Monet of the Demon Realm. He possesses traits of darkness and division. Good luck with the rest of your battles.”

And as he began to leave, Raul reached out to grab him. But what he grasped was only an illusion. Like a mirage, the young man’s form vanished before Raul’s eyes.

‘A mirage deception capable of fooling my senses….’

Raul grew even more curious about the young man’s true identity, but there was no time to ponder.

“Let’s hurry. The longer we delay, the more dangerous it will become.”

The distant ominous aura of demonic energy was becoming increasingly intense.

*

After several battles and trap-filled obstacles, Raul pressed on without stopping. Fortunately, none of the foes were as threatening as the Imperial Demon General’s party, allowing Raul to advance steadily.

Finally, he arrived at a substantial hall. In the center stood a massive staircase spiraling upwards like twisted rope. The hall also had fifteen doors lining its perimeter.

Raul had emerged from one of those doors. He pushed slightly against a neighboring door, but it didn’t budge.

‘Doors that only open from the outside.’

It seemed that others who had taken different paths were also meant to gather here.

“Looks like we were the first to arrive.”

Rabel looked around and spoke.

“Indeed. I thought that Noel guy might have arrived first.”

The hall was quiet, with no signs of any presence.

“What will you do? There’s still some time until our agreed meeting time.”

Before entering the Tower of the Demon Realm, Raul had made a plan with the Swordmaster and his father. If they found a place to regroup before reaching the final floor, they would stop and wait for their comrades.

Of course, they had set a specific time limit, rather than waiting indefinitely. They had also considered the possibility of cooperating with other tower assailants who entered separately.

Raul looked up at the ceiling. The hall was silent, but beyond that, the demonic energy emanating from the top floor was anything but ordinary.

“Let’s go up.”

Rabel nodded in agreement. It would be beneficial if their allies could join them, but if other assailants arrived first and were unwilling to cooperate, it could complicate their assault on the tower.

‘Just looking at this space, it’s clear what the intention is.’

At first glance, it seemed like an ideal place to rest and prepare for the final battle, but malevolent intent lay beneath the surface.

The “divine power” rumored to be obtainable at the top of the tower. Anyone who had made it this far on their own would undoubtedly be driven by greed.

‘Internal strife. If they end up wasting time by keeping each other in check…’

That’s exactly what the enemy wanted.

‘It’s better to face the final battle alone rather than with unreliable allies.’

And honestly, if Raul encountered an enemy he couldn’t handle alone, the addition of the Swordmaster and his father wouldn’t drastically improve their chances.

It would be better to resolve the matter quickly to increase the survival rate of his comrades fighting somewhere below.

“Then let’s proceed up.”

Unlike before, Raul preemptively summoned his master Caldenas’s avatars as he confidently ascended the stairs. When he touched the ceiling, a brilliant magic circle activated, engulfing his body.

*

Flash!

Raul’s Luminance Aura burst forth.

Crackle!

‘Damn it. As expected!’

Unlike usual, the Luminance Aura couldn’t exhibit its full power. It barely extended about 10 meters from Raul, forming a hemispherical dome around him. Beyond the boundary, holy power clashed with demonic energy and some unknown force, causing sparks to fly and dissipate.

“Oh, you’re well-prepared.”

A voice echoed within the dome, as if speaking from all directions simultaneously. Raul remained silent, scanning his surroundings. The voice continued to speak despite Raul’s lack of response.

“Usually, people panic and get consumed by the darkness the moment they step in. No matter how much you look around, it’s useless. You won’t see anything anyway.”

‘What a talkative creature.’

Raul could understand the sentiment, though. It had probably been a while since this entity had descended upon the human realm, and it wanted to toy with its prey and babble on endlessly.

‘But there’s one thing you’re wrong about.’

Outside the holy power barrier, what Raul saw appeared to be pure darkness. It seemed that the traits of the demon had been fully manifested, just as the young man with black hair had mentioned.

But when Raul’s eyes glowed with a golden hue, the situation changed. His analytical vision could pierce through the densest darkness. The top floor was a spacious hall resembling a hotel lounge.

However, there was a hole in the center of the domed ceiling. Beyond the intense flow of demonic energy, a foreboding black and crimson dimensional gate was slowly descending.

‘That must be the Gate to the Demon Realm!’

“Do you think enduring like this will change anything? How about you give up and submit to me instead? When the Demon King descends, this world will perish anyway. I’ll spare you and even grant you territory. What do you think? It’s not a bad offer, is it?”

From the demon’s words, it seemed clear that once that gate fully descended, the Demon King would manifest in Connect.

‘To stop that…’

Raul turned his head to scan the corners of the hall and found his answer. A group that appeared to be mages was hidden within a barrier, activating a specialized magic circle.

Crackle!

Meanwhile, the demonic energy was tightening around the holy power dome, causing it to shrink gradually. The problem was that there was no discernible form of a demon to attack.

‘Ah, I see!’

As Raul scrutinized the dark mass surrounding the dome, he smiled slightly. He had realized that the demon’s true form was the darkness itself.

Typically, such enemies, even if they transformed their bodies, would hide a core that acted as the focal point. This demon was particularly unique.

‘It split its core completely?’

Possessing the trait of division, it seemed the demon had dispersed its core into the darkness itself.

“Rabel, shall we begin?”

“Yes, let’s finish this quickly.”

Now that they had identified the demon’s nature and methodology, all that remained was to clash with it. Weapons began to pour out from Raul’s inventory, while Rabel plunged the sapling of the Spirit Tree and the branches of the World Tree into the ground.

Crack!

The legion of weapons, wrapped in a golden aura, surged out of the holy power dome and drove into the darkness. Simultaneously, the branches of the Spirit Tree and the World Tree began to extend in all directions.

(To be continued)
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“Such futile resistance.”
The legion of weapons and the branches of the Spirit Tree lashed through the darkness, but the results seemed negligible. The demon’s core particles, scattered like sand within the darkness, moved freely as if alive, evading attacks.
Even when obliterated by aura, the adjacent core particles divided and replenished their numbers. Indeed, this opponent felt vastly stronger than any Raul had faced before.
Crackle.
The legion of weapons, which had never let Raul down, now imbued with aura, started to lose strength as they moved through the darkness.
‘Maintaining the connection is becoming difficult.’
Marquis Dailo’s ability to control the space was almost on par with Raul’s. His dark form was obstructing Raul’s manifestation of psychokinesis. Raul wasn’t the only one struggling.
Snap. Crackle.
“Tsk.”
The branches of the Spirit Tree controlled by Rabel were being gnawed away by the darkness, breaking apart. Despite withstanding the aura blades of the Imperial knights, they couldn’t hold against the marquis’s darkness.
‘I expected as much.’
However, Raul wasn’t disheartened. After all, the current attack was merely a distraction. It was time to unveil the new weapon he’d kept hidden.
「Rabel, I’ll leave the timing to you.」
「Got it. I’m used to this now, so don’t worry.」
Despite their confidence, the situation was rapidly worsening. The dome created by the Radiant Aura had shrunk to the point where it could barely contain just Raul.
Caldenas’s avatars, which were of little use in the current predicament, had long been retrieved into Ragnarator.
“That was an interesting tactic, but it’s over now, human. I’ll give you one last chance. Surrender now, and I’ll allow you to join the vanguard of the great Demon King’s army.”
Though his words suggested persuasion, the pressing force of the demonic energy was relentless. Not that Raul ever considered surrender an option.
Ignoring the marquis’s empty threats, Raul closed his eyes and focused. He blocked out the oppressive demonic energy that weighed on him.
He erased the struggling holy power around him from his mind. He let go of the intense sensation of mana and the barrier amplified by Ragnarator. He even forgot the comforting presence of psychokinesis surrounding him.
The mana flowing within him. The holy power in his heart. The spiritual energy gathered in his head. Piece by piece, Raul’s sensory inputs faded away, and finally, his consciousness converged into a single point.
Thump.
What could you call it?
An indescribable primal essence. Raul’s soul awakened from the depths of his serene consciousness, reviving his pure senses.
‘Haa.’
A feeling of oneness with the world enveloped Raul’s entire being. At this moment, Raul achieved perfect control over himself.
Swish.
Something transparent gushed out from Raul’s inventory, swirling around his body. Tiny, transparent fragments, smaller than grains of sand. The number was beyond estimation.
『Infinite Parts』.
A specialized weapon Raul had requested the head of the blacksmith dwarves, Tar’o, to create, finally revealed itself to the world. Raul connected his consciousness to each of those countless fragments.
Just like the cells within his body, each fragment came under Raul’s absolute control and began to move naturally according to his consciousness.
Whish. Swish.
Following Raul’s slowly moving arm, the transparent parts flowed gracefully like a Milky Way. The parts that poured out from the inventory filled the space around Raul, gradually filling the interior of the Radiant Aura barrier.
Marquis Dailo of the Demon Realm had yet to notice the change around Raul.
Sparkle.
Raul’s eyes opened, his golden irises gleaming radiantly.
Then.
Whoosh, boom!
The parts, which had been flowing quietly around Raul, suddenly expanded outward explosively.
Composed of demon horns, dragon bones, orichalcum, mithril, and other ultra-rare materials, the parts were synthesized and processed to create this weapon.
Each part not only amplified the energy it received, like power armor, but also transformed it according to its inherent properties.
As Raul infused them with mana, holy power, and spiritual energy, a unique form of energy, unlike anything seen before, was created.
“What… what is this power?”
Marquis Dailo’s panicked voice was soon drowned out by the terrifying advance of the parts.
Crack, crunch!
The darkness began to dissipate. Raul’s parts shredded everything in their path, expanding their domain. The marquis’s cores scattered within the darkness were powerless before the parts.
The rate of division couldn’t keep up with the rate of annihilation. And thus, finally.
“Guh… Guh!”
The darkness that had filled the hall converged desperately into one spot. In that place stood a demon wearing a tuxedo. The demon’s thick, single horn extended from his forehead to the back of his head, now looking a bit paler.
‘Go!’
Raul gestured toward the demon, and the parts that were consuming the surroundings surged like a tidal wave.
“Hmph! Now that I’ve returned to my true form, that strange power won’t work on me!”
As Marquis Dailo swung his arms, demonic energy poured out from his sleeves toward Raul.
Boom! Crackle.
In the middle, between Raul and Marquis Dailo. A swirling vortex of darkness clashed with the translucent golden parts, engaging in a fierce struggle.
And the result was.
“This… this is impossible! Gwaaah!”
The golden parts chewed through the darkness, pushing toward the Marquis.
Slash, clang!
The Marquis transformed the darkness into a massive blade and slashed through the air. The black trail split the space, causing the advancing parts to hesitate as if hitting an invisible wall.
In the meantime.
Raul’s parts reached the hole in the ceiling of the hall. However, the hole was too big to be blocked by parts alone, and there wasn’t enough mass among the parts.
Rabel raised her wand and shouted toward the parts.
“Target fixed! Expand!”
As Rabel’s mana wrapped around the parts, they responded to her will.
Rumble!
The parts rapidly expanded, combining to completely seal off the ceiling. Massive energies flowing from the magic circles around the hall clashed with the parts, causing sparks to fly.
But even under the immense pressure from the energy pulling the Gate to the Demon Realm, the parts held firm.
「Raul, the passage is sealed! Now we just need to take care of the Marquis!」
「Well done! Just hold on a little longer!」
Now, only the final battle with the Marquis remained.
*
‘How can this be? That such a powerful being still exists in a mana-deprived world like the human realm?’
Marquis Dailo of the Demon Realm furiously slashed the air with dark blades as he grimaced. Thousands of years ago, when the mana of the Connect continent suddenly vanished, the demons had no choice but to retreat to the Demon Realm.
There wasn’t enough mana to even maintain their avatars. However, this didn’t mean they had completely lost interest in Connect. When the way to Connect was reopened through the efforts of their collaborators, the Demon Realm rejoiced.
They believed it was the perfect opportunity to conquer Connect once and for all. The depletion of mana had naturally weakened human abilities, and even the dragons, the ancient guardians of the human realm, had ceased their activities long ago.
The celestial beings were preoccupied with matters elsewhere for some reason. So it should have been.
‘Just what is this guy?’
At first, he sensed that foul divine aura and thought it was another one of those so-called ‘heroes’ that always show up. But just when he thought he had an easy catch, an unknown power erupted.
It was a new force that even Dailo, who had lived for thousands of years, had never encountered before.
‘I can hardly see it, and I can’t even sense its presence! Moreover…’
It moved as if it was alive, making it hard to believe it was being controlled by someone. Its movements were both systematic and erratic, making it unpredictable even for someone who precisely controlled demonic energy like Dailo.
“Ugh!”
The dark blade covering his back was flung off course.
‘How did it get this close!’
The mysterious human’s presence had perfectly surrounded him from behind. Glinting occasionally, the tiny fragments reflected light. As a result, the surroundings shimmered, giving off a dream-like, dazzling vibe.
But for Dailo, who faced them, it was nothing but unpleasant.
‘Damn. If only I had a bit more time!’
His gaze involuntarily glanced at the ceiling. Blocking the energy needed for the dimensional gateway was one issue, but it also cut off the flow of demonic energy from the Demon Realm.
If just a bit more demonic energy had been supplied, he could have unleashed the full power of his true form. High-ranking demons like marquises had another awakening stage besides their inherent traits.
The power to transform their bodies into battle forms, unlike their human shapes.
‘If I could transform, I might find a way to counter that troublesome power…’
Even if not, it would have bought him time to complete the summoning.
Swish.
Something slipped through a gap in the darkness and grazed the marquis’s cheek. As if cut deeply by a razor, dark crimson demon blood trickled down his cheek.
“Such impressive skills. Indeed, your talents are wasted in the human realm. How about it? Even now, if you join the Demon King’s army, you could lead the conquest of dimensions.”
Marquis Dailo tried to maintain a composed facade despite his disadvantage.
‘Given the circumstances, I have to bide my time for the next opportunity. But I can’t leave empty-handed.’
It became increasingly clear that this invasion wouldn’t be easy unless an unexpected variable emerged. And that certainty grew the moment five translucent swords formed around Raul.
Swish!
As the unseen blades swung, chunks of darkness were cleaved away. Had Marquis Dailo not narrowly dodged at the last moments, the battle would have already been decided.
And now he was slowly approaching Raul.
Hiss, swish.
Despite the wounds that covered his body, the marquis walked resolutely toward Raul as if they didn’t matter. When they finally closed the distance to where their swords met directly, sparks flew.
A black, dark blade versus a translucent, golden sword. The outcome of the clash was evident. Raul’s parts, which shimmered more brightly with each passing moment, contrasted with the increasingly faint dark blade of the marquis.
Yet, the marquis continued the duel undaunted. As Raul fought, he didn’t notice the faint shadow of darkness creeping along the ground toward him.
‘Good. Just a little more!’
Though the marquis was now allowing Raul’s attacks to land, his gaze remained unwavering. Defeating Raul wasn’t the ultimate objective.
‘For the sake of what comes next, I must…!’
He needed to erase Raul from existence here and now. Finally, the shadow of darkness almost completely engulfed Raul’s shadow just as Raul’s five ghost swords pierced the marquis’s body.
‘Got you, you fiend!’
With a triumphant smile, the marquis burned the remaining demonic energy and the life force of his clones to unleash a powerful curse.
Swoosh.
Invisible threads of dark curse emanated from the marquis’s wounds, reaching out toward Raul like hungry claws. But at that very moment.
Someone burst out from hiding, shouting.
“You filthy demon! In the name of the gods, I will smite you!”
Slash.
*
Hero Noel humbly accepted his destiny. With the Demon King’s descent imminent, it was a hero’s duty to stop him. The divine powers granted to him were meant to defeat the Demon King.
As long as he had the gods’ powers, he was invincible. No Imperial superhuman wielding demonic energy. No mutated gray gate. No powerful demons from the Demon God’s Temples.
None could stand against the divine powers; no one could block his blade. However, the moment he entered the Tower of the Demon Realm, he sensed that something was different.
The incessant swarm of monsters gnawed away at his strength.
‘To think I have to use the divine power for such lowly mobs!’
Having to deal with what his companions should have handled himself was a source of frustration. Nonetheless, he pushed through, using the divine power to carve a path.
Rather than dealing with all the enemies, he chose to suppress his presence and avoid as many confrontations as possible. Then, he faced the Imperial Demon General and his entourage.
Using his divine power, which was almost antithetical to their nature, he managed to break through their encirclement. Although he didn’t manage to defeat the general, he inflicted enough damage to prevent them from following him.
‘After all, they aren’t my main target.’
Though he had sustained some injuries himself, he could partially heal using his divine power. Then, he reached the final hall.
According to the original plan, he should have ascended the stairs and defeated the final adversary before anyone else arrived.
‘But there’s no need to unnecessarily risk myself.’
It was merely a change in tactics. He reassured himself that he wasn’t intimidated by the massive presence felt above. Fortunately, the divine power completely hid his presence and appearance, allowing him to bide his time and recover.
Then, Raul appeared not long after. When Raul ascended the stairs without hesitation, Noel felt as though it was a stroke of divine fortune. After Raul disappeared, Noel entered the final floor and hid within the chaos, waiting for the perfect moment.
At the critical juncture. Just as Raul was about to deliver the final blow, Noel gathered his divine power and decapitated the demon.
‘Got it! Now the divine power is mine!’
Regardless of the process, it was he who had struck down the demon, wasn’t it?
Everything was proceeding as it should. A triumphant smile spread across his face. Seeing the demon’s horrified expression made it all the more satisfying.
But suddenly, a voice echoed in his mind.
‘You aimed for the tiger but caught a rat. Blame your stupidity, you wretched fool!’
And then a massive darkness engulfed Noel.
(To be continued)
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‘What a situation….’
Raul could only click his tongue at the swift turn of events. Whether it was the demon marquis attempting something or Hero Noel lurking and biding his time, Raul was already aware of it all.
The moment he completed his awakening and activated Infinite Parts, Raul had already perfectly controlled the space. Detecting Noel, who was hiding in the corner consumed by greed, was trivial.
And if he hadn’t noticed the odd behavior of the demon approaching at the cost of taking damage, all his previous combat experience would have been for nothing.
Naturally, he had been on guard, noticing the shadow creeping along the floor and the invisible threads of the dark curse that approached at the last moment. Raul’s golden eyes had comprehended everything.
‘I wanted to elegantly neutralize him and see the demon marquis’s face in despair.’
Unfortunately, there was no chance for that. Having realized that Noel’s target was the demon marquis, Raul had allowed him to interfere.
He had a hunch that something bad might happen if he delivered the final blow to the marquis. And sure enough. Just as the triumphant Noel decapitated Marquis Dailo, something seized him.
Crack, crunch!
「Raul, back off!」
Even without Rabel’s urgent warning, Raul’s body had instinctively leaped backward. Then, from the ceiling’s hole that had been forced open, a colossal dark fist plummeted down.
‘What a tenacious foe!’
Though it was just an arm, the intense demonic energy and immense power it carried were palpable. The giant hand swiftly grabbed both Marquis Dailo Monet and Hero Noel before disappearing back into the Gate to the Demon Realm.
“Nooo!”
Noel’s distant scream echoed through the hall, but Raul didn’t make any effort to intervene. He had no intention of provoking the mysterious dark hand.
‘There’s no reason to save him.’
Considering it was a fitting end for a hero who sacrificed himself to save the world. Now, only Raul and Rabel remained in the hall.
Well, and the mages who were activating the magic circle to draw in the Gate to the Demon Realm.
“Time to wrap things up.”
With a few casual gestures toward the corners of the hall.
Crash! Boom!
The Infinite Parts ripped through the mages’ barriers and reduced them to dust.
Roar!!!
The crimson Gate to the Demon Realm, which had been descending above the tower, let out an eerie wail and began to retreat upward. The black beam connecting the gate to the tower gradually dimmed and then vanished.
Soon, the entire tower shuddered as the walls started to crumble. Raul could feel massive surges of energy beneath his feet, likely from the Empire’s forces opening portals to flee, sensing their defeat.
“Phew. Is it finally over?”
Confirming that the malevolent Gate had closed and faded into the void, Raul exhaled a deep sigh of relief. Though it might not be completely over, at least for now, it seemed unlikely that the gate would reappear anytime soon.
And just as he allowed himself to relax.
Flash!
Three shadows appeared in front of Raul in the crumbling top floor of the tower.
“…Professor?”
Among the three hooded figures, one was undoubtedly Alfredo Gray. A continent-renowned sage and the vice-chancellor of the capital academy, who once taught Raul.
Although they had exchanged messages via magic communication occasionally, it had been years since they met face-to-face. As Raul was about to greet him with a pleased expression.
The figure in the black hood stepped forward and spoke.
“Count Raul de First. We honor your achievement in defeating the Demon Marquis and sealing the Gate to the Demon Realm. Furthermore, congratulations on passing the final scenario test of the Connect system!”
“…!”
Raul was slightly taken aback when the Connect system was mentioned. He quickly deduced that these individuals were the continent’s three renowned sages—Black, white, and Gray.
However, during his exchanges with Gray, there had never been any indication that Gray knew about the Connect system.
‘Could it be that the continent’s three sages are linked to Connect?’
Gray merely smiled contentedly when his eyes met Raul’s.
“We acknowledge you as the ‘Temporary Controller’ for passing the test. It would be better to discuss further details in a different location. Will you follow us?”
Although Black had a somewhat stern expression, Raul nodded. He knew they were telling the truth, as the system message that popped up before his eyes confirmed it.
Whoosh.
With a simple gesture from Black, a large teleportation magic circle formed on the hall floor, emitting a brilliant light. Enveloped in the light, the four figures vanished from the top floor of the tower.
* * *
‘This place…?’
Raul felt a sense of déjà vu. He and the three sages had arrived at a tranquil temple. It was the very same place where Bae Dohyun had obtained three mythical items shortly before his death in his previous life.
“Welcome.”
The person greeting them was unmistakably the old priest who had died in Bae Dohyun’s arms.
‘What’s going on here?’
Raul furrowed his brow at the disjointed flow of events. The combination of the continent’s three sages and a priest was foreign to him. And it felt odd that such a secluded temple was connected to the Connect system.
‘Well, I guess I’ll understand after I hear the explanation.’
Raul calmly followed the three sages into the temple.
“So, you’re saying that you have the blood of dragons?”
“Strictly speaking, it’s not direct lineage, but it’s something like that.”
The story began with the continental war that had occurred thousands of years ago. A great war where demons, celestials, and dragons fought for dominion over the continent.
“At that time, dragons weren’t united but instead divided into two main factions.”
The hardliners, influenced by the demons, believed the continent should be purged for a new beginning. The moderates believed they should fulfill their original duty as protectors of the continent.
Most dragons followed the moderate faction, led by the Dragon Lord, the Gold Dragon Jenadis. But the hardliner representative, the Dark Dragon Mavliones, was immensely powerful.
Having allied with the demons and embraced demonic energy, his strength far surpassed that of the Lord. Unexpectedly, however, the war concluded with humans borrowing the power of the gods to drain the continent’s mana through a ‘massive magic circle.’
The demons and celestials retreated through their gates, but the problem lay with the dragons left behind.
“Dragons are creatures that live off mana. Without it, their lives couldn’t be sustained.”
Devoid of the mana needed to maintain their mighty bodies, the dragons faced terminal fates. Most dragons couldn’t endure for long and perished; only the Dragon Lord and a few others survived.
Accepting their fate, the Lord and the survivors decided to step aside for a new Connect. But the Dark Dragon Mavliones wouldn’t accept this reality.
“In the end, he had a child through a human and used that child to establish a kingdom. That kingdom is now the Cranen Empire. And he entered hibernation in the empire’s depths, dreaming of revival.”
After listening to Gray’s explanation, Raul began to understand. Why the Empire had been trying to open a gate to the Demon Realm.
“They intended to awaken Mavliones from his slumber by opening a passage to the Demon Realm?”
“Yes. And they almost succeeded. If the gate had opened, it would have been only a matter of time before Mavliones awakened.”
“Then you all…”
“We are also descendants of the Dragon Lord and the surviving dragons who left children through humans. We are Dragonians. And for the past thousands of years, we have been curbing the Empire to prevent the resurrection of the Dark Dragon and to protect the continent.”
“Wait a moment! So, are the Dragon Lord and other dragons still alive?”
If the Dark Dragon was in hibernation, there was a chance that other dragons might also still be in hibernation. However, Gray shook his head regretfully.
“They entered hibernation as well, but eventually could not withstand the mana depletion and one by one found their final rest. The Dragon Lord, the last survivor, also recently entered his rest. And his final legacy was the very system that summoned Earthlings to this world—Connect.”
“…!”
The immense complexity and scale of it seemed too great to have been created by humans alone. But to think it was the legacy of the Dragon Lord.
“With the Empire becoming more active, the Lord worried a lot as he neared his rest. If they couldn’t be checked, Connect might be led to ruin. Then, by chance, he met someone.”
“It’s more accurate to call it fate than chance.”
White interjected, to which Gray nodded in agreement.
“That person was an Earthling. Neither he nor we knew how he crossed dimensions. He introduced himself as a game programmer. With the help of the Lord and the temple’s power, he created the Connect system.”
“…!”
No wonder a game-like system had emerged in a fantasy-based world; it all made sense now.
“What about the person who came from Earth?”
“Sadly, he did not survive long either. Dimensional travel is not something the average human can endure.”
‘Sigh, that’s unfortunate.’
There were so many questions Raul wanted to ask the creator.
“Then who delivered the Connect system to Earth? And Chairman Alex Song of Connect Company…?”
At this point, white removed his hood and smiled.
“It seems this is our first time meeting in person. I am Alex Song, chairman of Connect Company.”
“…!”
“After the Connect system was established, we painstakingly determined Earth’s coordinates and completed the dimensional teleportation magic circle. Using the last remnants of the Lord’s power, I traveled to Earth, established Connect Company, and began producing the capsules.”
“What about White, who operated here?”
“A stand-in. Well, there’s a useful spell called Polymorph, isn’t there?”
Indeed, Raul had been operating as Bae Dohyun using a ring from Gray, so it made sense that White could do the same.
“And on the destined day, I abandoned my physical body there and fully returned to Connect, just like the players did.”
With this explanation, many of Raul’s lingering questions began to make sense.
In the end, the Connect system wasn’t just a simple virtual reality game; it was a dimensional transfer system that connected Connect and Earth.
But there were still many questions left unanswered.
“So, what exactly is a Controller? What is the ultimate goal of the Connect system’s scenario?”
At Raul’s question, the three sages exchanged glances and then shook their heads.
“That’s something we can’t reveal yet. You still have one more task to complete before you can become the true Controller.”
“A task…?”
Even now, there were still tasks to be done? Hadn’t the final scenario ended?
“It’s true that you prevented the Demon Realm’s invasion through the gate. But the root cause is still unresolved.”
“As long as the Empire, where the Dark Dragon slumbers, remains intact, this situation could repeat itself.”
“So, at the very least, the partially loosened seal on the Dark Dragon needs to be reconstructed.”
Raul frowned slightly at their words.
“Seal on the Dark Dragon?”
“The seal to suppress the slumbering Dark Dragon Mavliones is located in the mountain range behind the Empire’s capital. We’ve been taking turns maintaining it, but our power is nearly exhausted. Someone needs to take over this duty.”
Having dealt with the demons, now there was the Dark Dragon in the Empire. Raul promptly refused.
“I’m sorry, but you’ll need to find someone else. I don’t know what a Controller is or how great the power is, but I’m not interested. I’m not a hero who sacrifices himself for the sake of the continent.”
By closing the Gate to the Demon Realm, Raul had already achieved what he wanted. For now, there would be no threats to the House of First and the Ashton household. Was his response unexpected?
The three sages exchanged glances and then nodded.
“Of course, we don’t intend to make this request without offering something in return. No matter how strong you are, you can’t manage the seal site near the Empire’s capital alone.”
“And if you fail to maintain the seal, Mavliones will awaken from his hibernation—likely within a few years. Once that destructive Dark Dragon is loose, who can stop him?”
“It’s not as difficult as you might think. In fact, the likelihood of an actual battle occurring is minimal.”
Even with these reassurances, Raul remained silent, prompting Gray to offer a wry smile.
“How about you just come and take a look? Seeing what we have to show you might change your mind.”
Having already received much assistance from Gray, Raul found it hard to flatly refuse his request. Reluctantly, Raul stood and followed Gray and the sages.
‘This path…?’
At the end of a large chapel. A splendid chair sat on a slightly elevated platform. The old priest placed a hand on the chair, revealing a hidden passage leading below the platform.
‘My god.’
Descending into the secret passage, Raul found himself in a stone chamber. In the chamber, neatly arranged, were the bracelets and skill book where Regnator lay dormant.
(To be continued)
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Flash.
The secret stone chamber was bathed in radiant light. Regnator, which was tied to Raul’s right wrist, began to shine.
And before he knew it, the Skill Book had been summoned and opened, with Rabel perched on top, her eyes gleaming. The bracelets and Skill Book displayed on the opposite shelf also radiated light.
‘Are they resonating with each other?’
Raul wasn’t the only one surprised by the sudden development. The three sages and the old priest, who had entered the chamber with him, were equally astonished.
“Ha, for the divine artifacts to react on their own!”
“Astonishing. Does this mean the owner of the divine artifacts had been predetermined?”
Having undergone unsealing and upgrades, Raul’s Regnator and Skill Book had already evolved significantly from their initial forms. It was understandable that the others wouldn’t immediately recognize them as the same artifacts now shining.
Gray, with a smile in his eyes, asked Raul.
“It seems the divine artifacts desire you. What do you think? Wouldn’t your mind change in the face of such divine power?”
Of course, Raul was tempted.
But…
‘It’s not worth risking my life over it. I already have these.’
While he was curious about the true nature of the mythical items, he felt no need to be greedy given that he had spent years developing and growing with his own Regnator and Skill Book.
Noting Raul’s expression, Gray chuckled and shook his head.
“I’ve watched you for years, and you truly are remarkable. Once you set your standards, you’re not easily swayed. Such unyielding will is rare among humans. I never thought anyone could resist the allure of divine artifacts. Follow me.”
As Gray moved, Raul tilted his head in curiosity.
‘What else is here?’
Although he was in a hurry, he had inspected the stone chamber in his previous life. He didn’t think there was anything else hidden.
Creak.
Placing his hand on the stone wall, the old priest revealed another hidden passage at the back of the chamber. And when Raul entered, his eyes widened.
“Th-this…?”
“What do you think? Are you ready to accept our proposal now?”
Gray’s tone was brimming with confidence.
*
Clench.
Raul made a fist and felt the grip.
‘Not much different, really.’
The sensation felt the same. The power he carried in his body. His Regnator and Skill Book on his wrist also functioned perfectly without issues.
“To think I’d use the revival right in this way. How does it feel? Anything different?”
“It’s seamless. The mana flow is completely identical. The Connect system is truly remarkable.”
Receiving confirmation from Rabel, Raul nodded. The room they were led into by Gray contained familiar items.
A slightly bulky-looking capsule.
And an ‘avatar’ that appeared almost lifelike.
“This is one of the few remaining prototype avatars. With the cessation of avatar production for Earthlings, these are some of the last artificial bodies left in this world.”
The three sages perceived Raul’s ability to use the Connect system as a ‘divine power granted by the gods’.
The completion of the Connect system involved three key elements: the power of the Dragon Lord, the design from the Earth-born outsider, and the divine power through the temple.
There was a clear reason why the three sages brought Raul to the secret temple.
“The current mass-production system and control room of the Connect system are restricted areas. The artificial intelligence left by the creator completely oversees the management of the Connect system. If you want to know more, you need to be formally acknowledged as a ‘Controller’.”
With that explanation, Raul decided to accept Gray’s proposal. The revival right, which he had received as a reward for winning the first scenario, could finally be utilized.
Raul submerged himself in the prototype capsule of Connect, and reopened his eyes in the virtual body, the avatar. And that body was almost indistinguishable from his original one.
“It was a rather anticlimactic mission.”
“Indeed. Though they said there wouldn’t be any battles, I didn’t expect it to be this uneventful.”
As the three sages had assured him, the task of reinforcing the seal on the Dark Dragon was simpler than expected. All it required was traveling to a certain location in the expansive mountain range behind the Empire’s capital, infusing mana, and repairing the magic circle.
And since only the three sages knew the coordinates of that location, it was natural that there were no confrontations with the Empire’s forces.
Of course, this mission would have to be periodically repeated as long as the Dark Dragon remained alive, but for now, it didn’t seem like an overly challenging task. And currently. Raul stood overlooking the Empire’s capital.
“Is that it?”
From the mountainside, the Empire’s capital appeared as a very rigid, fortified planned city. Even though it was midday, the streets had very few people walking around, making the place appear lifeless.
“Desolate, isn’t it?”
“….”
When had he approached?
Beside Raul stood the young man with black hair he had met at the Tower of the Demon Realm.
“Thanks for keeping your promise. Coming here means you’re willing to consider my proposal, right?”
Back then, the young man had provided Raul with information before disappearing, leaving behind a request: that Raul should come to this place when he decided to visit the Empire.
Whether it was a casual remark or not, Raul was now meeting him at this very location.
“That depends on hearing your identity and your proposal clearly.”
Drawing a clear line, Raul’s words elicited a cheerful smile from the young man.
“Alright. As a reward for keeping your promise, I’ll reveal my identity. Nice to meet you, Count Raul. My name is Aramin Egon Mavliones. You might understand it better as the Crown Prince of the Cranen Empire.”
Before he could finish, Raul’s weapons surrounded the young man.
“You’re the crown prince of the Empire? What reason do you have to come alone and reveal yourself to me? If you planned to trap me, I assure you my sword would reach your neck first.”
Despite the menacing aura, Aramin the Crown Prince remained calm.
“If you want to kill me, go ahead. But before you do, can you hear me out?”
Raul locked eyes with him for a moment.
“Alright. What do you want to say?”
Aramin finally sighed and spoke with a more serious expression.
“Count Raul, I want you to kill the current Emperor and the Dark Dragon Mavliones supporting him!”
“…!”
What an outrageous request. Raul had visited only to confirm the identity of the young man with black hair, but now he was faced with an unexpected proposal.
*
“This way.”
Creak.
How long had they been walking through the dark underground tunnel? Finally, they reached a door that bore signs of human touch.
“If we don’t handle this quickly, the Marquis stationed all over the capital will come running. We need to act fast.”
At Aramin’s words, Raul nodded and stepped forward.
“I expect you to keep your promise. And even if I fail, don’t hold it against me.”
“It’s a life that had little time left anyway. I just gambled on the person with the highest chances.”
Raul checked his gear one final time, noting the serene expression on Aramin’s face. The story Aramin had told him was quite shocking.
The Dark Dragon Mavliones wasn’t simply sleeping in the mountains behind the Empire’s capital. Having appointed a half-dragon, half-human as the Emperor, Mavliones had been possessing the Emperor’s body through some method, effectively ruling the Empire.
Whenever the Emperor’s body aged and required a new one, Mavliones would transfer to the body of a newly acquired son. Successive crown princes, who anticipated becoming Emperor, were unknowingly having their bodies taken over by Mavliones.
Aramin discovered this truth during the Gate crisis. As Mavliones focused on awakening from his slumber, his grip on the Emperor weakened, allowing the Emperor’s own consciousness to resurface briefly.
During one of these moments, the Emperor conveyed the truth to his son, Aramin, urging him to break the cursed fate of the imperial family.
“Then wouldn’t it be better to hope for Mavliones to awaken?”
Raul asked.
Aramin gave a bitter smile.
“Even if he awakens, nothing will change. What do you think the marks on the bodies of the Marquises and the people of the Empire are? They’re simply toys to be manipulated in his hands. Moreover, he has no intention of sparing humanity. During his thousands of years in hibernation, he has harbored a grudge against the entire human race for exhausting the mana and leaving him in such a state.”
It made sense. The humans had depleted all the mana, leaving him in a near-death state for an eternity.
“If the Emperor and Mavliones are killed, what will become of the Empire?”
“…It will follow its natural course.”
Raul caught a fleeting glimpse of ambition in Aramin’s eyes.
‘Well, he’s probably spent his entire life preparing to become Emperor.’
Surprisingly, Raul found it appealing. It was easier to deal with someone who had ambitions than someone without; it was more straightforward to anticipate and calculate their moves.
In the end, the two struck a deal, and as long as it was honored, Raul had no objections.
“Then, let’s open it. Best of luck.”
Aramin sliced his palm with a dagger and pressed the bleeding wound against the stone door.
Whoosh.
A crimson dragon-shaped magic circle flared up, and with a rumbling sound, the stone door opened. The defensive barrier of the Dark Dragon that even the three sages couldn’t break was undone with ease.
Raul steadied his breath as he stepped through the stone door.
Tap, tap.
He walked into a void of darkness, which soon transformed into a massive plaza. In the distance, a colossal silhouette came into view.
A gigantic creature lay hunched and prone. It was a dark-scaled dragon, certainly over a hundred meters long, lying motionless in slumber.
‘That’s a dragon!’
Even in its dormant state, the sheer presence of the dragon exerted an overwhelming pressure.
Swish, swish, swish!
Having steeled his resolve, Raul had no reason to hesitate. He immediately summoned his legion of weapons, directing them toward the dark dragon.
And then.
Clank, clang!
The weapons, flying like a meteor shower towards the dark dragon, were suddenly deflected by an unseen barrier.
“Who dares to cause such a commotion!”
The figure that appeared above the sleeping dragon’s head was none other than Gionelli Egon Mavliones, the Emperor of the Cranen Empire.
‘A rather strong mage.’
But Raul remained unperturbed.
Flash.
The Skill Book unfolded before Raul, glowing with a brilliant golden light.
“Do you think you can stop us with some paltry magic? Be gone!”
As Rabel waved her magic wand, the dark barrier confining the legion of weapons vanished as if it were an illusion.
“Word magic? No, it’s something different. How can a mere fairy…?”
The Emperor of the Empire, his expression puzzled, tried to fend off the incoming weapons with various spells, glaring at Rabel. But Rabel met his gaze and chanted another spell.
“Everything, disappear! And you, get slammed to the ground!”
The force in Rabel’s words obliterated the Emperor’s counterspells and slammed him into the ground. Despite his trembling body trying to resist, Rabel’s magic overpowered him.
‘No wonder. Now that the Skill Book has regained its true form.’
After accepting the three sages’ proposal, Raul obtained the two so-called divine items. The Skill Book and Regnator seamlessly merged with his original items as if they were always meant to be one.
Not only were the final seals lifted, but new abilities had also been completely awakened. The Skill Book had documented every skill in existence, excluding unique S-Grade skills, resulting in a tremendous amplification of power.
Furthermore, every skill activation now contained divine power, making Rabel’s spells more potent than mere magic. The battle concluded with astonishing ease.
The Emperor, desperately trying to mount a final resistance, was impaled by the legion of weapons and reduced to dust by Rabel’s incantation.
“Losing to a mere Dragonian mage? Unthinkable.”
Adjusting her glasses and puffing out her chest, Rabel exuded confidence. Her self-assuredness stemmed from her experience in the Great War era, where she had faced dragons.
And finally, as Raul’s weapons were about to reach the scales of the dark dragon…
Rumble, rumble, rumble.
The entire plaza trembled as though it would collapse. The aura-imbued weapons were deflected as if they were toothpicks against a steel plate. A massive eye, yellow with a long vertical slit, stared directly at Raul.
“To be thwarted again by these cursed humans. How dare such insignificant creatures defy the divine!”
Roar!
A deafening roar swept through the cavern.
“Divine? Enough talk! Bring it on!”
With Infinite Parts activated, Raul charged towards the dark dragon.
(To be continued)
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Roaaaar!
Mavliones unleashed a breath attack imbued with demonic energy.
“Hah!”
Raul formed a circle with his hands, and Infinite Parts moved to intercept.
Boom!
The breath attack deflected off the barrier created by Infinite Parts, redirected towards the ceiling of the cavern. Meanwhile, countless spells collided and illuminated the plaza as they were generated in midair.
The magic clashed endlessly, surpassing the power of both vocal spellcasting and incantations. Even Rabel, who rarely lost in spell duels, struggled to gain the upper hand.
「It seems he’s more recovered than we thought. He’s even stronger than the dragons we saw during the Great War!」
「Right, they said he was stronger than the Lord. But he can’t last indefinitely. This space barely has any mana flow.」
The area they were fighting in was unique, as Raul’s observation suggested. Dozens of layers of protective barriers installed to slow Mavliones’s recovery. These barriers prevented external mana from entering the space.
‘Meaning we have to fight using only the mana within our bodies.’
In this context, Mavliones was at a disadvantage. While it was unclear how much mana he had accumulated, maintaining combat with such a massive body would consume a significant amount of mana.
Moreover, having been asleep for a long time due to mana deprivation, he wouldn’t be at his best. Holding out could ensure victory.
This was the assessment of both Raul and Rabel, and Mavliones thought the same.
‘Impressive. Stronger than any human I’ve encountered. But…!’
Nevertheless, a human. The amount of energy one could store in a human body had its limits.
For now, Raul was defending well against his attacks, but he would eventually reach his limit. Yet, even as five minutes passed, and they closed in on ten, Raul showed no signs of fatigue.
‘What’s going on? What am I missing?’
Swinging his massive tail to strike Raul, Mavliones squinted at him. Then, as if realizing something, he roared in frustration.
“Borista, you damned old man…! You plan to hinder me even in death?!”
The mana emanating from Raul’s heart. It unmistakably resembled the mana of Dragon Lord Borista.
How a mere human possessed a dragon’s heart was beyond Mavliones’s comprehension, but it was clear that if things continued as they were, he would run out of mana faster.
‘I had hoped to conserve my mana and end this quickly!’
The realization that prolonging the fight could turn against him made Mavliones desperate.
Roar!
He straightened his hunched body, stretched his neck, and moved to bite Raul.
‘Damn…!’
Raul barely dodged, pulling back just in time to avoid the snapping jaws. However, the confined space of the plaza made it challenging to face Mavliones’s physical onslaught.
Clang, clang!
While Mavliones’s large size meant there was more area to attack, his dragon body itself was a fortress. The legion of weapons relentlessly battered his entire form, but couldn’t penetrate his tough scales.
Despite dodging frantically, Raul’s expression remained calm.
‘He’s noticed, hasn’t he?’
The beast’s full attack was driven by sensing Raul’s unique aura— the aura of the ‘Dragon Heart (EX)’ implanted in Raul’s body. Initially, Bae Dohyun had obtained three mythical items:
The bracelet-like power armor, ‘Regnator.’
The book, ‘Skill Book.’
And the third item, ‘Dragon Lord’s Mana Heart (Dragon Heart).’
The first two items appeared as replicas in his inventory when he transcended dimensions, but the Dragon Heart wasn’t listed. In reality, it had been dormant within Raul’s body.
Its presence was revealed during the unification process of the other two items, awakening its formidable mana. Raul was now using the powerful mana from the Dragon Heart to stand against Mavliones.
‘Without it, there’d have been no reason to step into this mana-devoid space.’
Raul also needed to hasten the battle’s conclusion. Should the fight drag on, the marquises from the Empire’s capital might intervene at any moment.
「Rabel! Hold him off!」
「Are you going to use that?」
「Yes, maintain the magic barriers and spells!」
「Understood! Let’s end this cursed old dragon!」
Raul deflected Mavliones’s descending claw with Infinite Parts and channeled his power into Regnator.
‘It’s time to reveal your true form. Regnator, awaken!’
Pure golden mana flowed from Raul’s chest into Regnator.
Clang, clatter.
With a sound like locking mechanisms coming undone, ragnarator’s final ability was activated.
Rumble.
The golden armor that protected Raul, ragnarator, began to grow rapidly, emitting thunderous roars.
3 meters, 5 meters, 10 meters…
Finally, when Regnator reached a towering 50 meters tall, its eyes glowed with radiant light. The last weapon of humanity that stood against the tyranny of demons, dragons, and celestials during the Great War manifested once again.
“How can that cursed weapon appear now? I heard it was destroyed…!”
Mavliones, shocked by the sudden appearance of Regnator, took a step back. In the early days of the Great War, the only weapon capable of contending equally with the higher races.
It was an overwhelming burden for humans to handle, requiring the life of its rider to operate. Dozens of masters perished in the cockpit, but they took down far more demons in exchange.
Eventually, it was sealed away, a relic too dangerous to wield, with no one left to pilot it—Regnator. However, at this moment.
Even as Regnator’s true form awakened, Raul showed no signs of strain. The Dragon Heart engraved in his chest resonated with Regnator’s core, intertwining seamlessly as if they were a single life force.
The mana flowing through the two hearts, like a Möbius strip, exponentially amplified, supplying Raul with near-limitless energy.
“Now, it feels like we’re on equal footing. Come at me, lizard!”
The dragon, once towering like a mountain, now looked up at him. As Raul assumed a fighting stance and taunted, Mavliones snorted and roared.
“Just because you’ve grown bigger, you think anything has changed…!”
Smack!
Raul’s punch sent Mavliones’s jaw flying.
“Nice hit.”
Roar!
Mavliones, its head snapping back, breathed out a dark breath and swung its tail at Raul. But Raul blocked the breath with his left palm and caught the incoming tail with his right.
“Hah!”
Bang! Bang! Crash!
Raul swung the captured tail, slamming Mavliones into the plaza’s walls and ceiling.
Thud, thud.
But Mavliones flapped its wings, launching a kick that pushed Raul back.
“You wretch! Let’s take this to the end!”
Swish! Whoosh!
Behind Mavliones, hundreds of magic circles opened instantly, releasing a barrage of spells as he lunged at Raul with bared teeth.
“You think you can defeat me? This will be your grave!”
In Raul’s giant hand, a transparent sword forged from Infinite Parts appeared, and five more swords materialized over his shoulder.
A brilliant golden aura filled the plaza.
*
“It’s unbelievable. To think you actually defeated the Dark Dragon Mavliones.”
“He never ceases to exceed our expectations.”
“We can no longer deny his capabilities.”
The three sages exchanged glances, nodding, and then straightened their attire.
Simultaneously, they knelt before Raul, bowing their heads.
“Count Raul de First, we acknowledge you as the true master of the Connect system.”
“As the Controller, we ask that you guide this world towards peace and prosperity.”
“We pledge our utmost to assist the new Controller, Raul. Please accept our loyalty.”
Startled by the sudden oath of loyalty, Raul waved his hands dismissively.
“What are you doing? Esteemed individuals like yourselves suddenly doing this, it’s quite unsettling.”
However, they had no intention of changing their stance.
“Please, become the Controller and guide the chaotic Connect system.”
“We believe that you, Raul, can use the Connect system correctly.”
‘Oh dear…’
Even without their persuasion, Raul had already decided to accept the power of the Controller. Handing the Connect system over to someone else was out of the question at this point.
“Thank you. I look forward to your support. Please rise.”
As Raul accepted, they bowed their heads once more in acknowledgment and then stood respectfully before him.
A popup window appeared before Raul’s eyes.
Congratulations! Player Raul has been chosen as the Controller.
The Controller is granted control over the Connect system.
The Controller has access to restricted areas of the Connect system.
Warning: To exercise Controller privileges, the Master Key is required.
“Master Key?”
As Raul muttered, black approached and produced something from his robes.
“This is the Master Key to access the Connect system.”
“…! Is this really the Master Key?”
Raul’s surprise was warranted. What Black handed over was a ‘game cartridge’—strikingly similar to the one Bae Dohyun had found in the secret chamber where he had obtained the three divine items in his previous life.
But Black, unaware of this fact, responded calmly.
“Yes. However, there’s one thing to note: the Master Key originally came as a set of two. The system’s creator from Earth had the other one, but we haven’t been able to trace its location.”
“Two Master Keys?”
“Yes. But don’t worry. Having one Master Key is sufficient to control the system. Please follow me.”
The three sages led Raul somewhere.
They passed the secret chamber where the divine items had been stored and arrived at the room with the prototype capsule. At the room’s end were two hidden slots designed to hold something.
“Please insert the Master Key here.”
When Raul inserted the cartridge into the left slot, a rumbling sound echoed, and one side of the chamber door opened.
‘What is this place…?’
It was a completely different space from what he had seen so far. The area resembled a control room straight out of a movie, filled with various panels, magic screens, and mechanical-looking control systems.
As Raul stepped in, a voice echoed through a magical speaker.
– Welcome, new Controller. Do you wish to register as an official Controller?
It seemed to be the voice of the artificial intelligence currently managing Connect.
“Register me.”
– Please insert the cartridge into the console.
A slot opened on the console in front. Raul inserted the cartridge, and dozens of magical circles appeared, scanning his entire body.
Registering the new Controller. Please wait a moment. The magic circles began to merge into Raul’s body, engraving the system control rights within him.
Just as the registration process seemed to be proceeding smoothly, an issue arose when only a few magical circles were left.
– An undefined access key has been detected inside the Controller’s body. Analyzing.
– A higher-level authority protocol is activating. Unlocking sealed data.
– Data corruption detected. Backup data identified in the library. Do you wish to restore it?
What was happening?
A system message appeared before Raul’s eyes, asking if he wanted to proceed with the restoration.
‘Could it be…?’
Raul, curious about his sudden thought, pressed the restore button.
– Proceeding with restoration.
– Restoration is complete. Please check your inventory.
Following the artificial intelligence’s prompt, Raul opened his inventory.
“This, this is…!”
The item Raul pulled out from his inventory was none other than the game cartridge that Bae Dohyun had obtained in his previous life.
“That’s definitely the other Master Key!”
“How does Raul have it…?”
The three sages couldn’t hide their surprise, along with Raul. And finally, Raul’s last hidden trait was revealed. The status window displayed the entry 『True Successor of Connect (EX)』.
– Raul’s official registration as the Controller is complete.
– Raul’s second Master Key has been automatically registered.
– Both Master Keys have been confirmed. Controller Raul has been granted access to the ‘Core Control Room’.
– To transfer complete ownership of the Connect system, Raul will be transported to the System Core Room.
Beep.
Raul was enveloped in a magical circle and vanished from the temporary control room.
“The Core Room?”
“I heard even the Dragon Lord couldn’t enter that place.”
While Black and Gray were astonished.
‘Could it be…?’
White wore a peculiar expression. In his mind, he kept seeing the face of the creator who had crossed over from Earth.
(To be continued)
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‘Hmm. Where am I…?’
Raul found himself in what appeared to be an ordinary home, enveloped in light. The unique aspect was that it resembled an apartment from Earth, not a typical Connect dwelling.
“…Could I have arrived on Earth?”
Raul, with a curious thought, reached out for the electric rice cooker before him. But it was merely an illusion—a hologram. Not everything was fake, though.
The refrigerator, gas stove, and fan were functional items.
‘They look like ordinary items but function using magic circles?’
The items exuded an air of sophistication. Likely because they were handcrafted by an artisan, not mass-produced in a factory.
“What do you think? Do they resemble the real items?”
A small silhouette of a black-haired boy appeared before Raul.
“Who are you…?”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Jay, the artificial intelligence in charge of Connect.”
Jay’s semi-transparent form seemed like a projection from illusion magic.
“Jay?”
Raul tilted his head, then seemed to recall something and asked.
“Is the AI administrator not just one entity? I remember the system administrator that responded to the call was named D.”
A while back, after the initial connection to Earth, label had summoned a system administrator named D. Raul remembered the unfriendly administrator who responded like a macro script and extorted coins.
“Oh dear, I apologize for that incident. My younger brother’s prank was excessive. And to answer your question, yes and no. There is only one AI, but it operates with multiple personalities for efficient system management.”
Raul chuckled. While the coins were a small loss, it had allowed him to establish First Company on Earth.
“So, why was I brought here? Nothing seems particularly special.”
Although Earth-style appliances and furniture stood out, Raul couldn’t see their connection to the Core Room.
“You were brought here at the request of the Connect system’s creator and our father, Lee Changhyuk. Also, it’s to transfer complete control of the system to you.”
“Lee Changhyuk? Was he from Korea?”
“Yes, you’re well-informed. Father instructed us to bring the Controller with both Master Keys to the Core Room. This way, please….”
Jay guided Raul towards a door beyond the living room.
“This is Father’s study. We don’t know what’s inside.”
Click.
The door opened, and Raul slowly entered the room.
‘Oh my…’
The study was filled with personal touches reflecting the owner’s thoughts and feelings. The room was filled with models of Earth objects not found here, along with haphazardly scattered game cartridges that appeared to be handmade.
A chalkboard hung on one side of the room, covered in chaotic programming languages and a bold inscription: “Must return home.”
There was an inexplicable pang of sorrow in Raul’s chest. On the desk stationed at the center of the study. A book made of rough paper lay there.
‘A diary…?’
Curious, Raul opened the book and began to read its contents.
– The whole country is caught up in the excitement of the World Cup, but there’s no time for me to enjoy soccer. The release of the game I’ve been developing for years is imminent.
– This project must succeed. If not for anyone else, then for my three-year-old son, Jaehyun.
– How could this happen! Returning from an all-nighter at work in the early morning, the ground suddenly gave way, and I fell with my car into somewhere unknown. When I came to, a giant golden dragon, taller than a mountain, was before my eyes. I thought it was a ridiculous dream and fainted again.
– It took two weeks for me to accept reality. Another world! Why did this happen to me?
– I had to return at all costs. My three-year-old son, Jaehyun, had no one to care for him. His mother had died giving birth to him, and being an orphan myself, I had no family to turn to. Although I had hired a nanny, could she care for Jaehyun in my absence?
– I learned magic from the Dragon Lord and about the world called Connect from the three sages. Through the priest from the temple, I studied divine powers and divine magic.
– I received a divine revelation. In my dreams, Connect and Earth’s future unfolded like reality. Despite resenting the so-called god who brought me here, I had to make a decision. If a gate opens to Earth while it’s undefended, Earth will be annihilated in no time. And that would include my son as well….
– I got along well with Borista (the Dragon Lord). Accepting his proposal, I began creating the ‘Connect System’ that could open a passage to Earth. Although there were concerns about time distortion or phase shifts during the dimensional connection, it didn’t matter. I had to return to Earth.
Raul’s heart felt heavy.
The entries that followed were scattered, filled with the man’s despair, anticipation, resentment, and hope. And a significant part of the diary was filled with apologies to the child he had left alone on Earth.
He himself had grown up an orphan, and the guilt of turning his own child into one seemed to choke his heart. Nearing the end of the diary, Raul read on.
– I finally completed the prototype for the Connect system. What remains are the massive energy supply needed to run the system, the material procurement for avatar production, and linking to Earth!
– Dragons were truly remarkable. Borista managed to estimate Earth’s coordinates just from traces left in my body. We secured the energy needed for the system with hearts from deceased dragons. Their corpses would serve as the foundation for avatar production.
– Why! Why must it be like this!
– Everything in the world seemed so unfair. We succeeded in connecting the dimensional passage, but I couldn’t return.
– I had long known something was wrong with my body. A normal human body couldn’t just become translucent. Having crossed a dimensional passage once, my body was as fragile as a candle about to go out.
– I sought another way. I entrusted the child to White, who was heading to Earth. But a contingency plan was necessary in case he couldn’t be found.
– Borista’s end was nearing. Gratefully, he offered his final strength for me. I transferred a fragment of my soul into the second Master Key. This hastened my own end, but what did it matter?
– I designed the Master Key to look like a game cartridge because it was my son Jaehyun’s favorite thing at home. I hoped he might remember me just a little.
– With the Lord’s power and the priest’s blessing, I sent the second Master Key across dimensions. I can only hope fate will guide it to my son.
– If someone is reading this diary, it means you have obtained the second Master Key I yearned for so much.
– I implore you to find my son Jaehyun. If you meet him, please convey this:
His father never abandoned him. I’m so sorry and I love him dearly….
As Raul read the closing sentence of the diary, a magic circle engraved on the last page activated, flooding his mind with all the information Changhyuk remembered about his son.
Tears streamed unbidden from Raul’s eyes.
What did those tears signify?
*
Click.
After a long while, Raul emerged from the study.
“You’ve returned, master.”
Acknowledged now as the true master of the Connect system, Jay bowed to Raul.
“Take me to the real control room.”
“Understood.”
As the front door opened, a completely different scene came into view. An observatory deck overlooking a massive hangar, reminiscent of an airport control tower, welcomed him.
Beyond the windows, the massive body of a gold dragon was visible.
“That is the remains of the Lord Borista.”
Jay’s comment was unnecessary; Raul instantly recognized it. The various magic circles inscribed on the dragon’s body and the spears stuck into it were connected to strange machines spread across a wide plaza.
“The machines are currently inactive, but these are the avatar production devices. When Earthlings Connect through the capsules, their souls are infused into avatars produced here and transported across the continent.”
‘So, this was the source that made Connect seem like a game.’
Real bodies, not virtual ones, were being created here, filled with souls. Raul could hardly imagine how such a device could be built.
On the other side of the dragon’s remains was a structure resembling a temple, encircling something large.
‘That’s the massive magic circle that ended the ancient continental wars!’
The relic that had once blasted away Connect’s mana with divine power lay dormant here. Raul walked to the central control panel, taking in the sights.
“You’ve probably been briefed by Father, but now you must make a decision. If things remain as they are, the Connect system won’t last much longer.”
The creator Lee Changhyuk left behind not only the memory of his son but also the true purpose of the Connect system and what it could do.
The Connect system wasn’t just a system linking players of Connect and Earth. That was just its superficial function. What it truly was, was a planetary management system capable of interfering with the dimensional barriers enveloping the planet Connect.
After the ancient continental wars ended.
While the Dark Dragon Mavliones used humans to establish an empire. Lord Borista, in collaboration with the temple, worked to clean up the remnants of gates scattered across the continent.
Forbidden zones were established, and the demons’ gates were sealed. Since then, there had been ongoing attempts by the empire to break the seals and the conflict with guardians and descendants of the Lord who sought to maintain them.
However, the mana blasted away was bound to return gradually, and the Connect system was prepared as the ultimate measure in response. A control system utilizing the massive magic circle, the scattered seals across the continent, the corpses of dragons, and even divine powers was developed.
‘So it was intentional that the gates appeared primarily in the kingdom’s territory rather than the empire’s.’
This caused considerable early damage to the kingdoms, but it was a necessary decision. In the empire, adept at handling demonic energy, gate monsters could be controlled.
Empire marquises were a prime example of that. The gates were strategically placed in the kingdoms to promote the growth of players arriving from Earth.
Now, with all scenarios completed. Much of the Connect system’s energy was being used to block the gates targeting the Connect planet. But there was a limit to thwarting all invasion attempts.
The Tower of the Demon Realm was the result. As the Connect system’s defenses were breached, the suppressed energy created high-level gates. And now the Connect system awaited Raul’s decision.
“Sigh.”
Raul let out a deep sigh as a message from the Connect system appeared before him.
-The invasion energy from the dimensional gates will soon exceed Connect system’s energy.
-The stored energy is being depleted, and the system will eventually cease to operate.
-A decision must be made by the Controller before the energy reserves are exhausted.
-Two options are proposed.
-Firstly.
Use all energy to sever Connect from all dimensions. In this scenario, no more gates will form, and the Connect planet will exist entirely on its own.
The mana quantity will remain unchanged, unaffected by external forces, and the inhabitants of Connect may enjoy lasting peace.
-Secondly.
Do not resist the natural flow and accept the dimensional energy. In this case, gates will form more actively than ever before.
However, the stored energy and dimensional energy will be utilized to create a buffer barrier around Connect planet. The barrier will act as a safeguard, restricting the power and activities of those crossing through the dimensional gates.
However, please note.
In this case, the energy from dimensions that have not yet been contacted may also flow in.
-What will be your choice, controller?
Raul closed his eyes, reflecting on everything that had happened.
The life of Bae Dohyun in his previous incarnation.
The life of Raul in this one.
The countless relationships he had formed and the people he needed to protect in the future. And the pull of destiny that had led him to this moment. Deciding, Raul opened his eyes, a firm resolve glimmering in his golden irises.
“My choice is….”
*
“A magic transmission has arrived from the U. S. branch.”
The bustling situation room fell silent.
A man, who was monitoring a world map marked with various symbols, turned to the communication officer. Though his face was weary, his eyes remained sharp—it was Ilwoo.
“Report.”
“Yes, sir. The liberation operation attempted in Los Angeles at 00:00 on the 17th… failed. During the operation, a newly emerged A-rank gate….”
Ilwoo shut his eyes tightly.
‘Even there….’
The room was engulfed in a somber mood upon receiving the bad news. The world map dominating the front of the room was mostly covered in red, indicating monster-controlled territories.
It had been three years since the connection with Connect had been severed. Humanity was still struggling. Though they had prepared, the sudden disappearance of most national leaders led to unavoidable chaos.
Moreover, as the mana levels increased, human technology reliant on electricity was gradually becoming obsolete. One silver lining was that rapid plant growth prevented food shortages.
‘The reduced population likely plays a role as well.’
Traditional technology was being replaced by new magical methods. While still in its early stages, generators utilizing mana stones had been developed.
However, the speed at which gates appeared and the rate of encroachment far outpaced humanity’s adaptation.
The zones fortified by First Company’s shelters and their ‘Gate Formation Prevention Stones’ were the only places still somewhat safely under human control.
Despite their attempts to counterattack, failures were mounting.
‘At this rate, we’re in danger. Unless something significant changes, eventually….’
Ilwoo shook his head, trying to dismiss the negative thoughts lingering in his mind. He was the leader of the Awakener organization, Guardians, and a role model for all Awakeners.
He couldn’t afford to show disappointment or despair.
Clap, clap.
“Well, everyone, it’s too early to be disheartened! With the intel gathered this time, we can definitely try again and succeed…. Huh?”
For some reason, Ilwoo stopped mid-sentence while trying to encourage his team. His eyes had landed on someone who shouldn’t be there, causing them to widen in disbelief.
“How have you been managing? Still working hard, I see.”
“H-how are you here…?”
As the smiling figure’s hand touched Ilwoo’s shoulder.
– It’s good to see you again, Player Kim Ilwoo.
– The Connect system has been updated. Would you like to reconnect?
– END –
<Postscript>
The first serialization began on May 22 of last year.
Somehow, I ended up concluding this work exactly one year to the day.
Thanks to the support, encouragement, and advice from my readers, I was able to reach the destination of completion safely.
There are many regrets and stories left untold, but I want to leave the remaining parts to your imagination.
I’ll take a break and plan a better work to greet you all again in the future.
Heartfelt thanks to all the readers who journeyed with me, and I hope only the brightest paths unfold ahead for you all.
$공$금$
TL’s Corner:
This chapter marks the end of The Count’s Youngest Son is a Player.
I feel a bit bittersweet about this.
The novel ended in a high note in my opinion. The author left the ending open-ended, which I don’t dislike.
I liked the ending very much, with Raul traveling to Earth.
This novel would be the first novel I have completed.
Thank you readers for your support!!!
Special thanks to FenrirTL for believing in me and allowing me to post this novel on his website.
And to Rik, who is helping me edit and fix the inconsistencies in my translation.
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