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      “Are you leaving now?”
    

    

    
      At the words of my subordinate, who looked at me with a bitter expression, I let out a small chuckle and nodded.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I’ve achieved what I aimed for in the Alliance.”
    

    

    
      “You don’t necessarily have to return all the way to your hometown, do you? Even within the Alliance, your position as Captain is...”
    

    

    
      “No, I’ve grown sick and tired of it.”
    

    

    
      I had done a lot.
    

    

    
      I left the clan that never recognized my talent, joined the Murim Alliance, and through the martial arts I had created on my own, I rose to the rank of Captain. Twelve years had passed since I joined the Alliance.
    

    

    
      It was about time I made the decision to retire for the sake of my next dream.
    

    

    
      “I’ll miss you, Captain.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I’ll miss you too. There aren’t many who understand what I’m saying as well as you do.”
    

    

    
      With a faint smile, I lightly tapped the slender shoulder of my vice-captain before turning away. Then, from behind me, Vice-Captain Moyong Hyeyeon called out.
    

    

    
      “Captain.”
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      “I… I mean, would it be all right if I came to find you after I retire from the Alliance as well?”
    

    

    
      “Retire, huh. What about your clan?”
    

    

    
      “If I go back, I might be poisoned to death. I’m a forsaken child just like you, Captain.”
    

    

    
      “I suppose that’s true.”
    

    

    
      Was Moyong Hyeyeon twenty-seven years old now?
    

    

    
      After a brief calculation, I chuckled and brushed away the idle thought.
    

    

    
      “If you really end up retiring and have nothing else to do, come find me. I’ll at least get you a job.”
    

    

    
      “Where… where should I go to find you?”
    

    

    
      “Hualong County, Hubei Province.”
    

    

    
      That was my mother’s hometown. And the place where I would begin my second dream.
    

    

    
      “Hualong County, Hubei Province… Understood.”
    

    

    
      “But don’t be in too much of a hurry to retire. I’ll need some time to settle down myself.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir. Please take care and travel safely.”
    

    

    
      Leaving behind Moyong Hyeyeon, who bid me farewell in her typically blunt manner, I slowly walked toward the main gate of the Murim Alliance. At that moment, the realization struck me.
    

    

    
      The 13th year of the Gangryeong Era.
    

    

    
      This year marked the end of my time in the Murim Alliance, and the beginning of a new path for me.
    

    

    
      The path of a ‘Sect Leader’.
    

    

    
      ---
    

    

    
      It had been fifteen days since I departed from the Murim Alliance located in Hebei.
    

    

    
      Upon entering Hualong County, I took a deep breath.
    

    

    
      “Great land, great air!”
    

    

    
      Hualong County.
    

    

    
      I had heard much about it when my mother was alive. She used to say it was a place of kind people and beautiful scenery.
    

    

    
      To the southeast lay Dongting Lake, and to the north flowed the Yangtze River, making it a hub of logistics and trade. The land was fertile and prosperous in agriculture as well. At this point, it would be natural for unorthodox sects to be vying for influence here.
    

    

    
      “The real unorthodox factions are all gathered around Dongting Lake anyway.”
    

    

    
      The waterways of the Yangtze River were firmly under the control of the Eighteen Strongholds of the Yangtze, while the major unorthodox sects struggled fiercely for dominance near Dongting Lake. There were small sects here too, of course, but they were minor in scale, suppressed under the influence of those great powers.
    

    

    
      There couldn’t have been better conditions for establishing a new sect.
    

    

    
      “Hehehe. I’ve saved up my salary for twelve whole years.”
    

    

    
      I grinned slyly as I patted the money pouch jingling at my waist. I had suffered so much just to save up this money.
    

    

    
      When the squad members went out drinking at taverns after missions, I stayed behind and ate the free meals provided for lower-ranked martial artists at the Alliance cafeteria. As for those expensive brothels—well, I had never even gone near one.
    

    

    
      When we were sent on a mission to the capital, Beijing, I ate plain noodles every day. Moyong Hyeyeon sighed at the sight and even treated me to roast duck with her own money. That was how long I had been waiting for this day.
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      At my waist now were none other than one gold ingot and five silver ingots!
    

    

    
      “With this money, I’ll buy a manor, hire attendants and maids, and found my own sect.”
    

    

    
      Of course, I couldn’t teach the martial arts I learned from my clan, but I had already accounted for that when planning to create a new sect. Naturally, I had also devised several martial arts techniques of my own.
    

    

    
      Here in Hualong County, I would establish a sect and become the founder of a great sect!
    

    

    
      “Hehehe. Hahahaha!”
    

    

    
      Laughing grandly, I strode forward with pride.
    

    

    
      Wait for me, Hualong County. I’m coming!
    

    

    
      ---
    

    

    
      One shichen later.
    

    

    
      “…What did you say?”
    

    

    
      “I said, you can’t buy it.”
    

    

    
      I gaped at the merchant, who shook his head with an expression of pity.
    

    

    
      “Why—why can’t I buy it?”
    

    

    
      “The housing prices here aren’t just high—they’re outrageous. With the money you have, respected Martial Artist, you couldn’t even buy land to build a manor, let alone hire attendants or maids.”
    

    

    
      “…Truly?”
    

    

    
      “Why would I lie about something like this? I need to sell to make a living too.”
    

    

    
      The neatly dressed merchant picked up and set down his brush as he spoke, and I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      So, what he meant was—
    

    

    
      “You’re saying I can’t even buy a single manor with the money I’ve saved over twelve years? Seriously?”
    

    

    
      “That would be correct. Yes, that’s right.”
    

    

    
      “What the hell…”
    

    

    
      I shook my head, trying to steady my fading mind. Come to think of it, he wasn’t wrong.
    

    

    
      I had lived frugally all these years. Because I lived so modestly, I had no idea about the prices of luxuries or real estate.
    

    

    
      I had looked into the housing prices around the Murim Alliance before, but that was in Hebei—one of the most prosperous regions in the Central Plains. I had heard that land prices could vary dozens or even hundreds of times depending on the area, so I assumed this place would be far cheaper.
    

    

    
      ‘But to think I can’t even afford a plot of land!’
    

    

    
      “Isn’t there… a slightly smaller manor available?”
    

    

    
      “There are plenty of listings, but with your salary, respected Martial Artist… at best, you’d be able to afford something about this small.”
    

    

    
      I let out a hollow laugh after glancing over several of the estates the merchant showed me. Each one was so small that calling it a manor felt embarrassing.
    

    

    
      Of course, they might look better in person. These were only drawings on a map, after all. Still, if I were to use one of these as a martial arts academy…
    

    

    
      At best, it would house a small sect with barely ten disciples. And even then, the facilities would be subpar.
    

    

    
      “Are these truly all you have? If there’s a better property, please, give me a hint. Once I establish my sect, I’ll make sure to reward you handsomely.”
    

    

    
      At my earnest plea, the merchant scratched the side of his head awkwardly and clicked his tongue.
    

    

    
      “I’d like nothing more than to build a connection with a Murim Alliance artist, but what can’t be done simply can’t be done. Even if I remove my commission entirely, there’s still no manor within your price range.”
    

    

    
      “…Truly nothing? Not a single one?”
    

    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    

    
      The merchant studied my desperate face, then let out a small sigh before speaking carefully.
    

    

    
      “To be honest, there is a property you could afford. This one here…”
    

    

    
      “This—this manor, you mean?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      I blinked at the spot on the map where the merchant pointed. According to the drawing, it was far larger than anything else I had seen.
    

    

    
      “You’re saying I could actually afford this one?”
    

    

    
      It looked even larger than the first manor I had viewed.
    

    

    
      The merchant hesitated for a moment, then lowered his voice.
    

    

    
      “You could buy it. In fact, you’d even have money left over. But… that one’s a troublesome property.”
    

    

    
      “Troublesome? What, did someone commit suicide there?”
    

    

    
      “All the previous owners died. Every last one of them, without any sign of injury—their hearts simply stopped.”
    

    

    
      “…What?”
    

    

    
      No one killed them, but they all died of heart failure?
    

    

    
      “I heard they all died on the first night after moving in. Rumors say the place is haunted.”
    

    

    
      “Did anyone try hiring an exorcist?”
    

    

    
      “If you see it, you’ll understand—the manor itself is magnificent. Because it’s such a fine estate, they tried everything to sell it. They hired guards, brought in exorcists… even those famous Taoists from the Mount Mo Sect came. But they said there was no ghostly energy present and left, saying they couldn’t understand the cause. So what else can anyone do?”
    

    

    
      I pondered his words for a moment, then looked down at the map again.
    

    

    
      A manor. A real manor.
    

    

    
      “…How much?”
    

    

    
      “You’re really going to buy it? As a merchant, I shouldn’t say this, but… it would be wiser not to. No matter how cheap it is, your life is still precious, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine, just tell me the price.”
    

    

    
      “Well, if you insist on buying a property with problems… the price is five silver ingots. But please, at least look around before deciding. It’s not too far from here.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, the merchant stood up and left the trading company building. Watching him go, I followed behind, lost in thought.
    

    

    
      ‘If I can buy such a large manor for just five silver ingots, that’s practically a fortune in profit.’
    

    

    
      Ten silver ingots equaled one gold ingot. And even a single silver ingot was enough to feed an ordinary family for about five years. Yet I’d still have ten silver ingots left over?
    

    

    
      ‘That means I could use the remaining silver to properly establish the foundation of my sect!’
    

    

    
      Of course, it was risky. For such a grand manor to become a “troubled property,” they must have tried countless ways to restore it.
    

    

    
      But I wasn’t worried. Because—
    

    

    
      ‘I don’t see any red energy.’
    

    

    
      Yes.
    

    

    
      I had an abnormally sharp sense for these things.
    

    

    
      ‘Every time before a disaster struck, I always saw red energy around something related to it.’
    

    

    
      Five years ago in Jinan, Shandong, when the tomb of the Sword Demon, sealed for two hundred years, was discovered, the Murim Alliance’s upper ranks ordered me to dispatch my unit, the Azure Sky Division. It was the first time I had ever disobeyed an order. The reason? A faint red energy—Crimson Qi—had been flowing across the face of the superior who issued the command.
    

    

    
      I had disobeyed orders based solely on a hunch. Naturally, I was demoted from Captain of the Azure Sky Division to a common soldier, and my salary was cut as well. But the result?
    

    

    
      ‘It turned out to be a Blood Cult trap.’
    

    

    
      Fifteen hundred martial artists from the Murim Alliance, the Orthodox Coalition, and the Demonic Cult were buried alive beneath the earth. And after that disaster, I regained my position as Captain with the full support of my subordinates.
    

    

    
      That wasn’t the only time. Ten years ago, twelve years ago, even twenty years ago—whenever my life was in danger, I always saw that red energy beforehand.
    

    

    
      That was why I could feel at ease now. At the very least, there was no Crimson Qi flowing from this merchant’s face.
    

    

    
      ‘I should be fine.’
    

    

    
      There was no solid basis for that judgment. But still, wasn’t it worth the risk?
    

    

    
      It was practically being handed to me for free!
    

    

    
      “This is the place.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    

    
      At the merchant’s words, I snapped out of my thoughts and stopped walking. Before me stood an enormous manor—its grand figure slightly worn and aged from lack of maintenance.
    

    

    
      “It’s huge. Hasn’t anyone been maintaining it?”
    

    

    
      “Since people call it a haunted manor, no one will manage it even for extra pay. If someone were to live here, it might improve a little, but everyone who’s bought it so far has ended up dead…”
    

    

    
      “That makes sense.”
    

    

    
      As I stepped inside and began inspecting the manor, the merchant followed behind me, speaking slowly as he explained.
    

    

    
      “There are forty-five rooms in total, including the main and detached buildings. There are five training grounds altogether—four small ones and one large. You can divide their use as you see fit.”
    

    

    
      “What kind of sect originally owned this place? Having five training grounds isn’t common.”
    

    

    
      “That I don’t know. This manor is extremely old… But if you’re establishing a new sect, a bit of renovation should make it quite suitable.”
    

    

    
      I nodded as I walked around with the merchant. Indeed, it looked promising.
    

    

    
      Forty-five rooms, five training grounds, and separate buildings for the kitchen and dining hall.
    

    

    
      Compared to the manors of medium-sized sects, this one lacked nothing. To buy a property of this size for such a price—it was an incredible deal.
    

    

    
      “There’s no need to think further. I’ll take it.”
    

    

    
      “Truly? Still…”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. If I die, your company can reclaim the manor.”
    

    

    
      At my bold declaration, the merchant hesitated briefly, then sighed deeply and pulled out a bamboo deed from his robe.
    

    

    
      “This is the title deed for the manor. The price is five silver ingots, but…”
    

    

    
      “But?”
    

    

    
      “Since it’s an accident property, I’ll give you a discount—take it as a wish for your survival. Four silver ingots will do.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? Really?”
    

    

    
      “No matter how you look at it, a person’s life is worth more than money, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      “You’re a generous man. What’s your name? If I survive, I’ll make sure to trade exclusively with your company.”
    

    

    
      “I’m Iryang of the Haun Trading Company.”
    

    

    
      “I’m Baekli Woon. Let’s get along well.”
    

    

    
      With a grin, I handed over four silver ingots and completed the transaction. Merchant Iryang passed me the bamboo deed. And at that very moment—
    

    

    
      [Transfer of the Property Deed confirmed.]
    

    

    
      [Residency purpose verified.]
    

    

    
      [Suitability Assessment initiated.]
    

    

    
      [Assessment period: one day.]
    

    

    
      A faintly transparent message appeared before my eyes, and I blinked in confusion.
    

    

    
      “What in the world is this?”
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      As he spoke while staring at the letters that suddenly appeared before his eyes, Iryang asked.
    

    

    
      “What do you see, sir?”
    

    

    
      “……You can see this too?”
    

    

    
      “How could that be possible?”
    

    

    
      Iryang shook his head with a small sigh and continued.
    

    

    
      “I only guessed as much because everyone who purchased this manor before you showed the same reaction. Even when I hold the deed myself, I don’t see anything at all. It’s strange, really.”
    

    

    
      So that was it.
    

    

    
      Nodding slightly as the situation became somewhat clear, he thought to himself. It wasn’t as if such things had never happened before.
    

    

    
      He had never heard of cases where words literally appeared in midair to announce the choosing of a master, but in the Martial World, there were plenty of swords or demonic blades that selected their own owners.
    

    

    
      Even the ‘Heartless’ sword that the Sword King of the Namgung Clan wielded was said to be a sword capable of cutting through iron like tofu when handled by its master, yet unable to cut through even bean curd when touched by another.
    

    

    
      And the ‘Black Moon’ of the Heavenly Demon was rumored to immediately drive anyone who wasn’t the Heavenly Demon himself into energy deviation upon contact.
    

    

    
      “Hm. Seems this manor is quite special.”
    

    

    
      “No matter how special a manor may be, how special could it really be? At most, it might recognize its master and open or close its doors on its own.”
    

    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    

    
      “In any case, my part ends here. If you’re still alive three days from now, please come find me then. Should you need any goods or manpower, I’ll arrange it for you at a reasonable price.”
    

    

    
      “Understood. I’ll do that.”
    

    

    
      “Then, I’ll take my leave.”
    

    

    
      Bowing his head, Iryang walked away until he disappeared from sight. He gazed quietly after him before slowly turning toward the manor he had purchased.
    

    

    
      “So, you’re saying you choose your own master, huh?”
    

    

    
      He had wondered why no sense of danger or ominous warning had surfaced, but it seemed the answer had revealed itself. If the manor chose its master, that meant once acknowledged, there was no danger to be found at all.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know what I have to do to be recognized, but… let’s get along for now, friend.”
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      As he finished speaking and brushed his hand across the door, it creaked open, releasing a thick cloud of dust.
    

    

    
      ……Looks like cleaning will have to come first.
    

    

    
      *         *         *
    

    

    
      A short while later.
    

    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    

    
      Wiping the small beads of sweat from his forehead, he looked around with a satisfied smile.
    

    

    
      “It’s finally a bit tidier now.”
    

    

    
      Three hours.
    

    

    
      He had spent three full hours cleaning the manor.
    

    

    
      No wonder layers of dust had piled up everywhere — the place had been uninhabited for so long.
    

    

    
      Since the manor was quite vast, he hadn’t managed to clean every annex, but the main building was now spotless. Fortunately, there wasn’t much to clean since no furniture had been moved in yet.
    

    

    
      “All that’s left is maintaining the garden and the training yard.”
    

    

    
      From what he saw, weeds had sprouted between the cracks of the stones in the training yard. He figured that trimming or pulling them out and rearranging some stones would be enough to finish the job.
    

    

    
      Well, that could wait until tomorrow.
    

    

    
      [The manor’s cleanliness level has reached Grade 7!]
    

    
      [This grade will be reflected in the evaluation results.]
    

    

    
      He stroked his chin as he read the letters that appeared before his eyes. So, the cleaning he had done would be factored into the evaluation results.
    

    

    
      “What exactly is this evaluation supposed to judge, anyway?”
    

    

    
      He understood that it was an evaluation to determine the manor’s rightful master. But to say that cleaning raised the manor’s level and that this would influence the evaluation—it was rather odd.
    

    

    
      Normally, when someone was evaluated, it was their abilities or character being judged. So perhaps this was part of an assessment of his character.
    

    

    
      “A way to raise other grades, then.”
    

    

    
      He folded his arms and let out a quiet hum. Everything would depend on how this so-called evaluation system worked.
    

    

    
      He recalled the time when he had served as the Captain of the Azure Sky Division. He once drank with a personnel officer from the Martial Alliance and talked about their evaluation standards. According to that man, there were four categories in the Martial Alliance’s personnel assessments:
    

    

    
      “Character, Martial Power, Intelligence, and Background.”
    

    

    
      Of course, a manor wouldn’t care about one’s background. Excluding that, three categories remained.
    

    

    
      “Character, Martial Power, and Intelligence……”
    

    

    
      While it made sense that cleaning and personal discipline might reflect character, he had no clue how the other two would be evaluated. If the evaluation took place over several days or even weeks, he could understand—but this one was set to last only a day.
    

    

    
      “There’s only one way to finish an evaluation within a single day.”
    

    

    
      A test.
    

    

    
      From what he could guess, tonight, some kind of test would come to him. And if he failed to overcome it, he would die on the spot. If he succeeded, he would be acknowledged as the rightful master of the manor.
    

    

    
      “A trial that tests both martial strength and intelligence, yet appears to others as if no test took place at all……”
    

    

    
      He chuckled quietly at the thought. He was beginning to get a vague idea of what was coming.
    

    

    
      The answer was clear. All that was left now was to wait.
    

    

    
      “Better fill my stomach first.”
    

    

    
      There was nothing more exhausting than trying to think on an empty stomach.
    

    

    
      He rose from his seat and started walking toward the market district.
    

    

    
      *         *         *
    

    

    
      Time passed, and soon it was midnight (between 11 PM and 1 AM).
    

    

    
      [The manor’s cleanliness level has dropped to Grade 6!]
    

    
      [This grade will be reflected in the evaluation results.]
    

    

    
      Wiping away the sweat trickling down his forehead, he glanced up at the moon, shining brightly in the sky, and read the glowing letters that had appeared once again.
    

    

    
      “The cleaning is done roughly at least?”
    

    

    
      After eating, he had devoted himself to raising the manor’s cleanliness level. For a full four hours.
    

    

    
      It was only natural. If he wanted the evaluation to go even a little in his favor, he had to steadily take care of what was already known. Tackle whatever was immediately in front of him, one thing at a time. That attitude had to come first when resolving any task.
    

    

    
      “In the end, at least it rose one grade — lucky.”
    

    

    
      Had all that effort failed to raise even a single grade, it would have felt hollow. But the grade had risen, and only one thing remained.
    

    

    
      “Now it’s time for the trial, isn’t it.”
    

    

    
      He tossed the rag, blackened beyond recognition from wiping away accumulated dust, into a wooden basin and crawled inside to pull out the bedding and lie down. Then time began to pass slowly.
    

    

    
      “…….”
    

    

    
      As expected, a trial would come soon. If he failed to achieve a passing score on that trial, his heart would stop at once. So he had to steel his resolve now.
    

    

    
      “Someone once said even if you fell into a tiger’s den you could survive as long as you kept your wits about you.”
    

    

    
      There was no such thing.
    

    

    
      A normal person bitten in a tiger’s den would already be dead at the moment of the bite. Animals like cats and tigers always aimed for the prey’s throat. To survive being taken to a tiger’s den as an ordinary person, there was only one method.
    

    

    
      He had to prepare something to cover his throat before being thrown into the tiger’s den.
    

    

    
      “Come.”
    

    

    
      He pulled the blanket up to his chin and slowly closed his eyes to calm his spirit, recalling the meditation method he had learned from a Taoist of the Qingcheng Sect.
    

    

    
      And after a moment had passed.
    

    

    
      ‘It has begun.’
    

    

    
      He felt a prickling electric sensation across his eyelids, and for an instant his vision had turned pure white.
    

    

    
      The next moment he stood in a space paved with white marble.
    

    

    
      [Suitability assessment has begun.]
    

    

    
      “Here is…….”
    

    

    
      He looked around and let out a quiet hum. It was an alien place he had never seen in his life.
    

    

    
      An endless field of pure white with his own figure standing at its center.
    

    

    
      His clothes and his sword were different from what he had been wearing. If he had to compare, they resembled what he had worn back when he was Captain of the Azure Sky Division.
    

    

    
      “I had guessed I would suddenly die of a stopped heart.”
    

    

    
      So the trial was truly conducted in a dream.
    

    

    
      [Preliminary tasks were being reviewed.]
    

    

    
      [Manor cleanliness: Grade 6 (somewhat unclean)]
    

    

    
      [Assessor’s fame: Grade 3 (those who handled information had likely heard the name at least once)]
    

    

    
      [Assessor’s character appraisal: Grade 2 (an enemy would want to tear apart, a superior could trust with one’s life, competent but troublesome subordinate)]
    

    

    
      [Overall evaluation: Grade 4 (quite outstanding)]
    

    

    
      “Ooh.”
    

    

    
      As the strings of text rapidly appeared before his eyes, he let out a satisfied smile and stroked his chin.
    

    

    
      “Cleanliness aside… Fame at Grade 3? And Evaluation at Grade 2, huh.”
    

    

    
      He could roughly guess why his fame had risen. After all, he had often butted heads with the upper ranks.
    

    

    
      There were probably quite a few people who felt relieved the day he announced his retirement.
    

    

    
      Even so, having a personal evaluation as high as Grade 2 was unexpected. Perhaps the opinions of the Azure Sky Division members had carried a lot of weight.
    

    

    
      “They just keep coming.”
    

    

    
      He cleared away his idle thoughts and focused once again on the glowing letters before him. The sentences gradually solidified in his vision.
    

    

    
      [Assessor confirmed as a Martial Artist.]
    

    

    
      [Assessor’s goal confirmed as Establishing a Sect.]
    

    

    
      [Overall evaluation confirmed at Grade 4. Highest rating among all previous assessors. Adjusting trial difficulty……]
    

    

    
      “Adjusting difficulty? Does that mean it gets easier depending on the evaluation?”
    

    

    
      He grinned as he looked at the letters.
    

    

    
      If his overall evaluation was the highest among all past assessors, that meant there wasn’t much left to test.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the trial’s difficulty should decrease accordingly. At least, that was what he genuinely believed.
    

    

    
      [Difficulty adjustment complete.]
    

    

    
      [Increasing trial difficulty by three levels above standard. Rewards will be adjusted accordingly.]
    

    

    
      [Difficulty: Supreme]
    

    

    
      [Trial begins.]
    

    

    
      [Trial Field: Hall of Martial Power.]
    

    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    

    
      The next moment, his vision was flooded with crimson banners.
    

    

    
      In reflex, he threw himself to the side and rolled.
    

    

    
      Pipipipipipiping—!!!!!
    

    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    

    
      Something shot through the air at a speed beyond perception, piercing straight through the spot he had just been standing.
    

    

    
      Several even tore through the hem of his robe as they passed.
    

    

    
      He was certain.
    

    

    
      The sound and the impact came almost simultaneously. If not for his instinctive reaction—his sense—he would have already become a body full of holes, with air whistling through it.
    

    

    
      Ziiing—!
    

    

    
      As his senses screamed another warning, he widened his eyes.
    

    

    
      The red banners around him quivered, enclosing his position.
    

    

    
      From that angle—
    

    

    
      ‘Above!’
    

    

    
      Kwuaddddduk—!!!
    

    

    
      The instant he moved aside, something struck down at blinding speed, drilling countless holes where he had just been.
    

    

    
      It moved too fast for his eyes to track clearly.
    

    

    
      But he had roughly gauged the speed now. Perhaps it was his instinct again, but he could more or less sense where the next strike would come from.
    

    

    
      That left only one option.
    

    

    
      “So, you want to test me, huh?”
    

    

    
      Fine. He’d take every bit of it head-on.
    

    

    
      He would prove that the position of Captain of the Azure Sky Division in the Martial Alliance was not one that just anyone could hold.
    

    

    
      Shraaa—!
    

    

    
      The sword energy bursting from his blade painted the surroundings in a deep blue hue as he tightened his grip on the hilt.
    

    

    
      No matter how fast the attack, if he could watch it once or twice and grasp its trajectory, he could parry it.
    

    
      He didn’t know how long this trial would last, but it couldn’t go on forever.
    

    

    
      “Come!”
    

    

    
      The moment he shouted, a crimson streak flashed before him, and he swung his sword.
    

    

    
      Tadadadadang—!!!!!
    

    

    
      After six rapid clashes—six bursts of impact and six slashes—
    

    

    
      He saw—
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Six holes cleanly pierced through his blade.
    

    

    
      “Well, that’s just great.”
    

    

    
      Pababababat—!!!
    

    

    
      He hastily rolled across the floor.
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