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    A high, wide hill.

    Once, it had been covered in lush green grass. Now, it was buried under heaps of corpses and twisted metal.

    The aftermath of a great battle not long ago.

    And after a battle like this, there were always those who appeared without fail.

    “Ugh, I thought there’d be a jackpot, but this place is completely picked clean.”
 “Maybe someone else already looted it?”
 “Doesn’t look like it. No signs of that.”

    Scavengers.

    Originally, the word meant animals like crows, hyenas, or maggots—nature’s corpse-cleaners.
 These days, though, it was more often used for people who prowled battlefields looking for anything they could sell.

    The people combing over this hill were exactly that kind.

    Although, there was one among them looking for something entirely different.
 A young boy named Isaac.

    “Tsk.”

    Isaac clicked his tongue as he scoured the wreckage of a completely ruined Gigant.

    “This one’s wrecked. And this one too.”

    Gigants could fetch a high price—far more than most valuables, in fact.

    But experienced scavengers didn’t care much for them. Hardly any usable parts were ever left intact.
 Anything worth salvaging would have been stripped clean immediately after the battle, leaving only shattered junk behind.

    Unless the site was close to a city, hauling that scrap anywhere worth selling would cost more than it was worth.
 And if it was close to a city, merchants or nobles would have already cleaned it out.

    Isaac knew all that.

    But he still examined only the Gigants for a simple reason—he wasn’t in it for the money.

    As he rummaged through one of the wrecks, his eyes lit up.

    “Oh! Jackpot!”

    He held up a short, coffin-like cylinder.

    “What is it?”
 “Hey, what’d you find?”

    The other scavengers rushed over at the sound of his voice—only to deflate in disappointment.

    “What the hell? Another useless part?”
 “I thought you’d found a jewel or something.”
 “Don’t fall for it. This kid only ever digs up weird crap like that.”

    Isaac clicked his tongue again.

    “You don’t get it. This is a left-shoulder drive joint connector. Without this, the arm’s range of motion drops by half.”

    One scavenger perked up.

    “Oh? So it’s worth money?”
 “Money? Eh… probably not on its own. Any half-decent workshop can make one.”

    The man’s eager expression fell flat.

    “So it is junk.”
 “Junk? This thing’s hard to get for people like us!”
 “Yeah, yeah. Keep all you want.”
 “Don’t take him too seriously. He’s just a Gigant nut.”

    They grumbled off in search of more valuable loot.
 Isaac just hummed a tune, pleased—this was exactly the part he’d come here for.

    By the time they were ready to leave, he’d gathered a few more useful components.

    “Alright, time to head back.”
 “Yeah. This place is a bust.”

    They started packing up, wanting to be gone before it got too late.

    Scavengers usually traveled in groups of at least three or four for safety, and most carried weapons—enough to be mistaken for mercenaries at a glance.
 The wilds outside the city were dangerous.

    “Isaac! You ready yet?”
 “Just a sec!”

    He slipped the parts into his pack, then pulled something out and strapped it onto his arm.

    It looked vaguely like armor, covering his right shoulder down to his hand, studded with strange, unfamiliar components.

    
      Clack.
    

    Once it was locked in place, he slung his pack over his shoulders.

    “All set. Let’s go.”
 “Good. We need to hit the village before sundown.”
 “Right.”

    As they walked, the same scavengers who’d been calling him a weirdo earlier now clustered around him.

    “Keep us safe on the way back, alright?”
 “We’re counting on you.”
 “Yeah, yeah. I know.”

    He’d gotten used to the change in attitude.

    They set off toward the nearest village.

    “I heard there was a battle near Plushi recently.”
 “That was ages ago. Bet it’s been stripped clean.”
 “True, it’s been weeks. What about Resena? I heard a few Knights headed that way.”
 “Really? We should ask around once we get to the city.”

    Scavenger chatter was always about where battles had happened or might happen next—exactly the kind of intel Isaac wanted.

    “Isaac, what about you? If there’s a fight in Resena, you in?”
 “Mm… nah.”
 “Wow, you’re passing? The guy who loses his mind at the word ‘Gigant Knight’?”

    “I’ve just about hit my quota. Gonna take a break from scavenging for a while.”
 “Shame. There’s no one like you.”
 “You mean no one this cheap to hire, right?”
 “Exactly. Mercs cost a fortune, and you never know when they’ll turn on you.”

    They laughed. Isaac’s pay was about half a mercenary’s rate, and in exchange, he got free intel and a shot at parts he needed.
 It was a win-win for him.

    He didn’t pay much attention to the rest of their banter—his mind was already on the parts he’d found.

    
      With these, I should be able to finish the repairs.
    

    Luck had been on his side today.

    
      If I can just make it back in one piece, I’m golden.
    

    The area wasn’t especially dangerous, but there was no reason to let his guard down.
 By now, even the scavengers had gone quiet.

    About three hours later, with the sun sinking low—

    “Almost there.”
 “Yeah. First thing I’m doing is eating.”

    They were relaxing now. Which was when problems usually started.

    
      Rustle.
    

    Something brushed past Isaac’s ear.

    A sharp prick on the back of his left hand.

    He stopped dead, raising his hand. The scavengers froze with him.

    No one asked stupid questions. They just drew their swords and scanned the surroundings.

    Isaac pointed.

    “There. Machine beast.”

    Faces went rigid. And then—

    
      FWIP!
    

    Something burst from the tall grass.

    A wolf.

    Its entire body was plated in silver metal, crimson eyes glowing.

    “Damn! A Silverfang!”
 “Don’t run! Distract it! We’ll buy time!”

    Isaac watched it charge. The metal along its body rippled like water—dangerous, but hauntingly beautiful.

    Once, that beauty might have distracted him. Not anymore.

    
      Clack.
    

    He clenched his fist. The armored glove from shoulder to hand whirred to life.

    “Uwaaah!”
 “F-faster!”

    The scavengers risked their lives to pull the beast’s attention, dancing on the razor’s edge between life and death—until one of them tripped on a rock.

    
      CRUNCH!
    

    The Silverfang’s jaws obliterated his skull.

    
      Hiss.
    

    Smoke hissed from Isaac’s glove. Ready.

    “Ready!”

    The scavengers immediately fell back behind him.

    The Silverfang abandoned its kill and barreled straight for Isaac.

    Instead of dodging, Isaac charged it.

    Anyone watching would have thought him insane—an undersized boy rushing a mechanical predator twice his size.

    
      Vrrrm!
    

    But Isaac wasn’t reckless—he trusted the power of his own creation.

    
      Clack, hiss!
    

    At the last moment, he swung his right arm.

    
      BOOM!
    

    The sound was like a bomb going off.

    Rolling to his feet, Isaac looked up—

    —to see the Silverfang’s skull caved in.

    
      Thud.
    

    It collapsed, shuddered once, and went still.

    The scavengers stared, then erupted into cheers.

    “You did it!”
 “One hit! One damn hit!”
 “Don’t shake me, I’m dying here…”

    The partial power glove, even with shock absorbers, was brutal on the body. After a strike like that, there was no avoiding the backlash.

    Still, they were grinning.

    “Hey, bonus payday.”
 “No kidding. Thought we were dead for sure. Isaac, you’ll give us a cut for hauling, right?”
 “Sure. Same as always—thirty percent.”
 “Deal!”
 “And save me the fangs. Deduct them from my share.”
 “Got it.”

    They set to work dismantling the carcass right there, still smiling despite the close call.

    They buried their dead afterward, without ceremony. Death was routine in this line of work.

    Isaac didn’t look. He’d seen it too many times.

    He rubbed his neck, then glanced at the tattoo on the back of his left hand—shaped like a flame, a little darker than before.

    
      So it bought me a little more time.
    

    The others could celebrate surviving. He couldn’t.

    He was living on borrowed time—three years, at best. Hunting machine beasts could push the deadline back a bit, but not forever.

    This was the price of his cursed talent—the heavenly punishment branded into him.

    It caused no pain, no symptoms… until the day came when the mark would ignite and burn him alive.

    He knew this because—

    
      Damn game.
    

    This world had once been nothing more than a game.
 And “Isaac” was just the name of his character.

    He was a transmigrator.

    Inside the city gates, a familiar group laughed and chatted.

    “Good work, everyone!”
 “Let’s eat till we drop tonight! Isaac, you coming?”

    They were the scavengers who’d returned with him.

    He shook his head.

    “Nah. Got stuff to do.”
 “Fair enough. Thanks for saving our asses!”
 “Seriously. Only losing one guy’s a bargain.”
 “If not for him, we’d all be dead. Last time, we lost half the crew.”

    They waved as they parted ways.

    “Let’s team up again next time!”
 “Sure. Have fun.”

    Isaac slipped away, heading for a secluded corner of the city.
 Through narrow, damp alleys, past the wary eyes of vagrants, into a shabby old house.

    He sighed.

    This trip had been rough—two machine beasts on the way back. His glove was wrecked, and so was his body.

    He carried his pack to the back of the house, lifted a floor hatch, and descended underground.

    A smile touched his lips.

    There it was—his one anchor in this rotten world.

    “How’ve you been?”

    A reply came.

    —Yes.

    —Yes, Master.

    Glowing green eyes lifted to meet his.

    His only hope. His only light. His means of survival.

    The creation he had built from a mountain of scrap.

    The Gigant looked at him.

  

    The sound of hammering and clamping echoed through the underground workshop.

    Clang, clang—

    Isaac swapped out worn parts from the Gigant with fresh components he’d picked up, asking without looking up,

    “How’s it looking?”

    —Durability is excellent, and compatibility with the other parts is optimal.

    “That’s a relief. Got lucky this time. These things are a pain to get your hands on.”

    The part he’d replaced was only about the size of his fist, but its importance was far greater than its size suggested. If it broke, the left shoulder joint’s range of motion would be drastically reduced.

    Isaac continued inspecting the rest of the Gigant’s components with painstaking care, replacing what needed replacing. Finally, instead of another mechanical part, he pulled out something else.

    “Picked up a Silver Fang’s molar on the way back. Thinking of turning it into a simple auxiliary weapon.”

    —Excellent idea. Shall I display some reference schematics?

    “Sure. Just give me a sec, I’ll open her up first.”

    Isaac popped open the Gigant’s chest plating.

    Fwoosh—

    The core—the Gigant’s engine—emerged in a bright glow. The faint blue light pulsed steadily. Built from the heart of a Grade 7 mechabeast, it was something Isaac had crafted himself.

    
      Nearly got myself killed getting the materials for this.
    

    Mechabeasts were ranked from Grade 1 to Grade 9, with the Silver Fang he fought yesterday sitting at Grade 9. A Grade 7 was two tiers above that—far nastier. He hadn’t hunted it alone, but even then, there were several moments where death had felt close enough to touch. All the money they’d earned from that hunt had gone straight down the drain.

    Not that it mattered now.

    He hadn’t opened the chest armor to check the core anyway.

    “Pulling it out.”

    —Acknowledged.

    He reached in beside the core and gripped something.

    Clink—

    With a firm tug, he drew out an ornament shaped like a crescent moon entwined with a sword. He attached it to a cord from his pocket and hung it around his neck.

    The necklace thrummed softly, and a voice resonated in his mind.

    —Master, your condition appears suboptimal. I suggest taking a break.

    “I’ll rest after finishing the design. If I lie down now, I’ll just be thinking about it and won’t get any sleep.”

    —Understood. Retrieving schematics now.

    “Thanks.”

    Talking with her, Isaac made his way to the worktable.

    Her name was Luna. She had nothing to do with the Gigant itself.

    Truth be told, Isaac had no idea what she really was. She’d been there from the moment he woke up in this world.

    
      There was something like her in the game too.
    

    The sort of entity that guided you through the tutorial, then stuck around to offer tips.

    But Luna didn’t quite fit that mold—those usually didn’t have names, and were considered part of the system.

    One thing was certain: without her, surviving here—let alone building a Gigant—would have been close to impossible.

    —I’ve pulled up some of the schematics you obtained from your last commission.

    While he’d been lost in thought, Luna projected the designs into the air. To an outsider, it would’ve looked like pure science fiction, but this wasn’t technology—it was magic. Any decent mage could do something like this.

    “Hmm. Two options—gauntlets and forearm mounts?”

    —Correct.

    “They both look solid…”

    Isaac sat down, pulled out paper and pen, and let his focus sharpen. A faint bluish glow swirled in his eyes.

    When he’d first woken here, he’d had nothing but Luna—plus the worst kind of penalty hanging over his head: a terminal countdown. The despair had been… hard to put into words.

    But soon, he realized he’d been given more than just penalties.

    
      Didn’t expect the traits I picked to actually carry over.
    

    That’s right—the so-called penalties were ones he had chosen himself.

    Why strangle himself like that? Simple—high-grade traits demanded equally high-grade penalties.

    In the end, he’d picked:

    [Gigant Mastery (S+)]
 [Innate genius for Gigant piloting.]

    [Gigant Engineering Expert (A+)]
 [Start with expert-level knowledge in Gigant engineering, plus bonus dexterity.]

    [Primordial Body (A+)]
 [Start with a tough, powerful physique resistant to disease and toxins.]

    Considering traits started at E-rank, each of those was ridiculously overpowered. Without penalties, even picking one would bottom out his talent points.

    So he’d matched them with equally crushing drawbacks.

    
      First, I set the difficulty to Nightmare.
    

    Nightmare was the highest difficulty—enemy mechabeasts and hostile factions were strengthened, humanity’s forces were weakened, and your starting identity was locked as a penniless orphan.

    But even that wasn’t enough.

    So he’d added The Brand of Annihilation:

    [Brand of Annihilation]
 [The brand is etched into your body. Exactly 4 years later, the Annihilation will consume you.]
 [Hunting mechabeasts delays the brand’s advance, but never stops it entirely.]
 [Immune to all healing of Tier 1 or below, divine, spiritual, or magical alike.]

    In other words, an unavoidable death curse. And for good measure, he’d piled on extra penalties—Debt, Chronic Fatigue, Glutton’s Curse.

    
      I was insane.
    

    If he’d known it would turn out like this, he’d never have made those choices. Never.

    —Master?

    Snapped out of his thoughts by Luna’s voice, Isaac muttered,

    “Yeah, just got distracted. Let’s see here…”

    He glanced at the blank page again.

    His body might have been weighed down by penalties, but the benefits were undeniable.

    Scratch—

    His pen moved without hesitation, lines flowing fast, almost as if he were copying an existing blueprint from memory.

    That was the A+ Gigant Engineering trait in action. Someone with that skill could easily live in comfort as an engineer.

    Not Isaac, though. Engineering alone wouldn’t remove the Brand. Which meant in three years, he’d still die.

    There was only one way to survive: in two years’ time, hunt the game’s final boss.

    Only its heart could break the curse.

    Scratch, scratch—

    But that was still far off.

    For now, the best he could do was focus on what he could accomplish today.

    And so Isaac lost himself in drafting for hours, oblivious to the passage of time.

    Hours later, Isaac opened his eyes after tossing and turning in bed.

    The first thing he saw was his shabby ceiling—so worn down that when he’d first moved in, he’d worried it might collapse in his sleep.

    “Mmm.”

    He lay there for a bit, until the muffled noises from outside began to tickle his ears.

    This place had awful soundproofing.

    With a sigh, he gave up on getting back to sleep and stretched, feeling surprisingly good after finally resting at home.

    
      Guess that’s thanks to my traits too.
    

    With an ordinary body, he would’ve been bedridden for days after his last trip—if he’d even made it back to the city without collapsing.

    —Good morning, Master.

    “Morning, Luna.”

    He returned her greeting, then wandered to the kitchen-like corner to drink a cup of lukewarm water. The last of his drowsiness melted away.

    “How long did I sleep?”

    —Ten hours in total.

    “That’s a lot.”

    Fatigue and last night’s late work had both caught up to him. He’d intended to just draft designs, but ended up building the damn thing before finally crashing.

    Holding the wooden cup, he mulled over his day.

    
      Maybe I’ll take it easy today.
    

    The idea of lazing around was tempting, but he shook his head.

    “Gotta keep moving.”

    Every day counted. A single wasted day could come back to haunt him later.

    After washing up and changing clothes—

    —Heading out to work?

    “No, just gathering intel today. Been away too long, and I’m still not back to full strength.”

    —Understood. I still recommend at least another day of rest.

    “Yeah, yeah. I’ll come back early and get some sleep.”

    Her voice was crisp, almost mechanical, but he could still catch the trace of concern underneath.

    Outside, the streets bustled with people.

    
      Looks normal… or maybe livelier?
    

    Curious, Isaac headed for a nearby food stall. The owner, a bearded, round-bellied man named Jim, was someone he knew—he often ate here when too busy to cook.

    “Jim.”

    “Oh! Haven’t seen you in days. Back today?”

    “Got in yesterday. Say, people seem in a better mood than usual.”

    “Hmm? Oh, you haven’t heard!”

    “Heard what?”

    Grinning, Jim leaned in.

    “Recruiters are coming to town.”

    “Recruiters?”

    “Yeah. Word is, an actual Knight will be here.”

    Isaac’s face lit up.

    Here, “recruiter” meant someone scouting candidates for Gigant Knight training. No wonder the townsfolk were excited—Knights were admired by all, and the chance to become one was open to anyone with the talent.

    “When?”

    “Not sure. Rumor’s been going around for a few days. Should be soon, though.”

    Isaac nodded.

    “Thanks for the tip.”

    “No problem. Hey, you want something to eat?”

    “I—”

    Boom—!

    The sound rolled in from a distance, cutting him off. Instinctively, Isaac turned toward it—and his eyes widened.

    Beyond the rooftops near the city gates, something massive loomed.

    Sunlight gleamed off silver armor, and its sheer size radiated power.

    A Gigant.

    Several of them were marching in formation through the gates.

    “They’re here!”

    Jim’s excited shout joined the growing chorus of onlookers.

    Isaac barely heard them.

    
      Finally.
    

    He’d been waiting for this moment ever since waking up here.

    “Gotta run!”

    “Wait, your food—!”

    “It’s fine!”

    Isaac sprinted back home.

    Becoming a trainee only required passing a few tests, and he was confident he’d clear them—after all, he’d traded hellish penalties for exceptional talent.

    But he wasn’t aiming to just pass.

    He wanted to prove himself as more than just another promising recruit.

    He would prove his talent was one of a kind.

  

    A wide plaza.

    There, two Gigants stood side by side.

    Naturally, the plaza overflowed with people who had gathered to see them.

    “Wow, real Gigants really are different!”

    “I know, right? That sense of intimidation is no joke!”

    People chattered as they looked up at the Gigants, which exuded overwhelming grandeur.

    And it was no wonder.

    In a remote city like this, seeing a real Gigant was no easy thing.

    Five years ago.

    Several regulations on Gigants had been lifted, allowing civilians to own them. But not all restrictions were gone.

    They had to be under 3 meters in height and weigh no more than 3 tons.

    Gigants built to those regulations were commonly called Midgets. They weren’t exactly common, but it wasn’t like you’d never see one in your lifetime.

    On the other hand, the Gigants currently standing in the plaza were a towering 9 meters tall.

    The sense of power they radiated was on an entirely different level from small Midget-class Gigants. It was no mystery why people were in awe.

    And that was exactly what the higher-ups were aiming for.

    Logically, why would they deploy such an elite weapon like a Gigant here when there wasn’t even a war?

    Put the other way, it meant there was a reason for sending a Gigant even to a city like this.

    For the kingdom’s subjects, it was to instill a sense of security and pride that they were being protected by such a powerful Gigant.

    For the lords governing each region, it was to flaunt the strength of the royal family.

    And of course, it was also to avoid wasting precious personnel like Gigant Knights.

    Even within the kingdom, there was no such thing as complete safety.

    At any rate, in the midst of the swelling crowd—

    “Quite a turnout.”

    “Yeah.”

    Behind the platform stood several broad-shouldered young men.

    They were soldiers who had come along to assist with this recruitment drive.

    Though they weren’t Knights, they held special positions that allowed them to pilot Gigants.

    “It was like this in our time too.”

    “Same here, sir. The whole city showed up.”

    They chatted idly with each other. Then, from far behind, someone approached.

    The soldiers immediately shut their mouths and straightened their posture.

    The man who appeared was none other than the Gigant Knight, Laikes.

    Laikes walked straight past the soldiers, stepped up onto the platform, picked up a voice-amplifying artifact, and spoke.

    — I am Laikes, a Knight of the First Legion.

    He swept his cool gaze over the gathered crowd and continued.

    — In a moment, the test will begin. Those wishing to apply, line up in front of this platform. Anyone causing unnecessary commotion while lining up will be immediately disqualified. Consider yourselves warned.

    Those who had been pushing through to get to the front quickly backed off and lined up quietly.

    — Those who meet certain conditions may take the test without lining up.

    Laikes continued, watching the scene.

    — Nobles or their children. Members of a knight order. Mages. Or anyone with experience piloting a Gigant. Those individuals may come straight to the platform.

    Naturally, these were demanding conditions, and no one stepped out of line to head directly up.

    Laikes waited a moment longer, then gestured to the soldiers behind the platform.

    The soldiers stepped forward to control the crowd lining up.

    The line quickly grew long.

    The number of people in line was truly enormous.

    It might seem like the test would take forever, but fortunately, that wasn’t the case—

    Because the first test was very simple.

    Right on cue, the magical apparatus for the first test was brought onto the platform.

    A small handful of people immediately recognized what it was.

    “That’s a machina beast’s core, isn’t it?”

    “Yeah. Are they testing with that?”

    Their guess was spot-on.

    Laikes waited until the line had grown enough, then spoke again.

    — We will begin the test.

    He stepped forward again to announce the start.

    The lucky person at the very front of the line was called up right away.

    A large man with a confident expression stepped forward—clearly someone used to using his strength.

    — Place both hands here.

    Laikes gave a short instruction, and the man obeyed, placing his hands on the core.

    About ten seconds passed.

    — Fail.

    Laikes declared the result without hesitation.

    The man protested in disbelief, but was promptly dragged away by waiting attendants.

    Laikes didn’t so much as glance at him, instead addressing the crowd.

    — This is all the first test consists of: step up here and place both hands on the apparatus. I will accept no questions or complaints. Anyone doing so will be considered to be challenging the authority of a Knight. That is all.

    He folded his arms and jerked his chin toward the attendants.

    The test resumed.

    From that point on, Laikes didn’t administer it personally—the subordinates handled it.

    They had no voice-amplifying devices, so their words couldn’t be heard clearly, but it was obvious enough what was happening even from a distance.

    Fail. Fail. Fail again.

    One after another, candidates lasted less than ten seconds before stepping down.

    The core had yet to react even once.

    “What is that thing, anyway?”

    “Hasn’t every single person failed so far? Are we even going to get a pass?”

    Naturally, others watching voiced their anxiety and frustration.

    It was understandable.

    Most people had no idea what a round, orb-like core had to do with becoming a Gigant Knight.

    To ordinary folk, Gigants were just big, cool, and impressive.

    Then, after around thirty straight failures—

    “Huh?”

    “Oooh!”

    Gasps of awe broke out here and there.

    When the thirty-first person placed their hands on the core, for the first time, light began to flow from it.

    And for the first time, Laikes—who had been watching with arms crossed—spoke.

    — Pass. Step down to the rear of the platform and await further instructions.

    “Woooaaah!”

    With the first pass, the crowd rejoiced as if it were their own success.

    It rekindled hope that they, too, might pass.

    Of course, one out of thirty was hardly encouraging odds—

    But people believe what they want to believe. That they could be that one in thirty.

    In that slightly brightened mood—

    Fifty more people failed in a row.

    It was only natural for the atmosphere to cool again.

    In truth, this was normal.

    On average, only about one in a hundred passed the first test.

    There was a reason the kingdom sent highly skilled Knights to conduct these recruitments.

    “At this rate, aren’t we going to end without a single more pass?”

    “Yeah… this is tough.”

    Spectators whispered among themselves, eyes still on the platform.

    Then, a stir rose from the back of the crowd.

    Naturally, heads turned away from the platform to see—

    “Huh?”

    “What the…?”

    The commotion spread. At its center—

    
      Thud!
    

    A Gigant.

    Only about three meters tall—practically a dwarf compared to the ones in the plaza.

    Still, to an ordinary person, it was something you’d have to crane your neck to look up at.

    Not just three meters—a full three meters.

    Plenty enough to exude intimidation.

    
      Thud, thud—!
    

    The Gigant slowly made its way through the crowd.

    Or rather, people instinctively stepped back with each step it took, as if compelled to give way.

    It wasn’t long before Laikes noticed from atop the platform.

    A flicker of interest passed through his eyes.

    
      Thud!
    

    The Gigant stopped in front of the platform.

    Laikes, who had been standing at the back with arms crossed, stepped forward slowly.

    “Here to take the test?”

    — Yes.

    A voice, altered through the Gigant’s systems, emerged.

    “Is that Gigant your own?”

    Again, the reply was simple.

    — Yes. I built it myself.

    “You built it yourself?”

    — That’s right.

    Laikes let out a short, incredulous laugh, then nodded.

    “Your name?”

    The cockpit hatch opened. Inside was a boy, still with traces of youth on his face.

    “Issac.”

    Issac grinned.

    In the end, only six people passed the first selection.

    Out of fewer than 500 applicants, that wasn’t a bad outcome.

    Most of those chosen waited with expressions half filled with anticipation and half with worry.

    There were only two exceptions—

    A short-haired, well-built woman, and Issac.

    The woman simply looked indifferent.

    Issac’s expression couldn’t be seen—he was still in his Gigant.

    Of the two, the latter left the deeper impression.

    After all, he had brought a Gigant he’d built himself.

    Meanwhile, the boy who had drawn everyone’s attention sat in his cockpit, thinking.

    ‘What matters are the second and third tests.’

    The first test was merely to determine the bare minimum qualifications—

    A sort of filter.

    Passing the second test meant you could at least receive a Gigant-related military posting.

    Passing the third was required to qualify as a Knight trainee.

    And Issac’s sights were set higher still.

    ‘To move up quickly, I’ll need a Knight’s recommendation.’

    Knights dispatched throughout the kingdom each had the authority to recommend a single, exceptionally talented individual—

    For entry into Elysium, the central training ground of the United Kingdom, reserved for only the most special candidates.

    Issac clenched his fist.

    And at that moment—

    “Thank you for waiting.”

    Laikes appeared.

    “We will begin the second test immediately. Follow me.”

    With that brief statement, he turned and walked off.

    The candidates hurried after him.

    Issac, of course, moved in his Gigant.

    They didn’t go far—just to a large mansion nearby.

    Specifically, to its rear grounds.

    And when most of the candidates saw what was waiting there, their jaws dropped.

    “The second test is simple.”

    Laikes pointed to the side—

    Where several Gigants were prepared.

    All of them were Midget-class.

    “Pilot a Gigant and reach the designated point within the time limit, and you pass. Otherwise, you fail.”

    As he spoke, he glanced at Issac, who was already in his Gigant.

    “Those who have their own Gigant may use it for the test.”

    — Thank you.

    Issac pressed a button as he replied.

    One might think there’d be complaints about fairness, but no one did.

    ‘Fairness doesn’t mean much in this world.’

    Bringing anything that could help with the test was part of a candidate’s ability.

    If someone had access to a proper family-owned Gigant, they could skip the test entirely and enter as a trainee straight away.

    That was simply how the world worked.

    And building a Gigant was an entirely different skill from piloting one—

    Though in Issac’s case, he seemed naturally talented at both.

    “Let me explain the course in detail.”

    Laikes continued his briefing.

    “The starting point is here. The destination is in that direction—you’ll see a flag planted there. Along the way, there are posts, which you’ll have to avoid…”

    After finishing the explanation—

    “Any questions?”

    Everyone stayed quiet, glancing around.

    Laikes nodded and spoke again.

    “None? Then, who will go first?”

    Once again, the candidates hesitated. Then—

    — I will.

    Issac raised one of his Gigant’s arms high.

    “Good. Do you need preparation time?”

    — I’m fine.

    “Then stand at the starting point.”

    — Yes.

    Issac walked his Gigant to the start and lowered its stance.

    “Start.”

    The instant Laikes spoke the word—

    
      BOOM—!
    

    Issac’s Gigant kicked off the ground and charged forward.

    Its speed rivaled that of the machina beast he had faced before.

    Even Laikes seemed momentarily taken aback.

    “Whoa.”

    As for the other candidates, their mouths had already dropped open.

  
    

    Isaac’s Gigant kicked off the ground and began sprinting forward. Its speed rivaled that of the mechanical beasts he had faced before.

    Even Rykes flinched in surprise for a moment.

    “Whoa.”

    Naturally, the mouths of the other applicants watching were already hanging wide open.

    Scavenging Gigant parts on the battlefield was no easy task. Building a Gigant from such scrap was even harder.

    But what had frustrated Isaac even more was the fact that, after barely managing to complete it, he hadn’t had the chance to properly pilot it.

    It was like buying a top-of-the-line sports car only to have no license and leave it parked in the garage.

    KWAANG—!

    That’s why, right now, in this moment, what Isaac felt was an almost euphoric sense of liberation.

    Every time the Gigant’s feet struck the ground, it rocketed forward at terrifying speed.

    The scenery around him blurred past.

    Even so, Isaac didn’t simply breeze past the obstacles placed along the course.

    THUD!

    Before a post blocking his path, Isaac stomped hard and sidestepped at a diagonal.

    Without losing a bit of speed. And it was the same with the next post.

    Needless to say, there was no requirement to go this far to pass the test.

    This exam ended the moment you simply walked around the posts and reached the destination.

    But Isaac had no intention of settling for something that trivial.

    BAM! BAM! BAM!

    Each time his Gigant stomped the ground, it made a sharp, sudden turn.

    Weaving in a zigzag around five posts in an instant, he then spotted a row of hurdles set at shin height.

    Once he cleared those, the course would be over.

    In truth, there was no real need to jump over hurdles that low. Just lifting his legs a little higher would be enough.

    But as he ran, Isaac slowly crouched his body. And when he finally reached them—

    KWHAAAAANG—!

    He kicked off the ground and leapt high.

    The row of hurdles beneath his feet flashed by.

    From his elevated view, Isaac took in the entire scene in one glance and grinned broadly.

    KWAANG!

    Of course, he didn’t forget to land lightly as well.

    —Minor damage detected in ankle and knee joints.

    Luna gave a brief scolding, but minor damage could be fixed after the run.

    If he had been riding one of those standard-issue Gigants over there, he couldn’t have pulled off these maneuvers at all.

    Leaping all five hurdles in one go, Isaac kept up his pace and reached the finish line.

    “Huff… huff…”

    Maybe it was because of the extreme concentration he had maintained for that brief time, but even without physically moving himself, he was out of breath.

    Still, the smile on his lips didn’t fade.

    Meanwhile, the others just stared at his Gigant, mouths hanging open.

    “What… what did I just see?”
 “No idea…”

    Even the people who had come with Rykes were no exception.

    That was how out-of-the-ordinary Isaac’s display had been.

    While everyone was still in shock, Rykes spoke.

    “Excellent.”

    He was looking directly at the cockpit where Isaac sat.

    “This applicant is exempt from the third test. Take a break until the fourth test begins.”
 —Thank you.

    Isaac bowed his head at once and walked off to the side, the corners of his mouth lifted.

    For most applicants, the third test was the final stage.

    If someone reached the fourth, it was for one of two reasons:

    Their results up to the third round were too borderline to decide pass or fail… or their abilities couldn’t be properly assessed with the standard tests.

    Naturally, Isaac was clearly the latter.

    ‘Just as planned.’

    While the other applicants’ tests went on, Isaac had left his Gigant and was sitting in a chair.

    The cockpit had been custom-fitted to his body, but it still wasn’t as comfortable as resting without it.

    “Fail.”

    Another one was eliminated—a sturdily built man who had looked confident.

    He had navigated the posts just fine, but tripped at the hurdles and fell.

    If he had gotten back up and continued, it would’ve been fine. But as he tried to rise, he collapsed again and wrecked his arm joint.

    Naturally, he failed to get back up at all.

    Helped out of his Gigant by others, he slumped away with drooping shoulders.

    ‘So there’s just one left now.’

    So far, only two had passed—including Isaac.

    The other successful one was a plump boy about Isaac’s age who had reached the destination without overexerting himself.

    “Hm.”

    Isaac turned his gaze back to the remaining applicants.

    Only one person was left.

    A short-haired girl with a cold expression. Or perhaps “woman” was more accurate—it was hard to guess her age.

    ‘Can’t tell just by looking whether she’s a named character.’

    Isaac scratched his cheek.

    Named. A term for characters in the game who had an actual name and a notable role.

    Usually, such characters had exceptional abilities.

    Naturally, Isaac knew them all by heart.

    The problem was… the game he’d played had been in 2D pixel graphics.

    If she had some striking feature, maybe. But with just short hair and a trained body, there were too few clues.

    ‘Well, I’ll know once I hear her name.’

    If he didn’t recognize it, she was probably just a minor extra.

    Of course, he wasn’t pondering this for no reason.

    Even without close observation, he had sensed something unusual about her during the wait.

    “Begin.”

    Right on cue, Rykes gave the start signal.

    The Gigant she was riding began to move.

    THUD, THUD—
 “Oh.”

    Isaac let out a low murmur.

    Her Gigant was running.

    Of course, nothing like Isaac’s speed, and somewhere between a run and a jog, but still.

    That alone was impressive enough.

    As seen in the earlier example, just walking to the goal was enough to pass this exam.

    “Wow. She’s good. That’s basically a guaranteed pass at this rate.”

    Isaac commented as he watched her calmly navigate the posts, speaking to the person sitting beside him—

    The plump boy who had passed earlier.

    “Ah, y-yeah, I guess.”

    The boy nodded awkwardly, but his eyes clearly said, ‘What is this guy talking about?’

    After all, hearing praise from someone who had just shown that level of skill didn’t exactly feel sincere.

    But Isaac turned his head back forward immediately, so he didn’t notice the boy’s expression.

    THUMP!

    The girl cleared the hurdles without trouble and reached the finish line.

    “Pass!”

    Rykes gave a small nod and announced her success.

    The final number of second test passers was three.

    ‘That’s actually above average.’

    Usually only one remained. Two was a lot, and three was extremely rare.

    ‘Well, I’m basically an uninvited guest here.’

    Originally, he wasn’t supposed to be in this city—or even this world.

    An uninvited guest from another world. That was Isaac’s position.

    At first, that fact had been painful, but he’d since gotten used to it.

    Being an outsider was one thing, but the three years of life he had left mattered more.

    “Then, in ten minutes, we’ll begin the third test!”

    While Isaac was lost in thought, Rykes’ attendant shouted loudly.

    The girl, fresh from her run, walked over, her body damp with sweat.

    Though Gigant pilots didn’t move violently inside the cockpit, the strain on stamina was heavy.

    Maintaining extreme concentration took its toll.

    Most rookies ended up completely drained after one run.

    ‘She’s in pretty good shape, then.’

    For reference, the boy beside him wasn’t just sweaty—he looked like he’d been dunked in a lake.

    Isaac, of course, was perfectly dry.

    “You.”

    Isaac looked up at the voice in front of him.

    The girl was standing there, looking down at him.

    “What’s your name?”
 “My name?”
 “Yeah.”

    Isaac stared at her for a moment before answering.

    “Isaac. You?”
 “…Maria.”
 “Maria. Got it.”

    That was the end of the exchange.

    She turned on her heel and walked to an empty chair.

    Isaac, meanwhile, was mulling over what she’d said.

    ‘Maria. Maria, huh.’

    He thought it over. But nothing definitive came to mind.

    Not because there was no Maria.

    ‘There are three different Marias in the game.’

    Too many, in fact.

    And most of them didn’t appear until a year or two into the story, making it hard to match them to her current self.

    ‘No clue.’

    Isaac scratched his cheek.

    It was just mild curiosity, nothing more.

    She seemed talented, but not at a level that could get her into Elysium.

    “Third test participants, over here!”

    Exactly ten minutes later, the attendant called out again. The other two stood and walked over.

    Naturally, Isaac, with his pass, stayed seated.

    The third test was simple.

    Take the posture the examiner ordered. On the surface, it looked even easier than the second test.

    But in reality, it evaluated multiple things at once—how quickly and accurately you could understand and follow orders, how well you adapted to the Gigant, and so on.

    ‘Which of them will pass? Probably Maria?’

    Isaac watched them take the test.

    “Pass!”

    He was quietly surprised when both passed. Maria had been expected, but the plump boy was a surprise.

    Compared to Maria, he was a bit lacking, but he followed instructions better than expected.

    That was enough to meet the passing standard.

    Anyway, surprise aside, Isaac stood up and began stretching.

    It was now his turn.

    Right then, Rykes spoke.

    “We’ll begin the fourth test. Maria, and Isaac. This way.”

    As Isaac walked over, he glanced at Maria.

    ‘So it wasn’t just me, huh?’

    Her name being called too confirmed it.

    ‘She didn’t seem quite at that level, though.’

    His curiosity flared for a moment, but the priority now was to do well in the fourth test.

    So he fixed his eyes on Rykes again as he walked up to stand beside Maria.

    Rykes slowly spoke.

    “This test has nothing to do with passing or failing.”

    He looked down at them sharply.

    “But if you pass it, you’ll gain a tremendous opportunity.”

    That opportunity was obviously a chance to enter Elysium.

    Just what he wanted.

    Isaac clenched his fists and waited for his next words.

    The nature of the fourth test was unknown—it was entirely up to the examiner.

    He was confident in passing most challenges, but that didn’t stop the nerves.

    In the tense air, Rykes spoke again.

    “Work together and defeat me.”

    Isaac doubted his ears.

  
    

    Raikes wasn’t a named character.
 Which meant he wasn’t all that important in the game’s story.

    But he was probably a monster. Ninety-nine percent sure.

    After all, he was a Gigant Knight and skilled enough to serve as an overseer.

    
      Then again, there’s no such thing as a Knight who isn’t a monster in some way.
    

    A lot of people get it wrong, but just riding a Gigant doesn’t make you a Knight.

    In fact, looking at the overall numbers, Gigant Knights barely made up a single-digit percentage.

    “No need to worry.”

    Isaac, who had been lost in thought for a moment, refocused on Raikes’ voice.

    “I’ll be using the same model as you, and I’ll limit my strength.”

    His voice remained calm.

    “What matters most isn’t the result, but the process. I’ll be watching how you fight, not just whether you win or lose. Understood?”

    “Yes.”
 “Understood.”

    Isaac and Maria answered in unison.

    
      Well, yeah. Makes sense.
    

    If the test had been as simple as “win and you pass, lose and you fail,” Isaac would’ve thought the man was insane.

    What Raikes meant was clear—he’d be making a comprehensive judgment based on how they moved in live combat.

    “Alright, we’ll start in ten minutes again. If you need any weapons, talk to Karl over there. We have most things prepared.”

    “Yes, sir!”
 “Yes!”

    “Once you’ve got your weapons, get into your Gigants and wait.”

    After saying that, Raikes turned away.

    Isaac immediately went to the attendant Raikes had called Karl and requested a weapon. Maria did the same.

    Then they walked toward their Gigants, just as Raikes had instructed.

    
      Shhhk—
    

    The cockpit hatch opened, revealing the cramped interior.

    Naturally so—Midget-class Gigants had notoriously tiny cockpits. The frame was simply too small to allow much room.

    “Hup.”

    Isaac stepped on the Gigant’s leg and climbed inside.

    Though cramped, this Gigant had been designed and built by Isaac himself, so the cockpit fit him perfectly. He’d even allowed a little extra space for growth.

    Compared to a standard Midget-class, it was far more comfortable.

    “Phew.”

    Once seated, Isaac closed the hatch and took a slow, steady breath.

    Just one step left until Elysium.

    One step, and he’d be inside—the main stage of this damned game-world.

    If he didn’t make it?

    
      Three years from now, I’ll almost certainly be dead.
    

    Most of the game’s storyline revolved around Elysium.

    If he wanted to make proper use of the knowledge he had, he had to get in.

    The thought made him sigh.

    
      Should’ve picked a peaceful, cute little game instead.
    

    This world was precarious.

    With mechanical beasts advancing ever further, human territory kept shrinking, and there were foreign threats to worry about too.

    
      Step outside the United Kingdom’s borders and it’s a living hell.
    

    Elysium, of course, was nothing like the peaceful, cheery academies you see in fiction.

    It was a training ground for the elite of the elite Gigant Knights.

    Life there would be just as tough—or tougher—than it was now.

    —Here! The weapon you requested!

    Soon, Karl and other attendants arrived in Gigants, carrying crates of weapons.

    Isaac had chosen a moderately sized sword.

    He drew it, swung it a few times, then bowed his head.

    —Thank you.
 —Sure.

    Meanwhile, Maria was testing her own weapon.

    Isaac glanced at it, widened his eyes slightly, then nodded.

    
      So that’s why there’s a fourth test.
    

    Just as he was thinking that, Maria looked back at him.

    Instead of stopping there, she strode right over.

    —How do you plan to fight?

    It was the very question Isaac had been planning to ask her.

    Since they were clearly fighting from the weaker position, they needed at least some kind of plan.

    —That weapon of yours. You know how to handle it?

    —Used it in actual combat before.

    —Then good. Here’s what I’m thinking…

    Isaac outlined a strategy with her.

    By the time they’d hashed out the broad strokes—

    
      Thud, thud—
    

    Heavy footsteps echoed toward them.

    Looking up, they saw a Gigant approaching in the distance, and a voice came through its speakers.

    —Both of you, over here.

    “Yes.”
 “Okay.”

    They answered at once and moved toward him.

    Isaac eyed Raikes’ Gigant.

    It was the same Midget model used in the applicant tests.

    And he wasn’t even holding a weapon.

    
      The pressure he gives off… not normal.
    

    Even with the same gear, the wielder made all the difference.

    A sword in a child’s hand wasn’t the same as in a grown warrior’s.

    And in a broad sense, a Gigant was just another kind of weapon.

    The man before him was a specialist in wielding that weapon.

    —I’ll give you the first move. Whenever you’re ready, starting now.

    Raikes stood there, still as stone.

    To the untrained eye, it looked like an unguarded stance, but to Isaac it felt like a fortress.

    No matter where he struck, it wouldn’t land.

    Charging in would only hurt him.

    
      But… playing it safe means failing.
    

    Isaac tightened his grip on the sword.

    They already had a plan.

    He focused solely on that.

    After one deep breath, he spoke to Luna.

    “At full power.”
 —Yes.

    The instant she replied—

    
      BOOOOM!
    

    Isaac kicked off the ground, instantly pushing output to 100%.

    It was a rare skill, as anyone who’d seen it earlier had realized.

    But since he’d already shown it once, it wasn’t enough to catch Raikes off guard this time.

    The man simply raised one arm as Isaac closed the distance with sword in hand.

    Isaac swung at full force—

    
      Skrrrnnch!
    

    The blade slid along the Gigant’s arm, deflecting harmlessly.

    It was a technique that required perfect timing and angle; a single mistake would have shattered the arm.

    
      Clang! Clang!
    

    And Raikes did it again and again, parrying each of Isaac’s successive blows with nothing but subtle arm movements.

    It really was like standing before a wall.

    Still, Isaac kept swinging.

    Pinning Raikes in place was the priority.

    After four or five more strikes—

    
      Vwoooom—
    

    He felt a surge of intense mana from behind, as if the air itself were being sucked away.

    Raikes moved to react.

    But Isaac pressed in harder, buying more time.

    Maria was ready sooner than expected.

    Mana flow stopped for an instant—

    
      BOOM!
    

    A blast fired from behind, accompanied by a flash of mana-light.

    From an ordinary point of view, Isaac’s position was bizarre—right between Maria and Raikes.

    If it were a normal projectile, he’d be the one hit.

    But Maria’s weapon wasn’t “normal.”

    
      Flash!
    

    Isaac saw it—

    A beam of light appearing overhead, plunging down toward Raikes’ Gigant’s head.

    
      CRAAASH!
    

    At the last second, Raikes shifted, avoiding a headshot, but his shoulder armor was blasted apart.

    Maria’s weapon was an Arcane Cannon, powered by mana.

    When they’d planned earlier, she’d mentioned she could imbue real-time homing formulas.

    So Isaac would hold him down while Maria landed the damage.

    
      Her Gigant control’s a bit above average… but with magic, that’s another story.
    

    Obviously, she couldn’t use that without having learned magic.

    Which was why most long-range named characters in the game were mages—even if “mage” here wasn’t exactly the fantasy-novel stereotype.

    —Not bad…

    Raikes sounded genuinely pleased.

    But Isaac and Maria weren’t about to stop there.

    
      BOOM BOOM BOOM!
    

    This time, multiple Arcane Cannon shots rang out in rapid succession.

    A typical applicant, even one trained in magic, could only fire a magic cannon once or twice—forget homing shots.

    But Maria was firing in bursts, mocking those limits.

    Naturally, Isaac had already figured out who she was after hearing what she could do in the planning stage.

    
      Maria the Radiant.
    

    One of the most famous named characters in the game, always ranked in the top three most powerful allies.

    
      Though among players, she was better known as “the Crazy One”…
    

    That was irrelevant right now.

    With Maria making such a splash, he couldn’t just stand idle.

    He was still swinging his sword… but the truth was, that wasn’t his main weapon.

    
      Whoosh!
    

    In the middle of his assault, Isaac let go of the sword just as one of Maria’s homing blasts was about to strike Raikes.

    
      Clang!
    

    Raikes instinctively deflected the sword with his arm, twisting his body—

    Exactly the opening Isaac had been waiting for.

    “Huff.”

    He exhaled sharply, twisting his upper body before swinging his right arm forward.

    Raikes moved to parry that too.

    Blocking the sword, dodging Maria’s fire, and deflecting a punch all at once—

    It was the kind of thing that made you want to say, “What the hell kind of monster is this?”

    But Isaac only grinned and triggered the mechanism he’d been hiding.

    
      Click!
    

    Right before their arms met, a sharp spike shot out from the back of Isaac’s Gigant’s hand.

    In the game, mechanical beasts all had unique traits.

    The Silver Fang had two: a tail with extreme cutting power, and teeth with a “piercing” effect.

    Isaac’s weapon was made from one of those fangs.

    
      Rrrrip! Crunch!
    

    It worked flawlessly.

    The arm guard that had deflected every blow so far tore like paper.

    Raikes pulled back quickly, but his right arm now dangled uselessly, its central shaft broken.

    Isaac didn’t miss his chance.

    
      Bam! CRASH—!
    

    His swordsmanship was only basic, but his close-combat technique—baku-tosul—was something he’d been training since arriving here.

    It was designed for fighting in heavy armor, and naturally doubled as Gigant combat practice.

    “Hrrgh!”

    Instead of dragging it out, Isaac gathered all his remaining mana.

    Whether it connected or not didn’t matter—what mattered was the impact.

    
      Whirrrr-click, click!
    

    The Gigant’s right arm thickened as strange vibrations and mechanical sounds filled the air.

    Raikes raised his remaining arm to deflect—

    Isaac didn’t hesitate.

    
      BOOOOOOM—!
    

    A deafening crash.

    Isaac froze mid-punch, drained of mana, unable to move his Gigant any longer.

    Maria, too, had exhausted her mana, letting her Arcane Cannon hang limply.

    And Raikes—

    —Hmm.

    Looking at his shattered right arm and the left arm ruined below the elbow, he said:

    —Excellent. Truly outstanding.

    His voice carried deep admiration.

    —You both pass.

  
    

    A strange ceiling.

    It had ornate patterns engraved into it, and on one side hung an elegant magic lamp.

    ‘Just that one lamp could buy me a few houses back home…’

    Blinking as he thought that, Isaac suddenly realized something.

    ‘Wait, where am I?’

    Shifting his gaze in a hurry, he noticed another bed right next to his.
 And lying on it—

    ‘Maria?’

    Yes. On the white bed to his left, Maria was sleeping as if dead.
 At the same time, Isaac realized that he, too, was lying on a white bed.

    “Ah.”

    And right after that, it came back to him.

    Where this was, and why he was lying here.

    ‘This is… the lord’s manor.’

    The reason he was lying in the lord’s manor was simple: he had collapsed from exhaustion the moment the test ended.

    “You’re awake?”

    Hearing the voice from beside him, Isaac quickly sat up—and let out a groan.
 His whole body ached like he’d been beaten.

    Still, he gritted his teeth and lifted his head. Sitting in a chair to his right was Lyques.

    In a calm tone, Lyques spoke.

    “Seems you’ve got a bad case of muscle ache. Well, you did thrash about quite spectacularly.”
 “My apologies.”
 “This isn’t a scolding. On the contrary, you did exceptionally well.”

    Closing the book resting on his lap with a snap, Lyques continued.

    “It was very impressive. That Gigant—you said you built it yourself?”
 “Yes.”
 “The craftsmanship is remarkable. Did you learn from someone?”

    Isaac, unfazed by the sudden question, gave the answer he’d prepared beforehand.

    “I used to work for a while at a workshop that dealt with Gigants and various other things.”
 “So you picked it up by watching over someone’s shoulder.”
 “Yes.”
 “And that equipment you used at the end—you made that yourself too?”

    By “equipment at the end,” he probably meant the one made from Silverfang’s fangs.

    “Yes.”
 “A genius.”

    Speaking with conviction, Lyques asked another question.

    “Have you considered working in the capital’s workshop?”
 “No.”

    Isaac answered without a moment’s hesitation.

    Lyques, looking serious, pressed further.

    “Why not? Artisans in the capital’s workshop are as respected as Gigant Knights. It’s safe, and it’s easy to amass wealth.”
 “What I want to become is a Gigant Knight.”
 “And why is that?”
 “As a Gigant Knight, I can make use of my engineering knowledge. But as an artisan, I’d rarely have a chance to be active as a Gigant Knight.”
 “I see.”

    Isaac caught the faintest hint of a smile flicker across Lyques’s lips.

    It seemed the offer about the capital’s workshop had been a way to test him.

    Soon, Lyques spoke again in a dry tone.

    “Your resolve seems firm. Very well. In that case, I’ll make you another offer.”

    He looked Isaac straight in the eye.

    “I told you that passing would earn you a great opportunity.”
 “Yes.”
 “I intend to recommend you to Elysium.”

    Inside, Isaac cheered.
 He’d suspected as much the moment he heard the word “passed,” but having it confirmed was a different matter.

    Of course, now was not the time to openly celebrate.

    “Elysium?”

    At this point in time, Elysium wasn’t widely known to the public.

    Feigning ignorance, Isaac tilted his head.

    Lyques nodded and explained.

    “Yes. It’s the name of the United Kingdom’s central training facility. However, it’s not yet set in stone.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “If you wish, you can go to a regular training facility instead. Entering Elysium isn’t all upside.”

    He went on.

    “Elysium’s training is far harsher than other facilities. Beyond washouts, there are also periodic deaths.”

    Isaac listened evenly.
 Everything Lyques was saying was something he already knew.

    “However, if you want to become an outstanding Gigant Knight, Elysium gives you an advantage.”
 “I see.”

    After hearing him out, Isaac replied without hesitation.

    “I want to go.”
 “Not afraid?”
 “Of course I’m afraid.”

    His face, however, showed no fear.

    “But if I were the type to hesitate because of that, I wouldn’t have dreamed of becoming a Gigant Knight in the first place.”
 “I understand.”

    Lyques nodded.

    “Good. We’ll leave in two days. Until then, rest and focus on recovering.”
 “Yes. Ah—what about Maria?”

    Thinking of the girl lying across from him, Isaac asked.

    “We’ll have to ask her once she wakes up. But with her mana exhaustion, it’ll be a while before that happens.”
 “I see. Thank you for the answer.”
 “Then rest.”

    With that, Lyques stood and left the room. Moments later—

    “Please lie down and rest. You need to stay calm for now.”

    One of the manor servants who’d been standing by came over and spoke gently.

    “Got it.”

    Isaac lay back down without protest, but in his head, he replayed the conversation with Lyques.

    ‘As far as I know, each examiner can only invite one person to Elysium.’

    At least, that’s what he remembered.

    But Lyques had said he’d recommend both Isaac and Maria.

    Maybe his knowledge was wrong, but if not—

    ‘It means Lyques is an exception who can recommend two.’

    Not impossible.
 Even in the game, there were exceptions.

    ‘A rare few—only those at the commander level had that authority.’

    And that was the sticking point.

    ‘I’ve never heard the name Lyques before.’

    If he were commander-level, he should have appeared in the game at least once, yet Isaac had no memory of him.

    This world wasn’t just vaguely similar to the one he’d played—it was practically identical.

    Key characters, major events—he’d already confirmed that they existed here just as they had in the game.

    Which is why, whenever he met someone who seemed important, he compared them to his memories.

    Keeping capable people close was as important as his own skill.

    ‘Maybe he only appeared under a nickname in the game. Or…’

    He died before making an appearance.

    There were other possibilities too, but—

    Isaac eventually closed his eyes. For now, as Lyques had said, recovery came first.

    The next two days, Isaac spent mostly sleeping.
 The only times he was awake were to eat or stretch so his body wouldn’t stiffen.

    Maria, sharing the same infirmary, was the same way.

    So despite being in the same room, the two didn’t exchange a single word until the morning of the second day.

    ‘She’s exactly like in the game.’

    Isaac glanced at Maria.

    In the game, she was famous for the drastic difference between her usual demeanor and her combat self.

    Normally quiet and taciturn—yet once battle began, she’d snap and unleash magic like a madwoman.

    Screech—

    While he was thinking that, the infirmary door opened and a familiar face appeared.

    A young man with a freckled face and red hair: Eric.

    “You both up?”

    Eric was Lyques’s aide and attendant, and over the past two days, he’d regularly stopped by to check on them.

    How they were feeling, whether they had anything to pack, if there was anything to take care of before leaving—

    Thanks to Eric handling everything, Isaac had been able to prepare without lifting a finger from bed.

    “Yes. I’m ready.”
 “…Me too.”

    Most of their belongings were already loaded onto their transport, so there wasn’t much to prepare anyway.

    “Good. Then let’s go.”
 “Right!”
 “Yes.”

    Isaac and Maria followed Eric out.

    In the hallway, servants bustled back and forth—it was the day for several guests to leave, so it was busy.

    Walking behind Eric, Isaac glanced at the hallway window.

    They were on the third floor, but since the ceilings were high, the cityscape stretched out clearly beyond the glass.

    ‘I probably won’t be coming back here.’

    Though the city held more bitter memories than good ones, leaving still brought a strange feeling.

    He pushed the sentiment aside and went down the stairs.

    On the first floor, a crowd had gathered.

    Eric led them past the people and up to Lyques, bowing.

    “I’ve brought the cadet candidates.”
 “Well done.”

    Standing before Lyques was already another boy—plump and stocky.

    ‘Ah, right. He passed too.’

    Isaac had forgotten about him after not seeing him for two days, but apparently he’d made it.

    Not that it mattered, since they wouldn’t be going to the same training facility.

    “All the luggage is loaded onto the magic carriages.”

    Lyques pointed to the side.

    There stood a vehicle that, at a glance, resembled an automobile.

    And not just in appearance—it really was essentially a magic-powered car.
 Of course, unlike on Earth, they weren’t for everyone—only wealthy merchants and nobles used them.

    Commoners usually traveled by carriage or by the magic trains scattered throughout the United Kingdom.
 This city didn’t have a train line, though.

    “And we’ll be traveling by Gigant.”
 “Excuse me?”

    The startled voice came from the plump boy.

    Expression unchanged, Lyques replied.

    “There’s no magic train in this area. So we’ll ride the Gigants to the nearest city that has one. Any more questions?”

    The boy hesitated, then asked,

    “H-how long to the city?”
 “Four days. Any other questions?”

    At “four days,” the boy’s face went pale again.

    “No? Then everyone, mount up.”

    Lyques gave the boarding order without caring about the boy’s expression.

    Isaac and Maria walked to their Gigants without any change in expression.

    Watching them, the plump boy wondered if he was the strange one.

    …Unfortunate, but in a world where everyone’s one-eyed, the person with two is the oddity.

    Hiss—

    Climbing into the cockpit, Isaac waited for the front hatch to close before speaking softly.

    “Luna. You doing well?”
 —Yes, Master.

    The reply came immediately.

    —Did you accomplish what you wanted, Master?
 “Yeah. Thanks to you.”
 —No. It’s your effort that was rewarded.

    Smiling at Luna’s answer, Isaac placed his hands on the controls.

    The controls weren’t like a steering wheel.

    A device attached to them resonated with the core—the engine—allowing the rider to move the Gigant with their will.

    Vroooom—!

    Isaac powered it up, raising the Gigant that had been crouched on the ground.

    The dim view brightened at once, the surroundings spreading out before him.

    In the corner of his vision, he saw Maria and the plump boy rising a beat later.

    But something else caught his attention.

    “Whoa.”

    He let out a breath of awe and looked up.

    Standing tall was Lyques’s Gigant.

    ‘When did he even board and power it up?’

    As he wondered, Lyques’s voice boomed inside the Gigant.

    —We’re leaving the city. Follow me.

    The Gigant began to walk forward.
 With each step—thud—the ground shook.

    Other attendants guided Isaac and the other candidates along.

    He walked down the central avenue toward the city gates.

    On both sides of the avenue, crowds had gathered to watch the departing Gigant Knight and the successful candidates.

    Taking in the sight, Isaac continued toward the gates.

    It was time to step into the wider world.

  
    

    A barren wasteland stretched out as far as the eye could see.

    This was such a desolate place that even merchants and mercenaries avoided it, not just civilians—especially since giant beasts occasionally appeared here.

    And yet, a rather large group was making its way across it.

    They were riding Gigants.

    Thud, thud—!

    At the very front were two Gigants, each towering at an incredible nine meters tall.

    That alone was enough to tell they weren’t some shabby mercenaries or peddlers.

    Even though the regulations on Gigants had loosened considerably in recent years, civilians were still limited to operating ones no taller than three meters.

    Vroooom—.

    Following behind the Gigants was an enormous magic-powered vehicle.

    Its wheels alone were as tall as an average carriage, and the exterior was clad in metal armor.

    Anyone could tell it was a military vehicle.

    And finally, bringing up the rear was a formation of smaller Gigants.

    Their official designation was something else, but among the people they were more commonly known as Midgets.

    Most of them were similar in appearance and size, but one stood out with a unique design.

    That was Isaac’s Gigant.

    “Luna, how’s the unit status?”
 —All systems are nominal.
 “Good to hear.”

    Isaac spoke sincerely.

    After all, this was his first time riding a Gigant for such a long stretch without rest.

    It had already been three days since he’d left the city where he’d stayed ever since waking up in this other world.

    And those three days had been an intense forced march. Aside from sleeping, he hadn’t been able to dismount the Gigant even once.

    Not just Isaac and the other cadets, but even Laikes and the others were the same.

    
      They even made us eat inside the Gigants…
    

    Well, the reason wasn’t hard to guess.

    This was probably part of the training.

    Usually, even instructors were human enough to at least let people eat outside… but Laikes looked like the type who’d never compromise on rules.

    Still, Isaac could manage just fine. He had unmatched talent when it came to operating Gigants.

    If other cadets needed 10 points of stamina to ride a Gigant, Isaac needed maybe one or two at most.

    Even compared to active Gigant Knights, he was no worse.

    That was why he worried more about the Gigant than himself.

    It would’ve been nice to test it in long-term field conditions at least once, but that was impossible.

    
      If I’d paraded a Gigant around before passing the exam, it would’ve drawn way too much attention.
    

    Attention wasn’t inherently bad, but for an orphan like Isaac with no backers or even family, it was dangerous.

    Even a Midget-class Gigant was an incredibly valuable asset.

    If he openly dragged it around, he’d have to worry about getting attacked even in his sleep.

    In any case, with this, he could relax a little about the unit’s durability.

    He’d been running constant checks on it through Luna every hour for the past three days.

    
      Anyway…
    

    Isaac glanced to the side.

    There were other cadets walking alongside him.

    He had little interest in Puffin, the chubby one.

    
      We’re headed to different places, after all.
    

    Gigant Knights were one of the United Kingdom’s core military forces.

    Training academies that produced them existed in every member state—except for two city-states.

    Puffin would be joining the academy here in the Kingdom of Essetel, the Essetel Royal Academy.

    Isaac, on the other hand, was headed for Elysium, which didn’t belong to any specific member state.

    It was a United Kingdom–direct training facility.

    Naturally, Knights from Elysium fought for the entire United Kingdom, not just one country.

    Its very purpose was to produce elites to counter that Empire.

    That was why Isaac had worked so hard to get in.

    If he became an ordinary Gigant Knight, he’d just be swept along by the tides of history.

    In that sense, his time with Puffin would last at most a week.

    Maria, walking next to Puffin, was different. She, like Isaac, had been recommended to Elysium.

    And Isaac had another reason to take notice of her.

    
      Maria the Radiant.
    

    Maria was a named character—quite a famous one, in fact.

    For now she was just a promising talent, but considering the heights she’d reach in the future, it was worth building a long-term connection.

    
      The problem is, she’s not exactly easy to deal with.
    

    She spoke little. She was blunt. She didn’t like meeting people.

    Even Puffin had tried talking to her a few times, only to give up after getting curt replies.

    Right now she just seemed quiet from fatigue after endless marching.

    
      Well, there’s no rush.
    

    Training at Elysium would last a long time. There’d be plenty of opportunities to talk.

    For now, it was more important to focus on surviving than making friends.

    Get too cozy and get kicked out for lack of skill, and that’d just be a pointless death.

    Isaac trusted his talent, bought at the cost of his lifespan, but he had no intention of getting complacent.

    He organized his thoughts and looked ahead.

    Even though they were just trudging through a wasteland, there was plenty to see.

    The massive Gigants at the front were obvious, but the magic vehicle in the middle was quite a sight as well.

    
      The transport here is all oversized, huh.
    

    Carriages for merchants or nobles making short trips were relatively small, but military vehicles were different.

    These were large enough to carry several Midget-class Gigants.

    And that wasn’t all.

    Given how dangerous it was outside city walls, their armor was tremendous.

    Isaac figured even his Gigant could slam into one and it would hold. Plus, it was armed for attack as well.

    Honestly, calling it a “vehicle” was generous—it was basically an armored car.

    
      Wheels big enough to crush smaller ones, a massive, sturdy chassis…
    

    Naturally, Isaac, with his keen interest in all machinery, kept walking while examining the military vehicle.

    About an hour later—

    —Master.

    Luna called to him.

    Isaac responded with a tense expression.

    “I feel it too.”

    His gaze shifted to the right.

    At a glance, it looked like endless barren wasteland, but if you looked closely, there were faint flashes of white.

    —Halt. Hostiles on the right.

    Naturally, there was no way Laikes would miss what Isaac had noticed.

    At his command, everyone stopped and turned their units to the right.

    —Silver Fangs. Twenty of them.

    That was Valken speaking—another Gigant Knight who had come with Laikes. His tone alone made it clear his rank was lower.

    
      Silver Fangs, huh.
    

    Now Isaac could clearly see them charging toward them.

    The mechanical beast he’d faced on his last scavenging trip had also been a Silver Fang.

    Back then there had only been one, but even so, he’d had to risk his life fighting it.

    It had one powerful attack, but even a scratch from it could be fatal.

    But now was different.

    Instead of fear and trembling, he felt anticipation and tension.

    —Cadets, fall back.

    Unfortunately, it seemed there was no intention to let cadets like Isaac fight.

    He’d half-hoped they might tell him to give it a try, calling it a good opportunity.

    But that had been a long shot from the start.

    If Laikes was strict enough to forbid dismounting even for meals, there was no way he’d bend here.

    Thud—!

    Still, when Laikes and the Gigant next to him stepped forward, Isaac felt a surge of excitement.

    He’d never seen Gigants of that size fight up close before.

    
      How will they do it?
    

    Isaac watched the oncoming Silver Fangs and Laikes’ Gigant.

    Shrrrk!

    The metallic sound of the Silver Fangs running drilled into his ears.

    They were practically within striking distance now.

    That was when Laikes moved.

    Whoosh—!

    He raised the Gigant’s massive sword high. The blade caught the sunlight, flashing brilliantly.

    The Silver Fangs immediately tried to split left and right, aiming to circle around and hit the weaker rear.

    But they never made it.

    KWA-BOOM!

    Laikes’ diagonal slash smashed through the ones trying to scatter.

    Seven of them, gone in a single blow.

    KWAANG!

    The Gigant beside him swung a massive mace in a wide arc, taking out four more.

    —W-what the…

    Puffin’s voice, astonished, came from beside him.

    Isaac, on the other hand, narrowed his eyes and focused on the fight.

    Nine Silver Fangs remained. They spread wide to both sides, still intent on targeting the rear.

    
      Typical for mechanical beasts.
    

    Mechanical beasts were insanely aggressive. Normal animals would retreat immediately after taking such heavy losses.

    Or rather, they wouldn’t have attacked in the first place.

    For living creatures, killing the enemy meant nothing if they got hurt themselves.

    But mechanical beasts acted as if their sole purpose was to destroy everything in existence.

    Thud!

    This time, though, they’d picked the absolute worst opponents.

    KWAANG!
 CRASH!

    Every time Laikes or the other Knight moved, the Silver Fangs died without mounting a proper counterattack.

    There was no special technique—just running forward and swinging a sword or mace.

    From where Isaac stood, it almost looked like the Silver Fangs were charging straight into their weapons.

    “Awooooo—!”

    Only after losing half their number again did the Silver Fangs try to flee, but even that wasn’t allowed.

    In less than a minute, the last one was dead.

    Laikes surveyed the fallen Silver Fangs, then spoke in his usual flat tone.

    —We move out.

    No casualties.

    Four days.

    Four whole days of riding Gigants with only the bare minimum of sleep.

    Even walking that distance normally would have been grueling.

    Doing it on unfamiliar Gigants?

    
      They’re half-dead.
    

    Isaac glanced to the side.

    There was a Gigant stumbling along—it was Puffin’s.

    Frankly, it was a miracle it hadn’t fallen over.

    Maria next to him didn’t look much better. Better than Puffin, sure, but that wasn’t saying much.

    —Are you all right, Master?

    Right then, Luna asked as if she’d read his thoughts.

    Isaac answered plainly.

    “Tired, sure.”

    Yes—just tired.

    He was human, so of course he was exhausted, but so were the others except for Laikes and the Knights.

    He wasn’t anywhere near collapse.

    That was why, whenever he dismounted, he felt the others’ stares.

    
      What the hell is with this guy?
    

    Thankfully most of the trip had them riding Gigants or in vehicles, or he’d have been getting those looks all day.

    —Once we reach our destination, I recommend taking proper rest.
 “Yeah. Gotta keep my body from breaking down.”

    Whether that would be possible was another matter.

    He gave a noncommittal reply to Luna, and then—

    —We’ll arrive soon.

    It was Laikes’ voice, rare even after spending four days together.

    Sure enough, in the distance, something appeared as a tiny dot.

    The closer they got, the larger it became.

    “I’ve been here before.”
 —Correct. One hundred sixty-three days ago, we arrived here after getting lost.
 “Right, that’s how it was.”

    Recalling that time, Isaac kept walking. When the place came into clear view—

    —Wow.

    Puffin let out a hoarse exclamation of awe.

    Ordinary people rarely left their hometowns.

    The outside world was dangerous.

    And while Isaac’s home wasn’t tiny, it was basically a run-down provincial city.

    This place was different.

    Unlike their homes, there were no towering walls, so the whole city lay in plain view.

    A sprawling, bustling metropolis.

    Most striking of all, at its center stood a massive power source—so large it was visible even from afar.

    —That’s Carmagna…

    Carmagna.

    A city-state proudly holding a place within the United Kingdom.

    And also known as the United Kingdom’s factory.

    That was when Laikes spoke again in his usual flat tone.

    —One day. You get exactly one day of rest. Tomorrow we take the train from here to the academy.

    The other cadets didn’t show it outwardly, but Isaac could tell they were happy.

    They’d barely had any proper rest on the way here, so it was natural.

    Isaac, for his part, kept his gaze fixed on the city and thought—

    
      One day is a bit tight.
    

    One day was enough for rest, but he had other business here.

    He had to retrieve a treasure he’d hidden in this city.

    A treasure that would one day be a core material for his personal equipment.

  
    

    As they drew closer to the city, Maria and Puffin’s steps clearly grew livelier.
 Their stamina must’ve been completely drained by now, but it seemed the view of Carmagna was impressive enough to make them momentarily forget their fatigue.

    
      Well, it is worth being impressed.
    

    In fact, Isaac himself had been stunned the first time he visited Carmagna.
 He’d seen it in the game, sure, but seeing it in person was a whole different experience.

    
      It really felt like I’d stepped into an entirely different world.
    

    Like the place he’d been staying before, most of the cities in the outer regions felt like they were somewhere between the Middle Ages and the early modern period.
 You know, the kind of setting you see all the time in fantasy novels.

    But Carmagna had a completely different vibe. It felt like several centuries had suddenly skipped ahead.
 It wasn’t quite at the level of modern civilization, but in some ways, it surpassed it—
 because here, magic engineering had become the foundation for an advanced civilization of its own.

    —If you cause any trouble in the city, you could be punished severely, so behave and follow me.

    When they’d gotten fairly close to the city, Rykes gave a calm warning.

    —Ah, yes!
 —Yes.
 —Understood.

    Answering him, Isaac set aside his wandering thoughts and looked ahead.

    Carmagna had no city walls. That didn’t mean it was defenseless, though.
 At regular intervals, turrets armed with magic cannons stood ready, along with all sorts of other defensive structures.

    
      Any ordinary mechanical beast would get blasted to dust before it got anywhere near this place.
    

    While Isaac was thinking that, Rykes led the group toward one side.
 There was a checkpoint in that direction.

    Even Rykes and the other Gigant Knights weren’t exempt from inspection.
 The two opened their cockpits for a quick ID check, while Isaac and the others dismounted from their Gigants to undergo a thorough search for dangerous items.

    “You may proceed.”

    Still, the inspection didn’t take long.
 Compared to the last time he’d come here—when they’d gone over him with a fine-tooth comb—it must’ve gone quickly because they were traveling with a knight.

    Isaac climbed back into the Gigant once the inspection was done.

    —Moving out.

    And with that, they finally entered the city.

    Past the checkpoint, the cityscape was surprisingly quiet.
 In most bustling cities, the area just inside the gates would be lined with street vendors and shops packed with customers.
 Here, though, there was only a wide road, with Gigants and vehicles passing through.

    
      So this entrance has this kind of atmosphere.
    

    Of course, not every road was like this.
 The last checkpoint Isaac had used was for pedestrians only, and that street had been brimming with life.

    This one was probably built specifically for Gigants to pass through freely.
 A Midget-class Gigant could use regular streets just fine, but something like Rykes’s 9-meter model would be a nightmare to maneuver through normal roads.

    Thud, thud—!

    And the very existence of such roads meant Gigant traffic here was heavy.
 Isaac saw a group of Gigants approaching from the opposite direction.

    There were five of them in a line, all painted the same color, with matching emblems on their shoulder armor.

    A hawk in mid-flight.

    
      A royal knight order.
    

    He’d seen these particular Gigants before—though back then, they’d been completely wrecked.

    This unit was stationed in the area to guard against the “Demon Realm.”
 They passed Isaac’s group and headed toward the checkpoint.

    Rykes, meanwhile, kept moving deeper into the city.

    —Here.

    About five minutes later, he stopped in front of a large building with a Gigant hangar attached.

    —Move into the hangar in order and follow instructions. Understood?
 —Yes, sir!

    Isaac followed the others inside, moving his Gigant to the designated spot before dismounting.

    “Huuaaah.”
 “Ugh…”

    The moment they got out, Isaac heard exhausted groans nearby.

    A glance showed Maria and Puffin looking like they might collapse at any second.
 Isaac, on the other hand, was still relatively fresh—which earned him a fair share of glares.

    No one said it aloud, but he could feel them thinking, What the hell is with this guy? Why isn’t he tired?

    “Oh, how are you still fine?”

    One person did ask out loud—Puffin.

    Isaac gave a suitably vague answer.

    “Regular meals and exercise.”
 “Oh…”

    Puffin nodded, muttering the words under his breath.
 Isaac hadn’t expected him to take it so seriously… but well, better stamina never hurt anyone.

    “Everyone, this way!”

    Soon, someone came to guide them into the building.

    They arrived in a moderately sized room, and the guide gestured inside.

    “You’ll be resting here until tomorrow. We’ll bring meals to you, so just relax. The bathroom’s over there, and we’ll bring you a change of clothes soon.”
 “Th-thank you!”
 “Got it.”

    Once the guide left, Puffin immediately flopped down on the floor.
 It seemed he was too grimy to get in bed, but too tired to stand any longer.

    Maria didn’t lie down, but she did sit heavily on the edge of a bed.

    Isaac, still the most composed, walked over to the window.

    
      First floor. The wall’s not that high. Security doesn’t seem tight.
    

    He stroked his chin, staring out.

    Tonight was his only chance for a treasure hunt. Tomorrow, they’d be boarding a train early in the morning—
 and once that happened, he wouldn’t be able to come back here for at least half a year.

    
      Half a year’s too long.
    

    By then, odds were he’d find something better than what he’d hidden here.
 Still, it was better to recover it now if possible.

    Knock knock.
 —Brought your clothes.

    While he was thinking that, a servant arrived with clean clothes.

    Isaac washed up, changed, lay down to rest for a bit, then ate the meal the servant brought.

    Time flew by, and soon it was evening.

    
      They’re all asleep.
    

    He glanced at the beds.
 Everyone had crashed right after dinner, no doubt trying to recover from days of accumulated exhaustion.

    Outside, dusk was settling in.

    Isaac took a small self-defense tool from his luggage and headed to the bathroom.

    There was a window there, facing the back of the building, with no one in sight.

    “Phew.”

    He exhaled, climbed out, and landed silently on the ground.
 A quick scan showed the area was as empty as before.

    
      No reason to guard back here.
    

    This annex had no valuables worth protecting.
 Most of the guards would be stationed near the main building or the hangar.

    
      And cadets have no reason to sneak out.
    

    Thanks to that, Isaac reached the wall without interruption.

    It wasn’t low, but not impossible to scale either.

    
      One jump.
    

    He steadied his breath, then leapt.

    Tap—!

    His foot touched the wall, pushing off to vault upward.
 Light as a feather, he reached the top, quickly scanning the other side with one hand on the edge.

    Not completely empty of people, but no one was looking his way. Good enough.

    Thud.

    He landed softly and started walking as if nothing had happened.

    For a moment, he felt someone glance his way, but no one kept watching.

    —That was close.

    While he walked, Luna’s voice sounded.

    “It went exactly as planned.”
 —Wouldn’t it have been better to just ask?
 “I’d have been shot down instantly.”

    He had considered it. But after days of observation, Rykes was a rigid stickler for the rules.

    “And if I’d asked, he’d probably have posted guards to watch me.”

    In that case, not even Isaac could’ve slipped out unnoticed.

    So sneaking out was the best option.

    —Understood.

    Luna didn’t press further.
 Isaac knew why—because their destination wasn’t exactly safe.

    Leaving without a word probably seemed too reckless to her.
 But it couldn’t be helped.

    It was too valuable to leave behind.

    Ending the conversation there, Isaac fell silent as more people appeared around him.

    Back in his own city, the streets would be dark and quiet at this hour, but here it was completely different.
 Streetlamps powered by magic lined the road, and countless people strolled beneath them.

    A luxury impossible in a small, remote territory.

    
      Not surprising for one of the wealthiest cities in the United Kingdoms.
    

    Another thing stood out—the variety of races.

    
      Elf. Dwarf. Beastkin, dwarf. Beastkin, beastkin.
    

    From a quick scan of the passersby, it was about half human, half non-human.

    Not that Carmagna was unusually diverse by United Kingdom standards.
 One duchy in the UK was founded by elves, where humans were the minority, and some cities were 90% dwarves.

    Overall, the UK population was probably about 50/50.
 But the continent as a whole was another story.

    
      Humans are still the majority.
    

    That was because of the Empire.
 It was entirely human, built solely for humans.

    That didn’t just happen naturally—there was a very… very long backstory to it.

    
      No, focus. This isn’t the time.
    

    Isaac shook his head.
 His mind had a bad habit of running off on tangents while thinking about something important.
 Once, it had even saved his life when muggers mistook him for a lunatic.

    
      Focus. Now, where…
    

    By now, he’d reached a fairly busy street.
 What he was looking for was nearby.

    A quick scan of the surroundings, and he was back on track.

    
      Left from here.
    

    About ten minutes later—

    
      Here.
    

    In a deserted alley, Isaac ran his hand along the wall.

    Tap.

    After a while, his fingertips caught on something—a brick.

    He examined the area carefully, then pressed the slightly protruding brick hard.

    Thunk—.

    The brick slid inward and fell to the ground with a dull sound.

    Isaac slipped his hand into the opening and felt upward.

    A moment later, he pulled his hand back.

    
      Still here.
    

    In his hand was a red, jewel-like object, about the size of a thumb.
 Looking closely, something inside it seemed to writhe faintly.

    
      Salamander’s Heart.
    

    That was the treasure he’d hidden here.

    Isaac grinned, about to tuck it away—when a voice came from behind.

    “Oh, what’s this? Found something nice?”

    Isaac turned his head slowly.
 Three shabby-looking beastkin stood there.

    More precisely, feline beastkin.

    
      Catfolk.
    

    No wonder he hadn’t sensed them—catfolk were famous for stealth.
 From the look of it, this wasn’t chance. They’d been tailing him.

    “Hm.”
 “What, having second thoughts?”
 “Want some advice?”

    They chuckled as they drew closer.
 It didn’t take a genius to see they didn’t mean well.

    Isaac stared at them and murmured,

    “Better to deal with you here.”
 “Huh?”

    With their numbers, shaking them off wouldn’t be easy.

    Isaac decided to finish this cleanly right here, pulling a self-defense tool from his clothes.

    A silver body glinting in the moonlight. A grip that fit perfectly in his hand.

    “A… magic device?”

    Yes.
 It was a magic device Isaac had crafted himself—in the form of a gun.

    He clicked the Salamander’s Heart into the empty slot.

    He could deal with the pests and test the jewel’s effect at the same time.

    A perfect two birds with one stone.

    “Let’s make this quick.”

    With a smirk, Isaac raised the gun.

  
    

    There are objects in this world similar to guns. The principle, however, is different.

    What Isaac now held in his hand was commonly classified as a “magic tool,” since it required mana to operate.

    The term “magic tool” was a broad one. Gigants were technically magic tools, and the reinforced gauntlets he’d used before also fell into that category.

    And magic tools, as a rule, were expensive. Of course, there were cheaper ones—mainly those used for everyday life.

    But if it was related to combat, it was safe to assume it would be expensive without exception.

    When something’s expensive, ordinary people naturally have a hard time getting their hands on it. It’s not common.

    “What the—?!”

    “Who does this punk think he’s talking to?!”

    Even with Isaac pointing the muzzle at them, they didn’t back down or show fear. They were surprised, yes, but not intimidated.

    That was why Isaac gave the gun in his hand a little tilt and explained kindly,

    “This is a magic tool. From this end, something quite threatening comes out.”

    Would these thugs now go, Oh, we understand, our apologies, and back off?

    “What? A magic tool?”

    Of course not.

    “Magic tool, my ass.”

    “Nowadays every mutt and their mother carries some weird thing claiming it’s a magic tool.”

    They scoffed at him instead.

    Magic tools were uncommon, expensive, and people generally feared them—just like they feared magic.

    Which was exactly why some people used that fear to their advantage.

    In dangerous situations, they’d pull out some weird object and bluff, calling it a magic tool.

    If Isaac had looked very rich or, conversely, very tough, it might have been convincing.

    But he still had his usual shabby clothes on, and his face had the softness of youth.

    He simply didn’t have enough credibility.

    “Well, I figured as much.”

    Naturally, Isaac knew this already.

    If he’d thought they would back off that easily, he wouldn’t have bothered using the Salamander’s Heart in the first place. A simple threat with a gun would have been enough.

    So, curling his lips into a smile, he said,

    “Then let’s see how powerful it is.”

    Without a shred of hesitation, Isaac pulled the trigger.

    Click—

    The pulled trigger moved the hammer connected to the gun barrel, and the hammer struck the magic stone seated inside.

    A magic stone was, simply put, an ore containing a large amount of mana. The way they were formed varied greatly.

    The one in Isaac’s gun had been mined from a quarry. It was small, not very pure, and relatively cheap.

    In an ordinary magic tool, it would be no more than a glorified flint substitute.

    But the outcome depended entirely on how you used it.

    Vmmm—

    The stimulated magic stone released mana into the surrounding space, which activated the densely engraved magic runes within the barrel.

    And at the end of those activated runes sat the Salamander’s Heart he’d loaded.

    Elapsed time to this point: 0.01 seconds.

    Fwoosh!

    Flames flared at the muzzle, then shot forward in the form of a sphere.

    Boom!

    The launched fireball exploded magnificently among the thugs.

    Strictly speaking, it wasn’t so much an explosion as the forcibly compressed flames losing their cohesion and consuming the surroundings.

    “H-hiieeek!”

    “Aaaagh!”

    That alone was enough to break their fighting spirit.

    No one had taken a direct hit, but the blast radius was large, and thanks to perfect placement, everyone had flames catching on their hair or clothes.

    It would end with some singeing at most, but still.

    “Oh.”

    Isaac’s face lit up with deep satisfaction—the power was greater than expected.

    That was with him deliberately aiming off. If he’d aimed properly, two out of the three would have been finished.

    ‘If a small magic tool can do this much, I can’t wait to see what happens when it’s scaled for a Gigant.’

    This one in his hand had sacrificed a lot for the sake of miniaturization.

    If he made proper equipment, the destructive power would be on a whole different level.

    Isaac nodded, tilted the gun, and said,

    “Not going to run?”

    The thugs, still busy trying to put out the flames, froze at his words, then bolted in the opposite direction.

    They were so rattled they even forgot to throw out the standard “Just you wait!” or “We’ll get you for this!” lines.

    Smirking, Isaac separated the gun and the heart, tucked them into his clothes, and turned away.

    He’d found what he was looking for, but one problem remained—getting back without being seen.

    Early morning.

    Isaac shifted under the sunlight stabbing into his eyes, then gave up and sat up.

    The first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was the bed across from him.

    On it, Puffin lay snoring with his mouth wide open, looking perfectly at peace.

    Turning his head the other way, Isaac spotted Maria’s bed. She was already awake, sitting up and reading something that looked like a book.

    Sensing his gaze, she briefly glanced up, then returned her eyes to the page.

    Isaac had no reason to bother her, so he looked away too.

    ‘Looks like no one noticed.’

    Scratching his cheek, Isaac recalled last night’s events.

    He’d snuck out of the mansion to retrieve the Salamander’s Heart hidden in a corner of the city.

    The trip back had been tense, just like when he’d slipped out.

    Getting caught would have been troublesome.

    Luckily, the security wasn’t tight, and the annex’s layout wasn’t hard to infiltrate.

    In other words, he’d made it back safely.

    Of course, he’d worried someone might have spotted him, but given how quiet things were, it seemed he’d been overthinking it.

    Knock knock—

    As he was thinking that, someone knocked on the door. He tensed and looked over, and a voice came.

    —Breakfast is here.

    It was a servant bringing their morning meal. Isaac let out a small sigh of relief.

    Nothing else happened after that.

    They ate breakfast, rested for a while, then packed their things at the announcement that it was time to leave, waiting on their beds.

    Before it was even 8 o’clock,

    “Come on out. We’re going to the station.”

    Finally hearing they were heading to the station, they went outside.

    There was a vehicle waiting, with Lyches standing in the middle.

    After scanning everyone, Lyches spoke in a calm tone,

    “The Gigants have all been loaded onto the train. Before departure, I’ll go over a few rules for inside the train.”

    The rules weren’t anything special—more like the basic manners you’d follow on public transport back in Korea.

    Of course, such rules weren’t common sense here.

    Most people would never ride a train in their entire lives.

    “Alright, let’s go. Get in the vehicle.”

    After the short explanation, Isaac finally boarded the vehicle.

    In fact, this was his first time riding in one here.

    Vehicles were luxury items in this world.

    Not that the inside was particularly comfortable.

    ‘Feels just like the inside of an armored car.’

    It reminded him of a military APC. Not surprising, since it was a military vehicle.

    Vmmm—

    The sound and vibration when it started up, however, were unlike a normal car.

    No roaring engine or rattling tremors—just a mild hum and a faint vibration at ignition.

    ‘Mana engines really are efficient.’

    Leaning back in his seat, Isaac mused.

    The only downside was that they couldn’t operate in a world without mana.

    As he thought about this and that, he felt the vehicle lurch and start moving.

    There were no windows or anything inside, so he simply stared straight ahead and let time pass.

    Fortunately, the station wasn’t far. After about twenty minutes, the vehicle slowed to a stop.

    Clunk—

    The rear door opened.

    “Out!”

    They’d arrived.

    Sitting in the deepest seat, Isaac got out after the others.

    “Wow!”

    As soon as he stepped out, he heard Puffin’s exclamation.

    Following his gaze, Isaac saw the station.

    ‘A station, sure.’

    It was a station, but nothing like the ordinary train stations of Earth.

    It was far larger, heavily fortified like a military base, and swarming with people.

    But the most striking thing was the massive train waiting inside.

    “I-it’s huge.”

    That was Puffin again.

    Instead of teasing him, the others chuckled and nodded.

    It really was enormous.

    Compared to trains Isaac had ridden on Earth, this one was easily ten times bigger.

    And it was so heavily armed that it was hard to tell if it was a train or a weapon shaped like one.

    Even though the routes were regularly patrolled and maintained for safety, this harsh land was far from truly safe.

    “This way.”

    While they’d been gawking, Lyches returned from handling some procedures and led them on.

    Isaac followed him into one of the massive train’s cars.

    Inside, it was narrower than it looked from outside—meaning the armor was thick.

    Still, it was far more spacious than an ordinary train back on Earth.

    And luckily, this was a passenger car with seats.

    Each seat was small, but better than riding on the floor like freight.

    And certainly better than traveling on a Gigant.

    “Sit here.”

    Lyches pointed to a row of seats.

    Isaac naturally took the innermost window seat.

    “Unless it’s mealtime, don’t leave this car. If you need the restroom, get permission from Dale here.”

    The man he indicated was one of Lyches’s aides.

    Bald, with a fierce-looking face, but surprisingly friendly.

    With that, Lyches left for the front car.

    Isaac doubted he’d see him again before they reached their destination—he probably had his own room and plenty to do.

    Once Lyches was gone and Dale took a seat toward the back, Isaac relaxed against his chair.

    ‘Three days from here, wasn’t it?’

    A long trip.

    Especially considering the train was far faster than a Gigant.

    Vmmm—

    Before long, the train vibrated slightly, then began to move forward.

    Isaac glanced out the window, then leaned back and closed his eyes.

    Best to rest while he could.

    No telling when a train-attack event might happen.

  
    

    The interior of the train was far more spacious compared to the cockpit of a Gigant.

    Moreover, there was no need to exert any strength—one could simply sit back and relax.

    While gazing out at the endless green plains passing by.

    But does that mean a train journey is entirely pleasant and comfortable? …Not exactly.

    “Damn uncomfortable.”

    Isaac rested his chin on his hand as he scanned the train’s interior.

    Right beside him sat Maria, arms crossed, eyes closed.

    The distance between them was barely a sheet of paper wide—close enough to almost touch, but not quite.

    “Cramped.”

    The train itself was spacious.

    Yet the spacing between seats was incredibly narrow—both sideways and frontwards.

    This seat was located at the very end of the long train.

    In other words, it was a cheap seat.

    But cramped seating alone wasn’t the main irritation. There was something more bothersome.

    “Ha ha ha ha!”
 “This bastard actually believed that?”
 “Well, you could get confused!”

    The boisterous voices of men echoed loudly.

    Even the cheapest seat on this train wasn’t exactly a comfortable ride for ordinary people.

    But it wasn’t so unbearable as to be impossible to board either.

    No matter how expensive the fare, it was still cheaper than a life.

    Hence, this tail car was filled with mercenaries, soldiers on leave, and people with all sorts of stories.

    Cramped, noisy, hot.

    A perfect trio of chaos.

    It was no wonder Isaac couldn’t properly rest.

    However, the lack of rest wasn’t solely because of that.

    The root cause was different.

    An ambush.

    This train would be ambushed.

    More precisely, it had to be.

    “If there’s no ambush, I’ll have to revise the plan significantly.”

    Why did Isaac anticipate an ambush?

    The reason was simple: it was the first “event” in the game.

    The game Isaac played didn’t have a predetermined protagonist. Players created characters by choosing their background, abilities, and concept within given parameters.

    Naturally, starting points varied.

    A vagabond, a noble, a hunter’s child, or an engineer’s apprentice—various origins were possible.

    Isaac, if anything, leaned toward vagabond.

    Characters with different backgrounds could be created, and these backgrounds affected the gameplay in multiple ways.

    But full freedom? Not quite.

    Every origin had fixed events.

    Yes.

    Being recognized for talent, chosen for Elysium, traveling by train—and the train being ambushed along the way.

    That was the early scenario of the game, and the train ambush was a fixed event within it.

    In other words, if the ambush didn’t happen… there was no guarantee the game’s scenario would unfold as intended.

    “Even if the first event matches, it doesn’t guarantee the next event will happen the same way.”

    Yet the weight of it was different.

    Different from the start. Changes occurring later.

    So Isaac waited, crammed into the narrow seat, abandoning the attempt to rest.

    “Hmmm.”

    Isaac shifted his gaze slightly toward the window. The scenery outside had drastically changed.

    The green plains were gone, replaced by nothing but wasteland.

    Desolate as it was, it was still better than “outside” itself.

    “Soon, we’ll pass through it.”

    With that thought, Isaac returned his gaze forward and surveyed the train interior once more.

    “Soon…”

    And waited. For the right moment.

    Clatter, clatter—.

    The train, running fairly smoothly though not comfortably, shook violently. And then—

    KRAAAASH!

    Thunder roared.

    Passengers in the tail car flinched and looked out the window. But the windows were already completely shielded by thick iron plates.

    “They’ve entered.”

    Isaac glanced at the metal plates. There was no announcement, but the thunder gave it away.

    The train had entered the outskirts of the kingdom.

    Well, “outside” wasn’t an extreme magic zone—just the periphery.

    With this train’s defenses, passing through posed no problem.

    In fact, this area was safer than the open outside.

    The environment outside was dangerous, but here, no one would ambush the train.

    If everything went as planned.

    KRAAAASH!

    Thunder struck again. Isaac rested his head against the metal plate, closing his eyes, searching for any irregular sounds amid the storm.

    After about five minutes—

    BOOOOM…

    He heard it.

    An irregular noise.

    Isaac’s eyes snapped open.

    People outside flinched at the thunder, but Isaac was the only one who noticed something off.

    “It’s coming.”

    Isaac slipped his hand into his coat. A smile appeared at the corner of his mouth.

    He rose from his seat and spoke to the attendant supervising them.

    “Wait, I need to use the restroom.”
 “Huh? Oh, sure. Go ahead, at the back.”
 “Yes.”

    Receiving permission, he passed Maria and stepped into the narrow corridor.

    He headed toward the restroom at the rear—but didn’t enter. Instead, he crouched in the small space and waited.

    KRAAAASH!

    Thunder.

    BOOOOM!

    An irregular noise—the sound of a massive creature’s steps—hit his ears. Isaac crouched further.

    KRAAAAAAASH—!

    Immediately, a tremendous roar shook the surroundings. The shock made it feel as if he might be thrown into the air.

    But crouched against the wall, Isaac felt only minimal impact.

    So in that moment, instead of falling, he could rise up.

    WHOOSH!

    Isaac drew his gun from his coat and scanned the cabin he had just left.

    “KYAAAAAH—!”
 “What… what is that!”
 “Gasp, huff!”

    Screams and shocked voices erupted from the cabin. All eyes were on one spot.

    The entrance, normally sealed tight, had been violently torn open. And beyond it—stood the Gigant.

    Isaac didn’t reenter immediately. He just watched.

    -3m. Midget class, but armed beyond its size. Marks erased, modifications evident throughout.

    Luna’s voice echoed in his mind. Isaac nodded. It matched the information he had.

    It wasn’t a lost machine or an enemy raid. It was an outlaw.

    Yes. This event was called “Outlaw’s Ambush”—the opening event of the game.

    -Now, everyone stay calm. Calm down.

    The voice of the Gigant rider, who literally smashed through the door, boomed.

    -We’re only after one person. Just one.

    CRUNCH!

    The Gigant crushed its way into the train.

    Its size wasn’t particularly large—barely meeting minimum Gigant specs.

    Under 3 meters, it was hard to board, so full-body reinforced armor was preferable.

    Yet its small size didn’t reduce the threat. Inside the moving train were only humans in cloth armor. Not a Gigant battle.

    -Don’t even think about running to another car. You’ll be made an example.

    The rider’s voice was calm, aware of their advantage.

    The train had no immediate backup—but support wouldn’t arrive instantly anyway. The ambush wasn’t just one person.

    “The ones in the upper-class cars distract attention while we search here.”

    Isaac considered their plan and crouched lower. Simple, yet effective.

    The timing was key. The train was in the “outside” area. Isaac peeked at the slightly open door.

    KRAAAASH!

    Outside was a full-blown magic wasteland.

    Thunder and lightning struck violently, and unknown plants covered the ground.

    Hiding here to ambush the train? Absurd. Yet they exploited this.

    -Hmm, good. Let’s see… where are you hiding?

    Isaac refocused on the intruder’s voice. Now was not the time to ponder backgrounds.

    “Stop it.”

    If the intruder captured “it,” early gameplay would be troublesome. So it must be stopped.

    Isaac watched the Gigant inside the train.

    “They haven’t noticed me.”

    Isaac was in a small space at the rear. No cabins behind him. The intruder paid no attention—perfect for a surprise attack.

    However, the only weapon Isaac had was the magical gun in his hand.

    Armors were in other luggage. He couldn’t move recklessly. The decisive moment had to be seized.

    “What are you looking for? Huh?”

    Quickly, someone approached.

    From the front, a figure stood and spoke to the Gigant rider—the attendant supervising Isaac.

    Outwardly ordinary, but actually a squire-in-training. He might not have been fully armed, but surely had a hidden move. In the game, he did.

    -Haha, trying to help?

    The intruder laughed heartily, raising an arm. Then—

    KRAAAAAASH!

    The arm swung at the man, crushing his seat.

    THWACK!

    But the attendant had already leapt, pushing aside the occupant next to him.

    Agile, landing on the Gigant’s arm.

    -You bastard!

    The rider tried to shake him off, but the attendant leapt aside, targeting the blind spot.

    BANG!

    This strike, delivered by his leg, hit a joint. The Gigant staggered.

    Powerful for unarmed contact—enough to buy time until reinforcements. If everything went as planned.

    -Hmph.

    But the intruder wasn’t playing fair.

    Raising his arm again, he aimed at innocent passengers. The attendant realized this immediately and clenched his teeth.

    To stop him, he had to close in while dodging—a dirty, yet effective tactic.

    If the attendant were alone, the intruder’s plan might succeed.

    SWISH—.

    Yet there was another—Isaac, hidden, waiting for the right moment.

    When the rider raised both arms to lure the attendant, Isaac was already behind him.

    WHOOSH!

    The gun’s heart glowed red.

    The rider sensed the threat too late, turning—but it was useless.

    -1cm lower. Yes. That’s the weak spot.

    Isaac’s muzzle already aimed precisely.

    BANG!

    A burst of flames erupted.
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