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The More Swords I Devour, the Stronger I Become



Chapter 1
Chapter 1: Prologue. Swordmaster
Ever since I was a child, there was a story my father used to tell.
“Arhan, our Karavan family, though we live now in this tiny backwater estate, wasn’t always like this.”
Whenever he told that story my father always looked joyful. Even at his middle age his eyes shone bright like a young man’s. His voice sounded excited like a boy’s.
“Two hundred years ago, the Karavan family was a great house that defended this kingdom. The king favored them most; they were righteous wardens everyone revered.”
When he said that, my father always showed me the large portrait hanging in the mansion. The portrait was of an old man—so aged his hair had turned white—yet his gaze flashed sharp like a lion’s, full of dignity. Beside that portrait there hung an impressive sword.
“In those days the Karavans produced Swordmasters for generations. So everyone feared the Karavans, and at the same time respected them. Karavan were invincible guardians who could protect the kingdom from any foe, and righteous watchers who punished the wicked.”
“…….”
“Of course, that was all just tales of the past. It’s been over a hundred years since the Karavan family last produced a Swordmaster…….”
My father looked at the sword hanging next to the portrait with a distant expression.
The Karavan family’s treasure. The sword is said to have been used by Liam Karavan, the founder of the Karavan house, its greatest head, and known as the most powerful Swordmaster in history.
From what my father had told me, that sword must have been made at least five hundred years ago, yet it was still excessively sharp. Its gleam of cutting intent looked as if it could slice anything at that very moment.
When I looked at that sword I did not feel awe at how sharp it remained after centuries; I felt suspicion. How could it remain rust-free and still be so keen after such a long time? Common sense said iron items shouldn’t be able to do that.
After doubting, I came to a conclusion.
All the stories my father told were fabricated lies. It was common for fallen noble families like ours. They invented tales to boost pride in their house and to keep aristocratic dignity from fading—fabricating a glorious past that never happened to show that, though fallen, they were still noble and exalted.
It was like how figures from ancient history were absurdly exaggerated or deified. Yet for some reason my father sincerely believed in the Karavan family’s fanciful past.
“You, who will inherit the house, must remember this glorious era. Always be proud to be a member of the Karavan family, and remember that steel blood runs through you. Then someday you will reclaim that glory. Yes, someday……”
Those were words brimming with pride. I could not bring myself to tell my father the truth.
A blade a few hundred years old could not logically remain rust-free and razor-sharp. The old man in the portrait did not resemble my father at all. Our family treasure was fake, and that portrait was clearly an anonymous painter’s fanciful imagining of a great swordsman. No matter how much I searched history books I could not find the Karavan name, nor any record of a Swordmaster called “Liam”……
My objections stayed inside my mouth. Instead of saying those things, I forced a smile and answered.
“Yes, I will.”
The reason was simple. My father, utterly taken in by lies made by our ancestors, looked so happy. His smile was more boylike than mine; his eyes sparkled dazzlingly. I did not want to steal that joy from him.
Sometimes telling the tales of the Karavan family’s glorious days was my father’s only pleasure. It was obvious all those stories were made up—but what did it matter? If my father was happy, whether the Karavan history was true or an outright lie did not matter at all.
My father called this place a tiny backwater, but I liked this village. I would not trade the small, ordinary days and the happiness I felt here for anything.
I liked my father who told the Karavan tales as pure old stories, my gentle mother, the clumsy but kind cook, and the slow but unfailing steward.
Sometimes the routine bored me, but I was still happy. I wanted to live lazily and simply: meet a decent woman in this estate, form a family, someday inherit the headship, and grow old happily. I wished that life would continue forever.
But life never went as one wished.
When I was fifteen, everything changed.
A Swordmaster visited our estate.
***
“This estate must be erased.”
The Swordmaster who had come to our village—an estate without attractions or local specialties—spoke oddly. He said the estate had to be erased. The villagers were bewildered by that incomprehensible phrase, but the Swordmaster refused to answer any questions. He only repeated the same words. After answering like that about three times he spoke again.
“I only do as I am commanded.”
After that, the Swordmaster ceased to be human and became a disaster incarnate. He was an embodied death that ordinary people could not resist. Like the storms or floods I had seen in my childhood sweeping away fields, the Swordmaster swept the villagers away. I watched clearly from the hilltop what the Swordmaster did.
It was no different from harvest time in autumn. Like swinging a sickle to reap grain, every time the Swordmaster swung his sword it cut down villagers who had lived with their own circumstances. Heads fell and rolled, and red blood dyed the village. No one could stop it.
“Arhan, you must run!”
The Swordmaster advanced from the village entrance to our mansion. He walked as if taking a stroll. Wherever those steps had passed there were no living humans left. My mother grabbed my hand and dragged me back.
But no matter how hard we ran there was no way to escape the Swordmaster’s pursuit. The Swordmaster—walking with composed steps and not running—eventually found us who had fled. He said,
“I will come again in a month. Until then, take everyone from here and leave. If you want to live.”
That day more than half the village died. Fortunately my family survived.
But our life could never be the same again. Never. After that day my father went mad.
***
My mother, my father, and the surviving villagers offered various theories about how that horror had happened. Some said it was the aftereffect of the war between the kingdom and the empire, some said the newly ascended king had been doing insane things, and others said the Swordmasters were using force to consolidate their authority.
None of those explanations could account for why my daily life had been ruined. Could such pathetic reasons justify such a monstrous act?
My father’s fury was far stronger than mine. A man who had been fairly robust wasted away until his bones showed. Our once happy mansion was filled with a horribly oppressive silence because of my father, who had become a broken shell.
After discovering a book in his study my father read only that book on repeat. He would finish it, close it, then open it again to the first page and read it again. He skipped meals, he did not go outside; his whole day was spent reading that book.
How many times had that repeated? My father had gone mad.
He lost his mind as if his head had emptied, and began uttering bizarre, mismatched words.
“I will take action myself and correct this world full of sin and wrongdoings! I am a great knight who passed down the blood of Karavan; I will judge you!”
My father stopped reading books. I could see the book’s title on the table: 「The Knight of La Mancha」.
My father, who read a chivalric novel by some anonymous author, began to identify himself with the novel’s hero. He could no longer tell fiction from reality—a madman.
“I am a great knight who hunted the evil dragon, an iron-blooded guardian who defends the kingdom! I cannot tolerate injustice. I will judge the sinful Swordmaster who comes soon. I am the righteous watcher who inherits Karavan blood!”
My father wore an old helm like a trainee knight’s and declared it a golden helm bestowed by the king. He called his rusted armor the mithril armor given by the patron deity, and the old dull wooden training sword he held proclaimed a blade that had cut dragon scales.
“I will not retreat! I will personally judge my unjust enemies!”
His eyes burned as if to swallow the sun. For a brief moment my father looked like the invincible knight from those tales. Even as the villagers forcefully tried to stop him, he refused to leave the estate.
Then one late night my mother said to me,
“Arhan, you must run away. Leave this place and preserve your life. Go anywhere.”
“Mother, come with me.”
“That cannot be.”
I had never seen my mother with such sorrowful eyes.
“I must stay by your father’s side. I cannot leave him to die alone. But I cannot watch you die too. So—so go.”
She squeezed my hand hard as if to crush it and spoke.
“Promise me one thing before you leave.”
“…….”
“Whatever happens, do not dream of revenge. Promise me you will never do that.”
“…….”
“Swear you will not take up a sword until you die, and that you will never return here.”
Her voice was chilling.
“You must keep that. Everything your father spoke was lies. The talk of steel blood or the blood of great heroes—all invented. You are an ordinary person. Your father was ordinary, and you are ordinary……”
I answered to my mother’s sobbing voice.
“Yes. I swear.”
My mother was relieved by my answer. That late night I left the village in a carriage. I left a day before the Swordmaster had declared he would return.
***
I rode a carriage to the nearby town and spent the money I had saved on a crossbow and bolts. 
I bought enough other weapons to kill a human. I bought things like pepper for cooking and poisons favored by hunters. I never intended to abandon my family from the start. I planned to get what we could not find in our village and return to stand together.
Even if someone called himself a Swordmaster, he was still only a man. I did not want to run away alone.
After acquiring enough supplies I hitched a ride on a carriage heading back to the estate and ran as fast as I could through the nearby forest. The sun was rising and announcing the end of dawn.
When I arrived at the estate what remained were only red blood and horribly dead villagers. On the highest point of the estate—the top of our mansion—the flag bearing the Karavan family’s wolf emblem flew. My father’s head was stuck on that flag.
My father lay dead with his eyes wide open, and my mother lay in the yard as if peacefully asleep. My father’s helmet, armor, and sword were shattered like pieces of paper.
I saw the Swordmaster standing blankly among the corpses. The instant I saw him I fired the crossbow. The Swordmaster did not attempt to dodge or parry. The bolt I shot could not even scar his body and simply bounced off.
His gaze turned toward me. The moment our eyes met my body froze like ice. He spoke with a doll-like, emotionless face.
“You are not yet eighteen. Fortunately.”
 “…….”
 “I will spare you. Forget today and live your life. In a place like this village.”
He calmly wiped the blood from his sword and muttered. I did not know whose blood stained his blade.
“Curse your house. I did not expect the ‘Karavan’ to still exist on the continent.”
 “…….”
 “Hide your surname. And do not sire children.”
He looked at me coldly and said,
“If you inherit Karavan blood I will come for you again, wherever you are.”
It was a warning.
Pathetically, I could not even take plausible revenge on the Swordmaster who had destroyed everything I had. I became frozen at the mere moment our eyes met, and I could not move until he walked away at leisure. So pathetic. So utterly pathetic.
I had lost everything.
***
After the funeral I did nothing and wasted my time. Truly, I did nothing. Then I heard more about the Swordmaster who had taken everything from me. His name was Carlos, and he had become a great hero by great deeds in the war with the empire. Unlike the fanciful Karavan Swordmaster my father had babbled about, this one was for real.
A genius born once in a hundred years, the most powerful Swordmaster in history, a guardian who would protect the kingdom, a righteous watcher…… The man my father had described with boyish eyes existed in reality. Ironically, that great Swordmaster had taken from me everything I held dear. I crawled into the cold, empty mansion bedroom in the village where everyone had died.
Whenever I thought of him something boiled in my chest. Why was the man who ruined everything I had hailed as a hero? If gods worshipped by the kingdom’s religions existed, why did he not receive divine punishment? Instead of punishment, why did those who praised him only increase with time?
I could not understand it. Carlos became greater as time passed. No one in the world did not know Swordmaster Carlos. He was the Swordmaster among Swordmasters and by his great deeds became the continent’s foremost blade.
“Master, you must forget. It is the only way to live. Only then……”
The steward who had fled and returned told me to think it was a natural disaster. But I could not. How could I? I had seen with my own eyes what had happened. The memories still haunted me.
Hatred and desire for revenge deepened over time. I thought many times about killing him. I could not bear it. But it was practically impossible.
There was one reason.
“A Swordmaster can only be killed by another Swordmaster, Master.”
I had never even properly held a sword since I was born. I had no talent. I had bought a fencing manual with the little money I had and tried to train myself, but I lacked the sense to wield a blade or even to move my body well.
It was ironic. If I truly were the descendant of such a great house, why was I so insignificant? 
Why did I tremble before the Swordmaster who had taken everything? Why……
After hard days I reached a decision. Was it right to live out a worthless life and grow old as he had said?
That might have been the wisest choice. But it was not a choice I could make.
The very fact of living in the same world as that man was unbearable. How could that demon still be praised and live on? Why was this world running so wrong? No matter how I thought about it, I could not accept it.
There were too many things I could not accept.
So my conclusion was clear. I would break the promise and oath I had last made to my mother.
I decided to become a Swordmaster.
From the moment I decided, a strange voice echoed in my head. Every time I looked at the large portrait hanging in the ruined mansion’s parlor, the voice rang in my ears. More precisely, it came from the long, sharp sword hanging beside that portrait—the Karavan family treasure that had not lost its edge after hundreds of years.
「Eat me.」
Chapter 2
Chapter 2. Needle (1)
A Swordmaster can only be killed by another Swordmaster.
That was a very old adage, and even children knew it as common sense.
***
Was it because I had stayed too long in the mansion steeped in the stench of corpses? Or perhaps because I had spent far too long without speaking to another person? A blade was speaking to me. Maybe I ought to go to a nearby temple and have a priest look me over.
It was not such a rare symptom. I had read in books that soldiers who had fought in many wars, or people who had gone through horrors, experienced the same thing. The shock I had suffered was greater, not less, than theirs.
I stared with dead eyes at the Karavan family treasure.
 The voice rang out again.
 A heavy, commanding voice, like a lion’s roar.
「Eat me, heir of Karavan.」
 「Then you will gain what you desire.」
Could it be that my father too had heard such hallucinations before he succumbed to madness? 
I shut my mouth and stared blankly at the sword. Then, on top of the voice, I began to see visions. Behind the sword shimmered the outline of a transparent figure—an old man with the same heroic face as in the portrait. His face was wrinkled, yet his gaze gleamed sharp as a blade.
As I watched the vivid illusion, I unknowingly opened my mouth.
“Do you even know what it is I desire, to speak so?”
A moment of silence passed, then came the reply.
「To become a Swordmaster. To grow strong enough to kill a Swordmaster.」
 “…….”
 「I guarantee it. Without my help you can never kill that Swordmaster. The one who came here a year ago was far beyond what your generation could produce.」
The phantom by the sword said,
「That man was the sort of Swordmaster who could only have been born in an age of war. No matter how much a green whelp like you trains, you can never have your revenge. So I will help you.」
 “……How?”
 「Eat me. Then you will know everything.」
Again, incomprehensible words.
The idea that I was conversing with a hallucination only I could see was laughable. Yet I could not ignore it. Something in me told me I must not. The phantom of the sword gave off an oppressive weight that was unnaturally powerful.
So once again, I asked a foolish question.
“Why would you help me?”
This time the reply came immediately.
「Because you are my descendant, who inherited the steel blood.」
 “…….”
 「That Swordmaster is not only your enemy. He dared to cruelly harm the great one’s descendant. So I intend to use you to judge him. In the name of Karavan.」
The phantom’s eyes shone. Like the gleam of a sword.
「You heard his words, so you know. The old stories your innocent father told you were true. Not empty pride invented like other nobles did, but real. Karavan was greater than anyone. Once.」
For some reason, in that moment, I was drawn into his gaze. So I gave a strange answer.
“……How should I eat you?”
Perhaps I too had already gone mad. Like my father.
***
The phantom of the sword said bizarre things.
 Everything he said was hard to believe.
「The Karavan family’s blood is mixed with human and dwarf blood. That trait came from me, a half-dwarf. That is why people said the Karavan family had steel blood.」
Dwarf blood, he said.
That was absurd. No one in our family had ever shown any dwarven traits: short stature, bones thick as stone, luxuriant beards sprouting after age seven, or skin tough against fire.
Neither I nor my father bore such traits. Even the portraits of past heads of house showed none of them.
「Though no such features showed, I had one special ability. By consuming blades—swords, to be precise—I could take in the memories and power within them. All my descendants inherited that ability. That is the decisive reason why the Karavan family produced Swordmasters for generations.」
…
「The method is not hard. Heat the blade until it is glowing, then break it apart with your teeth and swallow it like a baguette. It will seep into your stomach and mix with your steel blood.」
The words that followed were even more ridiculous.
Chew up and swallow a sword? Doing that would shatter my palate and gums. If shards lodged in my throat, I would die horribly. Even if I did swallow it whole, I would not survive.
And there was no record in any book that dwarves had such abilities. It was true they were friends to steel and fire, but never had it been written that they carried such mysteries in their bodies……
As I thought this, the phantom said,
「You do not believe me. Indeed, to your generation that has forgotten all, these words must sound absurd.」
It was as if he had pierced through my thoughts.
「If you cannot believe it, then do not do it. I will not force you.」
 “…….”
 「But you know, don’t you? That whatever you do alone, you can never reach your goal.」
The phantom’s eyes bore into me.
「This past year you bought a fencing manual and practiced alone in the yard. And you felt despair. Your body was frail as a woman’s. Your muscles did not grow, your bones were pitifully thin, your frame small. You lacked even the wit to grasp the principles of swordsmanship. You are a mediocrity who cannot reach even Sword Runner, let alone Swordmaster.」
 “…….”
 「The calluses on your hands are nothing but wasted effort. You wasted a whole year, and in that time the Swordmaster you hate grew even greater. He was born with that talent.」
The phantom’s voice stabbed me as keenly as a blade.
 I could not ignore his words. For they were all true.
「If you will not believe, then spend your life as you have. Waste your efforts, curse yourself, and watch from afar as that man walks the heroic path.」
That was decisive. Hearing those words, I reached out and snatched the sharp sword from the wall.
Even on second glance, it was too sharp to be a blade over five hundred years old.
 Just a graze could cut flesh away.
Gripping the hilt carefully, I went out into the yard.
 The phantom asked,
「Where are you taking me?」
 “To put you in fire.”
 「In fire?」
I answered his question.
“You said it had to be heated before eating, didn’t you?”
Better to die trying than to live like this.
 I resolved to stake my life on this madness.
***
“Keugh, kuk!”
To say it plainly, chewing and swallowing a heated blade was utterly horrific. So what was the result? Well, the very fact that I am giving this account is proof I survived.
“Chew… ugh, kuk.”
It felt as though my palate was torn apart and burned. My throat ripped, and my stomach drenched in molten steel. Yet astonishingly, it was pain alone—I suffered no wounds.
My palate was intact, and no matter how much I coughed, not a drop of blood came from my throat.
As I marveled at the strange phenomenon, the phantom of the sword spoke.
No—the fact that his words proved true meant he was no mere phantom. Since I had actually eaten the sword, I now knew his name and must call him by it.
「Now you can believe. My words were true. I am no hallucination born of your weakness.」
Liam Karavan.
Founder of the Karavan family.
“……Yes, Founder.”
 「Founder? Hah, that’s a laugh. Enough, no need to call me that.」
 “Then what?”
Liam said indifferently,
「Call me Master. When I taught my descendants, they all called me that.」
The title was set.
“Yes, Master.”
I exhaled long. For some reason the breath felt hot. Even after wiping my lips and drinking cool water, I felt no relief. My stomach still burned. I rubbed my belly and asked Liam,
“Master, I feel no change yet.”
 「No change?」
Liam frowned. I nodded honestly.
“Yes. I can see your body more clearly and hear your voice better, but aside from that—”
 「Strange. Wait.」
Liam reached his hand toward my chest. His transparent hand swept around my heart a few times, then he clicked his tongue.
「Over generations, my blood has thinned. The ability was inherited, but weakened.」
 “Weakened? How?”
 「Normally, by feeding you my sword—my beloved blade from life—I could have raised you straight to the realm of Swordmaster. But you are different.」
Liam said,
「Your bloodline’s power is far below mine. You swallowed, but failed to digest it.」
 “…….”
 「To digest the essence in my sword, you must first raise yourself far higher. Damn it, not only is your body useless, even your blood is wretched. Cursed descendant.」
He goaded me annoyingly, but I had no defense. For indeed, I was useless.
「Then it can’t be helped.」
Thankfully, our family’s founder—my Master—did not abandon me. With a sigh, he told me another way.
「You should eat blades suited to your level.」
 “Blades suited to me?”
 「Yes.」
Liam floated in the air, arms crossed, looking down at me.
「Is there a weapon shop nearby? Not new weapons—I need swords that have been used for a long time.」
***
I left the village for the first time in a while. 
Carriages no longer traveled here, so I had to walk the rough path. Pushing through the forest trail, I reached the nearest town. In its center, merchants hawked their wares.
“Fresh fruit, come and try!”
I passed by the fruit seller and entered a narrow alley. At its mouth I felt heat—the heat of a forge. The smell of iron being struck. But that was not our goal.
「The older the weapon, the better. Take me where old swords are. I will choose.」
I walked to where Liam required.
Past the forge, deeper still. Soon, with a stench, the slums came into view. Filthy children lived in trash heaps. Hopeless eyes filled with despair. Where they lived, trash piled up.
I heard rats squeak. The inhabitants were beggars, rats, cats, and bugs.
“Please, just a coin.”
 “Give me a piece of bread, I’ll do anything. Anything you want?”
I shook off the beggars clutching my legs and went deeper. There was a mountain of trash: discarded clothes, broken glass, ruined goods. And protruding among them, dried hands. The trash included corpses no one sought.
「A place necromancers would love.」
I climbed the mountain slowly as Liam spoke. The feel of flesh beneath my soles sickened me. The stench of corpses was stronger here than in my mansion. When I climbed far enough, my shoe struck metal with a clang.
“There should be many discarded blades here. The slum children gather what they find and pile them up. Some weapons get washed in by rain. Most are useless, but nowhere nearby is better to find old swords.”
 「Good.」
Liam drifted toward the place I indicated.
「I too once fed on swords in places thick with the smell of blood. Battlefields. The blades of dead soldiers still clutched, the dirt-covered abandoned swords—I devoured them all. This place is quieter, but it reminds me of that.」
His transparent hand swept the tangle of metal.
 Then—「Found it.」
 “Already?”
 「Yes. Take it out.」
 “Which one…?”
 「The one I point to.」
I frowned and looked where he gestured.
 Again I checked Liam’s eyes. They were certain. As if to say: You saw right, that is the one.
‘…That’s not a sword, is it?’
I reached into the heap and pulled out what he meant. In sunlight the dull weapon gleamed faintly.
 Liam said,
「Once you eat it, you will know my choice was right. Treasure it.」
 “…….”
 「It will make you, pitiful as you are, a little more of a swordsman.」
Still I was puzzled. 
For in my hand was something too slender to be called a sword.
It was not so much a blade as… what to call it? A needle.
***
「Designation: Liam’s Beloved Sword」
 「The sword often wielded by Liam Karavan, founder of the Karavan family.」
 「Though centuries old, it has not rusted and still retains its edge.」
 「The Karavan family treasure.」
…
「Ingestion effect」
 「Your connection with the soul of Liam Karavan has deepened.」
 「Currently digesting」
Chapter 3
Chapter 3. Needle (2)
The path of a swordsman was divided into five realms.
Sword Beginner.
Sword Walker.
Sword Runner.
Sword Expert.
Swordmaster.
Most swordsmen remained between Sword Beginner and Sword Walker. One only began to be treated as a true powerhouse after stepping into the realm of the 「Sword Runner」.
Those who reached that stage could receive respect wherever they went, reigning over the battlefield like specters. In any nation, a Sword Runner could easily become a knight and live in splendor.
And a 「Sword Expert」? They were beings so powerful that ordinary people might never even see one in their lifetimes. On the battlefield, their appearance alone could overturn the tide of war. They were often called gods of war.
That realm was attainable only by those born with exceptional talent and who endured bone-grinding effort.
Then what of Swordmasters? They were always placed outside of such discussions. They were not gods of the battlefield, but beings above, who should be classified as divine. Across the entire continent, there were only six Swordmasters still alive. Even through history, they appeared only rarely, and when they did, they never bound themselves to any one place but lived entirely as they pleased.
No one could restrain them.
For only a Swordmaster could kill another Swordmaster.
Those absolute beings never fought each other, nor did they interfere much in worldly matters—save for a few eccentrics.
‘When I was shut away in some backwater countryside, I never knew. Never knew that damn thing called a Swordmaster was such a mighty existence.’
In any case, there was no point in speaking of Swordmasters now.
With the sword I had just obtained, the weapon called 「Needle」, the realm I sought was far humbler than that.
「Focus and digest it well.」
Through this weapon, I would become a Sword Beginner.
As the word implied, I was finally taking my first step……
***
The sword I had picked up from the trash heap, 「Needle」, was strangely shaped.
It was far too slender to be called a sword. At a glance, it looked thinner than my finger.
I even wondered, ‘Could such a thing possibly harm a person?’
The needle was so thin it was unbelievably light. It felt less like holding a lump of iron and more like holding a hollow stick. Even the wooden sword I had swung behind the mansion felt heavier than this.
“If I tried to cut something with this, it would probably snap immediately.”
 「Indeed. That is, if you tried to cut.」
If I tried to cut? When I looked at him in question, Liam explained.
「That sword is not like others, meant to cleave boldly and smash foes. It was made to pierce vital points with precision, to end life in a single strike.」
Piercing. It was a deadly form of attack a sword could deliver.
But if piercing was the goal, wouldn’t a spear be far more efficient?
Why pierce with a sword at all?
As I thought that, Liam spoke, as though reading my mind.
「As I told you before, you’ll understand once you eat it.」
 “……”
 「For reference, that sword holds memories perfectly suited for you. For that small, frail body of yours, like that of a girl, it will be of use.」
As I placed Needle into the fire to heat it, I asked,
“What do you mean?”
 「That sword once belonged to a woman.」
A woman’s sword? I frowned at his words.
Female swordsmen were rare on the continent. Their physical conditions and many other factors put them at a disadvantage compared to men. In all of history, only a single female Swordmaster had ever existed. Women usually found greater success in other fields—magic, for example……
「You’re more rigid in your thinking than an old man like me.」
 “I only thought according to common sense.”
 「Then let me say this first. When you face the sword, throw away common sense. The moment you take up a blade, believe you can become anything, do anything. Only then can you reach the peak.」
Liam’s heavy voice struck my ears.
By then, the needle was heated enough.
As I pulled the glowing blade from the fire, I hesitated, recalling the agony I had felt before. 
Seeing my pause, Liam said,
「The woman who wielded that sword, Needle, claimed more than two hundred lives before she died. Alone.」
That offhand remark erased my hesitation.
 I opened my mouth wide and shoved the thin blade inside, biting down with a sharp crack. The searing hot metal burned my tongue, scorched my palate, ripped my throat, and plunged into my stomach.
Ah, this was a pain I would never grow used to……
“Kehehhk!”
Coughing wretchedly, this time it wasn’t only my gut that burned—my head too grew hot. As if my brain itself was heating, foreign memories began to surge through me. Not my own, but someone else’s.
The memories of Needle’s former owner.
『The last thing I remember was a burning mansion.』
***
The last thing I remembered was a burning mansion.
Amidst the raging flames, my mother and father turned to black ash. I had no idea how I survived that hellfire. When I came to, I was lying on a bed in a shabby orphanage funded by the Sergen Order.
“Mary, are you awake?”
My once-pretty face and soft skin had been stolen by fire. What remained was a grotesque body unfit to be called a woman’s. My skin was marred with burns and twisted as though cursed by demons. I never wanted to see a mirror. I hated my appearance.
“This is the chapel. Every morning we start our day by worshiping the Goddess Sergen. It is thanks to her blessing of light that we live beneath the sun. Over there is the dining hall, and if you go down this way…”
The orphanage teacher, Derbein, was kind. Looking back, I regret treating her harshly, but at the time I was too thorny a human. I lived with my lips sealed. In the orphanage, that wasn’t much of a problem.
“Disgusting.”
“She’s a monster.”
The other children avoided me, never speaking. Except for Derbein, even the other teachers never approached. I understood them. I even despised the sight of myself.
Life at the orphanage was hell. What I hated most was the worship of the Goddess Sergen. She was the goddess of flame and peace, but to me—who had lost everything to fire—being told to worship the goddess of flame was torture.
“I want to die.”
That was my constant refrain.
I thought endlessly of ending my life. But I never did, because of fear. The sensation of fire consuming me still haunted me with unbearable pain. If death was worse, how could I endure it? And so my hell continued.
Until that day.
‘…?’
Late one night when I could not sleep. Children were forbidden outside at such an hour. I stepped into the garden out of suffocation—and there I saw something glittering. The light of the moon reflected off a sword.
“Ah.”
The one holding and swinging it was Hegel, the orphanage’s caretaker. He was past sixty, yet the arcs his sword drew seemed to me unbearably beautiful. For a brief moment, as I watched that sword, I forgot the hell filling my mind.
Had I stared too long? Panting, Hegel turned to me.
“Child. It’s late. You shouldn’t be outside now.”
Normally, I would have turned away without a word. But this time, I didn’t want to.
For the first time in a long while, I opened my mouth to someone at the orphanage.
“I want to learn that.”
 “…So you can speak, Mary.”
 “Please teach me.”
I spoke with sincerity.
But Hegel firmly refused.
“I can’t teach swordsmanship to an orphan child. It won’t help you survive. Especially not for a girl.”
 “……”
 “What good is learning to wield a blade like this?”
I stared straight at him.
“…If I learn, I think I won’t fear fire or the world anymore.”
After standing silently for a long while, Hegel drew a breath and went somewhere. He returned carrying a heavy tub filled with metal scraps. Despite his age, he was strong enough to carry it alone.
“Lift this. If you can swing it, I’ll teach you.”
 “Must I swing it?”
 “What then?”
I replied to him.
Then reached into the tub and pulled out the thinnest, longest blade I could find. Light enough for even me to lift. Holding it, I twisted my wrist ever so slightly. The needle-thin tip aimed straight at Hegel’s throat.
“Whether swinging or thrusting—if I can aim, isn’t that enough?”
***
The memories within Needle—the memories of the female swordsman Mary—didn’t flood me all at once. They seeped in slowly. Liam said it was the process of digestion.
「It is not right to simply wait for digestion. You must also train your body.」
 “Do you mean strength training? I tried following knightly routines, but they had little effect.”
I had done much strength training, but it never yielded results.
「No. That is not for you. You will not be swinging axes like a barbarian, and above all, your body is not suited for bulking muscle or brute force.」
 “Then what?”
 「Stamina and flexibility first.」
Stamina and flexibility?
Could that help me wield a sword?
I wondered, but did not speak. Liam was the expert, not me.
「Trust me. The effect will soon be clear.」
 “Yes.”
 「If you can swing a sword all day without breaking your breath, that alone will let you kill five untrained men with ease.」
He spoke with certainty.
「And if you grow flexible enough to strike at any vital point, to freely assume whatever stance you imagine… then at least around here, no one will take you lightly. That is the foundation.」
Since he was so sure, I chose not to doubt.
 The first training was running. In the abandoned village, where no living soul remained, I ran every morning until I collapsed. At full speed.
「If you train while digesting the sword, your growth will be swift. Believe me. Do not doubt, just do as I say.」
One day, two, three.
Four, ten…
For twenty days I ran through the village and honed my flexibility.
On the twentieth morning, I could run for three hours at full speed.
Without stopping.
***
「Designation: Needle」
 「The slender, long sword wielded by the female swordsman Mary.」
 「A sword specialized for thrusting.」
 …
 …
 「Ingestion effect」
 「You acquire Mary’s swordsmanship.」
 「Your body is reforged to match her style.」
 「A body with steel blood grows stronger the more it is tempered.」
Chapter 4
Chapter 4. Needle (3)
The old caretaker of the orphanage, Hegel, which was run under the patronage of the Sergen Order, had once been a wandering knight from the Free City.
At dawn, Hegel taught me many things. Well, nothing particularly special.
His journeys were so common that one could hear the same kind of tales from a tavern storyteller for the price of a mug of beer. Hegel was not even a skilled speaker, so perhaps his stories were even duller than that.
The way he taught me to handle a sword was crude. It was not a systematically established swordsmanship, nor was it the training method taught at an academy. Perhaps even the guards of a city could have taught a better style than Hegel’s.
Yet, there was romance, freedom, and light in the journeys across the continent that he spoke of. Perhaps that was why, beneath the moonlight, the sword of the old caretaker appeared beautiful to me. His sword was not great, but it carried the life of an old wandering knight.
So I loved Hegel’s sword. And I liked him.
“You too will leave this orphanage someday.”
One day, drunk, Hegel said that to me.
“When that day comes, go out into the wide world. Do not be afraid any longer.”
His words stayed deeply with me.
Not long after, at the age of seventy-two, Hegel passed away.
The cause of death was simple.
He was old, sick, and died naturally of old age.
In the musty caretaker’s bedroom beneath the orphanage.
And a year later, I left the orphanage.
With me was the long, slender blade I had always held with him at dawn—my 「Needle」.
For a woman without parents to be knighted was nearly impossible, so I became a mercenary. If Hegel had seen me, he would have joked about it. That I had not become a knight, but at least I had become a wanderer, just like him.
Once I began a mercenary life, my name spread fairly quickly.
I didn’t know if it was because of my unusual sword, or because I was a young woman.
They called me the “Sewing Gypsy.”
 .
 .
 .
“…Ah.”
I awoke to the sunlight filtering through the curtains. The left side of my face in the mirror was that of the female swordswoman Mary, marred with burn scars, while the right side was that of the still-youthful boy, Arhan Karavan.
The memories contained within the sword were becoming more vivid the more I trained.
 What kind of effect were these memories having on me?
There was one thing certain.
 I was no longer the same as before I had consumed the sword.
“Gypsy.”
It was a term for the wandering people of the Free City. They were usually used to describe desert folk, so why had Mary, who was far from a desert dweller, been given such a nickname?
 I did not know. Mercenary nicknames were always arbitrary anyway.
“Hoo.”
I steadied my breath and stood up.
The body beneath the face in the mirror was smooth, like unshaped iron, not rugged. It was closer to a dancer’s than a warrior’s—firm, but not bulky.
After quickly washing up, I stepped outside the mansion.
 I had to run again today. As always.
***
“I have a question.”
 「What is it?」
“If the stories Father used to tell were all true, and if our Karavan family was once so great… then why is there not a trace of it now?”
It was a question that arose during training.
“Even the butler who knows the entire history of the continent, even the merchants of the Free City with all their random knowledge, said they never heard of Karavan. No matter how much time has passed, can it really be erased like smoke?”
Liam answered my question briefly.
「The closer you draw to your goal, the more truth you will come to know. There’s no point in me telling you now.」
It was a vague answer. Saying I would know when the time came—such an answer was worthy of the witches of the Sky Empire.
I pouted, and Liam said,
「You truly are a curious one. Well, you always were. Did you not always look upon me with irreverent eyes, back when I hung on the wall of the mansion?」
 “When did I ever look at you with irreverent eyes?”
 「Whenever your father told you the stories of Karavan, you always stared at me with eyes that said you did not believe it.」
It was true. As I kept silent, Liam added,
「You are a peculiar one. Perhaps that is the talent born into your unremarkable body.」
 “What kind of talent is that supposed to be?”
As I sweated profusely, Liam chuckled faintly and whispered,
「The attitude of not blindly believing only what you see and hear, of stripping away the shell to reach the essence—the truth—that lies within. That too can be a form of talent.」
Hoo— I gasped for breath. As I ran until my breath turned sour, Liam’s voice rang faintly in my ears.
「Suspicion. Do not lose that attitude. Those who do not know suspicion can never surpass their limits.」
Do not lose suspicion.
At those words, I couldn’t help but laugh.
Didn’t he once tell me not to doubt, but to believe? 
Well, wasn’t it normal for old people to keep changing their words?
「You just had another irreverent thought, didn’t you?」
 “No, I didn’t.”
Liam’s awareness was always too sharp.
 I shamelessly kept my mouth shut and focused on running, until he said,
「Do you not question this training anymore? For the first ten days you endlessly asked what meaning there was to it.」
 “…Even if I asked now, wouldn’t you just give another vague answer?”
 「Now you know me well.」
I let out a laugh and climbed the hill.
My breath was choking, and I almost tripped on a rock.
But now, even if my stance faltered, I no longer fell.
I regained my balance, straightened my back, and ran again.
Seeing that, Liam said,
「Well, soon enough you will feel the results of this training.」
As he said this, Liam looked into the distance. I turned my eyes to follow him, but saw nothing. 
Only a large zelkova tree and tall bushes.
Was he simply looking at the scenery, like a man of his age might? My curiosity rose.
“What are you looking at?”
Liam smiled faintly and said,
「Looks like the insects are beginning to gather.」
 “…?”
 「Your complaints about this training will soon come to an end.」
What did he mean by that?
「By tomorrow at the latest, it will be proven.」
***
This land was abandoned. Since the Swordmaster Carlos had committed his great massacre here, not a single visitor had come in a year. The only one who lived here was me.
Has the kingdom taken some measures? Or perhaps the stench of blood still lingered so thick that people felt ominous about it.
They probably thought it was the dwelling of an evil black magician, or a place swept by plague.
Well, whatever outsiders thought, it mattered not to me.
 It was good for concentration, and I drew no attention.
 It was the perfect environment to devote myself solely to training.
But this land could not remain mine alone forever.
This harsh kingdom was full of people living with complicated circumstances. Were there not those who clung to life in the garbage pits of the slums? Whether it was a place where an evil black magician dwelled, or one struck by an unknown plague, if it was an empty land without strict nobles, there would inevitably be those who coveted it. And those driven by such greed were usually people pushed to the very bottom.
“…Hmm.”
On my way back to the mansion after finishing my now-routine run, I noticed traces different from usual.
Seeing me stop, Liam asked,
「Why did you stop?」
 “There are people here.”
 「And what makes you think that?」
Liam’s voice was calm as always.
Scanning the thickets to the left, I explained what I saw.
“The left flowerbed is damaged. I can faintly make out different footprints. Three? No, four people seem to have passed through. There’s also a foul stench. Rotten food.”
 「…Ho, did you learn tracking from a village ranger?」
 “No. It’s just natural sensitivity.”
Yes. This was the sensitivity I had possessed since childhood.
The habit of never overlooking trivial changes or newly formed traces.
It was the habit Liam had mentioned before.
Suspicion.
I paid attention to everything I saw, heard, and smelled. And the moment anything new appeared, or any change occurred, I began to suspect.
My parents had warned me that living like this would be exhausting, but the sharpness I was born with had never dulled. It was not intentional. It was closer to instinct.
「Had you become a ranger exploring the forest or a mercenary, you would have prospered greatly.」
 “…”
 「But even with the sword, that is a rare and precious talent.」
Liam spoke in a relaxed voice.
「So what do you want to do?」
 “What do you want me to do, Master?”
 「Do whatever you wish. I want to hear your answer.」
After hearing his words, I caught my breath.
I had just finished training. Did I still have enough strength left?
‘Enough.’
Checking my condition, I touched the long, slender blade at my waist. Since I had consumed the 「Needle」 I picked up in the slum garbage pit, I had prepared a substitute blade resembling a needle. It was sharp enough to pierce anything at once. After closing my eyes in thought, I spoke,
“I must confirm whether they are new neighbors, or intruders.”
 「And if they are intruders?」
 “I’ll assess their level and act accordingly. If I can handle them, I’ll drive them out. If I cannot, I’ll leave this place. That’s the wise choice.”
I am pitifully weak now. So there was no reason to face them recklessly.
Wasn’t this an abandoned land, after all?
No remaining residents, no precious family.
But perhaps my heart was different from my rational mind.
「From what I see, if they are intruders, you’ll fight them regardless of their strength.」
Liam was right. My heart burned hot.
I was sick of intruders in this land of my memories. The trauma left by Swordmaster Carlos writhed inside me. My hand gripping the long blade trembled—with anger.
“I have a question.”
 「What is it?」
 “What you said before… is it true?”
I turned my head and looked into Liam’s eyes.
“Now, I could swing my sword all day without my breathing faltering.”
Liam seemed to realize what I meant.
—If you can swing your sword all day without faltering, then that alone means you can easily kill at least five untrained men.
Yes, that was what Liam had said.
Had it been an exaggeration just to motivate me?
Or had he told me in advance a truth that was about to come?
I needed to confirm it.
Liam slowly opened his mouth.
「Child. I never lie when it comes to the sword.」
 “…”
 「I guarantee it.」
Liam grinned coldly.
「If those intruders are untrained men, then it will prove just how valuable my training has been.」
***
The mansion was filled with pitch darkness, not a single candle lit.
The windows were all blocked with closed curtains. Perhaps it had been long since the place had been aired out.
Inside, along with dampness, the sharp scent of blood lingered. But to them, it was all the better. Such unpleasant smells were familiar, and it meant the place had no master.
“Has a plague spread here?”
 “Maybe this is a black magician’s dwelling.”
 “If that were so, we’d have all been corpses the moment we stepped in. Do you not know how terrifyingly magicians turn their abodes into labyrinths? This place is either abandoned or out of a magician’s reach.”
Laughter echoed in the quiet mansion. The men immediately sank into the comfortable sofas. 
One big man wiped his dirty axe blade on the leather seats, soaking them in blood.
“Fortune smiles on us. Not only have we found a land with no one in it, but we’ve gotten a mansion as well.”
 “Who knows? Maybe some fallen noble made this as a villa.”
 “Ha! A shabby place like this, a villa? If someone comes, we’ll just slit their throat. If they bring wife and daughter, we’ll keep them.”
 “You think we’ll be that lucky?”
The brutes prowled recklessly around the mansion. Whenever they found jewelry in wardrobes or drawers, they laughed heartily. What made them laugh most was when they discovered frilly women’s underwear.
“This really must have been some noble’s villa! Ah, perfect—”
They spread the undergarments wide and laughed vulgarly.
“Find a portrait! I can’t wait to see…”
In a bedroom with white sheets, the four barbaric men shouted in glee.
And then—“Stop.”
A voice cut in, different from theirs. A somewhat youthful boy’s voice.
“My mother liked cleanliness. She hated it if even a stain appeared on the sheets. So get up from there.”
 “…What?”
 “Did you come here hungry, in need of food? Or do you simply need a place to stay? If it is one of those two, then say it. There are many empty houses in this town, and abandoned storerooms still hold food. If that is the case, I am willing to accept you as neighbors. So answer.”
The clear, disciplined tone of a noble.
 The men on the bed twitched their eyebrows.
 One grabbed his axe from the floor and stood up.
“The hell you talking about, brat?”
The owner of the voice beyond the darkness was a small boy.
 No need to look closely—his voice alone was far too young.
Was he the son of the owner of this villa?
The man walked toward him with visible irritation.
What kind of brat, whose head could be split with one swing of an axe, spoke with such confidence…
“Damn brat, if you heard us, you should’ve stayed hidden—why come out and—”
As he drew closer, the boy came clearly into view.
 Yes, he was small. A beautiful boy with a face like that of a girl. His delicate face and body looked like they could break with a single kick.
The man swept his eyes up and down the boy, gripping the axe tighter. And then he saw it—something long and slender clutched in the boy’s frail arm. A blade. Even in the darkness, it gleamed with sharpness.
“…?”
But it was too slender to be called a proper weapon. Yes, like a needle.
“An intruder then. Not a neighbor.”
The boy murmured. And in that instant, his face twisted and changed. For just a moment, he became someone else entirely—a female swordswoman, her face horribly scarred by burns, her eyes blazing with fire…
Startled, the man raised his axe.
But the boy was faster.
“Uh—urk.”
From the boy’s fingertips, the glinting light turned from a point into a line.
Like a needle stitching thread, the tip of the blade pierced the man.
Fast. Very fast.
Chapter 5
Chapter 5. Needle (4)
“Until now, none of my training has involved swordsmanship. I haven’t even gone through the process of becoming familiar with holding a sword… If they really are intruders, could I face them? Even if they’re just untrained men.”
It was a natural doubt.
Since meeting Liam, my training routine has not included swordsmanship.
I had only carried out basic conditioning.
To my question, laced with suspicion, Liam answered.
「It’s fine.」
In his eyes was unwavering conviction.
「You will come to understand why the Karavan family was once feared by all.」
That gave me reassurance.
「The Steel Blood flows in your body, child.」
***
It wasn’t intentional.
My body moved before I thought.
The unfamiliar intruder raised an axe, and at that instant a chill like lightning shot down my spine. Immediately after the chill, my body moved on its own. Like a fisherman hooking a fish, the tip of my needle pierced the enemy. In an instant.
‘Fast. Can my body really move this fast?’
For the briefest moment, I mistook myself as having become one with this blade.
My arm seemed to extend by a span, moving elastically.
It was thanks to the flexibility I had diligently trained.
The slender blade tip so easily pierced the enemy’s body.
“Urk…”
The spot pierced by the Needle was near the chest, where the lungs were located. It should have been where the ribs were, yet the Needle slid deep inside.
How had I aimed precisely between the ribs? I, who had never learned even a decent style of swordsmanship, how had I displayed such mastery?
‘Memory.’
The answer was simple.
From the moment I gripped the Needle, the force driving my body was the memory of the female swordswoman Mary. Piece by piece, the memories of the sword seeped into me, becoming my weapon.
“That bastard!”
One of the men lying on the bed roared as he sprang up.
My heart did not race.
My breathing remained steady.
As steady as when I kept tempo while jogging.
What should I do now? I had never fought properly, with fists or with a sword. Even if I had wounded one by chance, there were still three left.
『As a mercenary, hired for a commission, I always fought in unfavorable situations.』
The answer came from memory.
Not my own, but that of the seasoned female swordswoman.
『Because I was not a knight belonging to some order, but a solitary mercenary, I always fought alone. My enemies were many, and numbers themselves were violence. I was disadvantaged in every way. I was a frail woman, alone, and even if captured, there was no family or group that would ransom me.』
I pulled the blade free.
Blood sprayed.
A drop splattered across the bridge of my nose.
Perhaps drained of strength, the man I had struck first collapsed onto his knees with a thud.
His axe had already fallen, and his arms dangled limp.
I twisted my wrist and stabbed again with the Needle. This time not at the chest, but at the neck.
It was an instinctive action.
The mindset of a mercenary who knew failing to finish properly meant danger.
Two small holes were punctured in the neck in an instant, and an appalling amount of blood gushed out.
The fresh blood was hot. The scent of death spread again in the mansion already thick with blood.
Dragging my feet slightly, I stepped back to create space.
The man whose blood poured so heavily twitched a few times with his face pressed to the floor, then went still. Everyone there knew what that meant. Death.
It was my first kill.
But I felt no guilt, no grief, no self-loathing.
Not even excitement or trembling. I only gazed at the remaining three with emotionless eyes.
『That is why I had to become strong.』
For some reason, the eyes of the three brutes trembled. Did they feel fear?
Facing their human eyes, I recalled Liam’s words.
「The Steel Blood flows in your body, child.」
Perhaps those words were not metaphor, but truth.
At this moment, I felt like I had become a sword itself.
Not a human.
***
“Y-you little shit…”
The big man gnashed his teeth, glaring at me, wielding his massive axe.
 An uncomfortable standoff formed.
In the silence, I thought.
My habit—suspicion—rose.
‘Why doesn’t he charge?’
In terms of physique, the man was far superior.
Tall height, bulging muscles, broad shoulders. Even the weapon in his hand was so. If my Needle clashed head-on with his axe, it would snap instantly. Rationally, the man should have charged immediately.
‘And why are the other two frozen?’
One on my side, three on theirs.
If they rushed at once, my slender blade could never withstand it.
Even if my body had become faster, I could not pierce three throats in a single second.
I had not even reached Sword Beginner level yet; I was only a fledgling.
Then why did they not seize their advantage?
「They are frightened.」
Liam gave the answer.
「A moderate fear helps survival, but excessive fear clouds objective judgment. It makes the enemy appear larger, and makes them mistake you as stronger than you are.」
Ah, that was it.
Suspicion gave way to observation.
Their eyes trembled, their hands gripping axe and club trembled, one bit down hard on his lower lip, and his face was faintly pale. In the silence, I could even hear their hearts pounding fast. 
The enemy was terrified.
Why?
Because a mysterious boy had suddenly appeared and killed one of them instantly.
Because I showed no emotion, even after killing.
‘In their eyes, I must look like someone accustomed to killing. And one accustomed to killing must also be skilled with the sword. If they think I’m some noble’s son, then they’ll assume I’ve had formal training—perhaps a Sword Beginner, even a Sword Runner…’
To these intruders, I must look like a ghost.
A fearsome being their axes could never oppose.
‘Then there’s no need to retreat.’
Retreating further would only ease their fear. Now I had to maximize and exploit it.
Humans stiffen when overly tense. And stiffened humans always make mistakes.
 That was the nature of the animal called human.
I stepped forward.
 My footsteps echoed over the silence.
“Don’t come closer, don’t! I’ve killed plenty like you, you—!”
Instead of replying, I flicked my wrist. The blade tip pointed at him.
His pupils dilated. He must have reached the peak of agitation.
Then it was time to act.
“I’ll split your head—”
The man acted as expected.
He raised his shoulders and lifted his axe high, preparing to strike downward.
It was a powerful attack, but the wrong answer.
The moment he left an opening, my Needle shot forth like an arrow.
“Keck—”
A hole opened in his throat. His axe slipped from his hands.
They could not respond to the Needle’s thrust. Then the outcome was already decided.
In my memory, Mary always struck at vital points. To allow even a single counterattack was to suffer a fatal wound.
『The first or second strike must always pierce a vital point. My sword was made that way. Hegel said, unlike knightly romances, real swordfights end in an instant.』
Once more, blood sprayed. And the fear in the remaining men’s eyes grew stronger.
“C-come on, attack him.”
One of the two muttered.
“He’s good with a sword, but he’s just a little brat. S-stick close and smash him. That’s the only—”
 “Then you go first, you bastard!”
 “What? You son of a—”
Fear clouded their heads.
 They belatedly realized they could rush me, but the memory of their comrades’ easy deaths bound them. Numbers became a disadvantage. Neither wanted to go first.
Meanwhile, I advanced steadily.
“Hi—hik.”
As the distance closed, their eyes widened. They held not axes but long clubs. One swung his. Longer than I expected. Simply twisting my body wouldn’t be enough to dodge.
Then?
‘A dancer’s body.’
My body bent elastically. Twisting my waist, my taut muscles held balance steady. Like an acrobat, I avoided the club. The man’s eyes widened.
“What the…”
A strange posture.
But the swordswoman in my memory whispered.
Yes. Even from this posture.
『I am a woman. I cannot change the sex I was born with. Then I must cover my weaknesses with strengths. Hegel said: cultivate what only you can do. Do not waste time trying to fix flaws. Shine your strengths brighter. My strength is flexibility. Like the traveling jesters who stopped by the village inns, my body is supple. From any posture, at any angle, I can aim for the enemy’s throat.』
Flick—With a faint sound, the Needle shot forth.
It pierced precisely through the man’s eye.
“Aaagh!”
Blood spattered with his scream. He clutched his eye and was incapacitated. I left him and turned to the dazed man beside him.
I bent my neck back, almost as if doing a handstand, and planted my left hand on the ground. 
Supporting my light body, I flicked my right wrist.
The Needle slid forward, stabbing into his groin.
“Ugh.”
Instinctively, the man hunched down.
I pulled the Needle free, extended my arm, twisted my wrist vertically.
The slender blade angled upward, piercing beneath his chin, running through his head. His body slumped. One remained.
“Uuugh… uhuk…”
The last man clutched his ruined eye, groaning.
 Slowly, I walked toward him.
“…”
My gaze fell on the bedspreads my mother had once treasured so dearly, now stained with blood…
***
The four intruders who came to my precious mansion were easily dealt with.
 Liam’s words had proven true.
I had slain the big men wielding axes and clubs with ease.
 When four corpses lay sprawled across the bedroom, my breathing had not faltered.
I could no longer deny it.
The spectral figure of the sword in my eyes, Liam Karavan, was truly my great ancestor. The glorious age of the 「Karavan」 family that Father had spoken of so often must have been real. Therefore, Liam’s teachings would raise me to lofty heights.
Yes, to the height where I could take revenge on Swordmaster Carlos.
That damned saying still circled in my mind.
A Swordmaster can only be killed by a Swordmaster.
Thus, I must become a Swordmaster.
 No matter what it takes.
“…This was handled well enough, right?”
I buried the dead and carefully cleaned the blood that had been splattered around the mansion. 
Only the stench of blood still lingered. Perhaps it would linger forever. Or perhaps it was something only I could smell—the scent of death that only I remembered from that day of tragedy.
「Yes. From now on, insects will gather here often. And enemies far more dangerous than today’s may appear.」
 “…”
 「You must not avoid them, but face them and defeat them. That is what it means to be a Karavan. Karavan grows greater with each battle fought. Like a sword that hardens the more it is struck.」
Liam looked at me and said,
「For that, there are still steps left to climb.」
 “…”
 「First, you must become a Sword Beginner.」
His eyes flashed.
Like a blade.
「From today, our training will change.」
Chapter 6
Chapter 6. Sword Beginner (1)
Liam’s words had been true.
Since the four intruders had come, pests had gathered without end.
Many were eyeing this domain, especially those who crept toward the mansion.
Most of them were no match for me. From the start, there was no way real strength would be found among the bottom-feeders crawling into this desolate, ominous rural fief.
At some point, dealing with intruders became routine.
In truth, I had no time to waste on them.
The new training I had begun was far too harsh.
***
「What do you think is the difference between mediocre swordsmen and Sword Beginners?」
 “The difference, you mean?”
 「Let me be clearer. What is the minimum condition to be called a Sword Beginner? What must one achieve to earn that title?」
I hesitated for a moment, then answered.
“Must one complete the Academy’s course acknowledged by the kingdom? Or perhaps obtain recommendation letters from a few knights?”
 「Both are wrong.」
Liam shook his head.
I still could not grasp the answer.
 After a moment of silence, Liam spoke.
「Do you know what mana is?」
 “I do.”
Mana. The mysterious force filling this vast continent, a grace bestowed by the gods. The very source that allowed the world to exist, indispensable to humans and the six other races alike.
Those who wielded swords, those who wielded magic, and all others who performed the mysteries drew their strength from mana. Where there was no mana, no one could live. And elves born and raised in lands overflowing with mana enjoyed lifespans near to eternity.
At my reply, Liam nodded.
「The strength of those called superhumans, or heroes, all derives from mana. Then what of the strength of a Swordmaster?」
 “It comes from mana.”
 「Exactly. The Aura that makes them invincible and sets them above as godlike beings is ultimately drawn from mana. And all Swordmasters were once Sword Beginners.」
He raised a finger. At its tip, a faint blue glow rose.
「Becoming a Sword Beginner means taking the very first step on the path of the sword. As the name implies. Thus, the condition is simple.」
The blue glow, as thick as the Aura exclusive to Swordmasters, grew fainter as he spoke, until it dimmed almost beyond sight.
「To accumulate even a handful of mana within your body. The moment you accept even the smallest trace of this world’s mystery, you become a Sword Beginner.」
Liam said it so simply. So much so that I thought, ‘Ah, I’ll soon be a Sword Beginner too.’ And precisely seven minutes after training began, curses burst from my lips.
“Damn it…”
The training was hell. Beyond comparison to anything before.
***
Swordmasters forge the mana within their bodies into the shape of swords. Once they craft even a single unique sword, the world calls them a Swordmaster. The more swords they forge, the greater they become.
Swordmaster Carlos had forged no less than ten swords. He was the greatest Swordmaster alive, and among those of the past two centuries, the most brilliant genius. The continent hailed him as the 「Master of Ten Swords」.
Sword Experts forge mana into the form of armor, encasing their bodies. The instant they succeed in even the thinnest layer of protection, they are called Sword Experts. At the Armor stage, they stand as gods of the battlefield—resisting most magic, ignoring stray arrows.
Sword Runners forge mana into wings. With even a single pair, they are called Sword Runners. The wings grant them movement at speeds far beyond reason.
Sword Walkers spread mana through their bodies like veins. People say they “lay the Road.” When the Road is laid, a Sword Walker is finally reborn as a superhuman.
And at the very bottom—Sword Beginner?
“Haa, huff.”
The condition was simple: “to accumulate even a handful of mana.”
 That meant creating a second heart. Not the one that pumped blood through the veins, but a new organ—the essential vessel that drew in the mana of nature.
 In other words, the Mana Heart.
「Steady your breathing. You must breathe rhythmically to sense mana. Without sensing it, you cannot accept it. And without accepting it, you cannot form a Mana Heart.」
 “D-don’t talk to me, Master. Please.”
 「Ha! Now your true colors come out when you struggle.」
Liam chuckled.
 I bit my lip and spoke earnestly.
“Seriously. If I lose focus, I’ll die.”
That was no exaggeration.
 I looked down as I caught my breath. There was nowhere to place my feet.
Because I was clinging barehanded to a sheer cliff.
 No rope tied around my waist.
「Don’t worry. If you fall, with luck you might not die. Maybe you’ll snag on a tree somewhere.」
 “…And if I’m unlucky?”
 「Hm. That would be sad. Your soul is still too feeble to be taken into the land of swords where I dwell.」
 “So in other words, you won’t take responsibility. Then just—quiet, please…”
 「Hahaha.」
Pebbles rained down from above and struck my brow, then bounced, tumbling far into the abyss below.
Goosebumps rose on my neck. My grip tightened instinctively.
Loosen my hands, and I die.
Miss this jutting rock, and I die.
If the stone holding my weight crumbled, I would die. I could not leap into the air, nor could I land safely from such a height. Not even assassins from the Free Cities could manage that.
I clenched my teeth.
“To become a Sword Beginner… training like this is insane…”
 「Indeed. This is a regimen I devised myself, passed down only to my descendants of Karavan blood.」
 “Who, in their right mind, would risk death just to become a mere Sword Beginner…”
Sword Beginner was no lofty stage.
Talented swordsmen sometimes reached it within a week. Exceptional prodigies, within a day. Even the talentless, if they followed the Academy’s course faithfully, reached it before finishing their first year.
Even doting noble fathers teaching their daughters swordplay for self-defense could lead them to Sword Beginner. And here I was, risking my life? Anyone else would have scoffed.
「True enough.」
Liam admitted my doubt without hesitation. Then his eyes grew serious.
「Sword Beginner can be achieved by drinking a mana potion crafted by alchemists. Elves, living where mana is abundant, can reach it simply by breathing while holding a stick. It’s no grand thing. It’s trivial, common, unimpressive.」
 “…”
 「But you are a Karavan.」
In his eyes, I saw my own reflection—a pitiful boy, sweating, lips bitten, clinging desperately to a cliff.
「I’ve always told you. Steel Blood flows through us. And where there is Steel Blood, steel-like mana dwells. To set Karavan’s mana to beating, you need a stronger heart. No mortal heart can reach those heights. To be exact, no human heart can.」
Through Liam’s translucent form, I glimpsed the blue sky.
 Clouds drifting, birds spreading wings and soaring freely beneath them.
「Karavan must have a heart of steel. One that not even the hardest impact can scar.」
 “…”
 「And this much I guarantee, young descendant.」
Liam looked down at me with a grin.
「The Sword Beginner’s stage you achieve will be utterly unlike any other’s. For nothing of Karavan is like the rest.」
***
Forming the Mana Heart was not inherently difficult.
The widely known method required a master’s aid. A mage, sensitive to mana, or a Sword Walker, or a Sword Runner, who had already amassed mana within.
They would press a trace of mana into the disciple’s body, stimulating their senses. The body would respond, sensing mana on its own, and through natural breathing, the Mana Heart would form. This was the standard way.
But Liam said that method was not suited for Karavan.
「Yes, that way is easy. But a Mana Heart made with another’s help is too soft. Born of another, it can just as easily be broken by another. Remember this always, young descendant: what is built easily crumbles easily.」
He taught me another way.
One among countless ways to form the Mana Heart.
The oldest way. The most dangerous. So dangerous, no one dared attempt it.
「You must make your body feel the need for a Mana Heart. Drive yourself into a situation where you must sense mana and must use it. The Heart of Steel is born in crisis. As when I once consumed my sword on the battlefield and awoke.」
Fear close to death. Like a lion casting its cub from a cliff.
「Have I ever been wrong? Trust me again.」
I could not refute him.
His words always proved true. This time would be no different.
My mind understood it.
“Damn…”
But the heart understands differently.
“Fuck.”
 「Say only ‘fu—,’ nothing more.」
 “Yes.”
Eight hours a day, clinging to the cliff, drenched in sweat.
Curses slipped out unbidden. Even my mother, who had never spoken a harsh word in her life, would have sworn at such training…
「Perhaps this will motivate you.」
 “What… Do you mean?”
 「For the revenge you seek, you must become a Swordmaster. Which means, in the end, you must forge a sword.」
My breath stopped at his words.
 He smiled as he went on.
「Many of my descendants failed this training. They took easier paths—asking their fathers to act as masters, inviting mages or knights to guide their first step. And not one of them became a Swordmaster.」
 “…”
 「Even among my bloodline, those who endured this trial to become Sword Beginners were rare. One in ten. One in twenty.」
At that, my grip on the cliff rock tightened.
「And even then, not all became Swordmasters. That stage is so very distant.」
 “…”
 「But all who did become Swordmasters had first become Sword Beginners through this trial. This is the minimum condition to walk that path, young descendant.」
 “…”
 「So endure. If you desire revenge.」
My heart pounded. More fiercely than when I stared into the abyss below.
Perhaps hearing it, Liam asked:
「Well? A bit more motivated?」
The old master knew the answer before asking.
 I gritted my teeth and replied.
“…More than enough.”
I released one of the hands clinging to the cliff, holding on now with only my left.
 And so, day after day, without fail.
Five days passed. Then ten.
 Scars tore across my palms, calluses grew.
And then, another guest came to my mansion.
「This time, be cautious.」
Quite unlike the pathetic pests before.
「That one is at least a Sword Walker.」
Chapter 7
Chapter 7. Sword Beginner (2)
The Verdí region, located in the south of the 「Iron Kingdom of Cherville」. Rather than its proper name, it was usually called a “backwater village” or “outskirts province.” For its wide land, it had low population density, most of its youths had gone to the capital, its average age was high, its education poor, and its infrastructure undeveloped. It was the very picture of a rural backwater.
The old and uneducated residents of Verdí all lived similar lives. They farmed, raised livestock, made milk and cheese, or some produced wine worth calling a specialty to spread the region’s name…
A place nobody cared about, visited only occasionally as a retreat. And on the very edge of that backwater, with no sights or specialties, was the Karavan estate where Arhan lived. To call it an estate was almost laughable.
It was only a nameless, tiny village. When Arhan’s parents had still lived, the villagers had never treated them as lords but more like village chiefs.
They worked together with everyone. Of course, no taxes were collected, and hardships were always overcome by joining hands. The villagers thought of Arhan’s father—who had the speech and manners of a noble—as little more than a fallen noble. They knew he had neither the right nor the power to collect taxes or act as a lord.
Otherwise, knights would have guarded the mansion, or other nobles would have occasionally visited the estate.
To the villagers, the Karavan family was just another nameless fallen noble line. They had an incongruously fine mansion for the village, and they had quietly amassed wealth enough to live comfortably. They were nothing unusual among the many fallen nobles seen in the Iron Kingdom’s frontier.
What set the Karavan family apart was that they did not flaunt noble pride. Instead, they lived alongside the villagers, warmly and cheerfully. With affection.
But such a story was hardly known. After all, most people didn’t even know the village existed.
A common countryside village. Its presence only began to grow recently.
“Have you heard the rumor? The people of the western village vanished. Like smoke.”
Strange rumors spread. That a wicked black magician had wiped them out.
That remnants of a Monster Wave missed by the northern watchers had swept through.
That some unknown plague had killed them all…
All the rumors said the same thing: Do not go into the western village.
Yet some heard the rumors differently.
Barbarians seeking a new lair, reckless slum youths unafraid of plague or sorcery.
They went in groups. None ever returned.
Of course, it was because they had all been killed by Arhan’s Needle.
But people thought otherwise.
“There’s something there. Never go in.”
The rumor swelled larger. And rumors, once swelled, spread far.
So it reached one particular man’s ear.
“…A village where you die if you enter.”
Not a man suited to the southern Verdí region.
“Then it must be empty. That’s where I’ll go.”
***
Repeating the training of clinging to cliffs brought changes.
First, my senses grew sharper.
They had already been keener than most, but now everything was heightened.
 Sight, hearing, smell, touch—everything felt different.
「Seems you’re beginning to sense mana.」
Liam summed up my change simply.
It wasn’t just my senses.
My concentration had risen to a different level.
When I gripped the Needle and stared at something, time seemed to slow for the briefest moment.
These changes would be invaluable in combat.
And I thought: ‘Just nearing Sword Beginner brings this much.’
Even brushing against the realm of superhumans created a gulf from before. And I had not even fully reached Sword Beginner yet.
It made me realize how distant Swordmaster truly was.
Those called godlike beings—what world did they live in? How high was the peak I had to climb…
It was daunting, but not discouraging. 
This was something I had to do.
I would not give up. Instead, I would keep clinging to the cliff.
Then, I felt a strange sensation. As I breathed in, it felt as though something “else” entered my nose along with the air.
It reminded me of when I had played with Father in the valley as a child. When water had rushed into my nose, it felt similarly strange and unpleasant.
But this time, though strange, it wasn’t unpleasant. For an instant, my insides felt filled.
At once I looked at Liam.
“Master, just now I…”
 「Yes. You inhaled mana.」
I had inhaled mana.
At his words, I broke into a bright smile.
But Liam shook his head.
「But only inhaled. It doesn’t mean you’ve stored even a handful.」
 “Ah…”
 「You have not formed a Mana Heart.」
Meaning I had not yet reached Sword Beginner.
 I frowned with disappointment, but Liam said:
「Still, you are close. To sense mana means you’re nearly there.」
At that, I smiled again.
As I had said before—when it came to the sword, he never lied.
That had not been empty encouragement. It was the truth. My heart pounded.
It was three hours later, after I had climbed back up the cliff, that it happened.
“…Hm?”
From afar, I saw a stranger walking into the village.
Perhaps a neighbor. Perhaps an intruder.
This time, I hoped he was not an intruder. Because—「At least a Sword Walker, that one.」
The guest today was no pest I could drive out.
I stayed silent for a moment before asking, curiosity rising as always.
“Can I fight him?”
Liam’s answer was merciless.
「You would die in 1.2 seconds.」
As always, the Master never lied about the sword.
***
「What will you do?」
Liam never gave a clear answer. Instead, he asked questions.
And I always answered with my thoughts.
“I’ll just watch for now.”
Liam had said the man was at least a Sword Walker.
That meant no chance of victory.
As someone who had not even become a Sword Beginner, I had no odds against a Sword Walker who had reached superhumanity. To stand before him and give a warning? Impossible.
Even if I had built stamina patrolling the estate daily, I could never win a race against one who had laid the Road. Never.
「A wise decision.」
Liam nodded.
I answered bitterly.
“Not so wise as simply the only option.”
 「Why? You could have fled the moment you saw him.」
 “…That was never a choice for me.”
After dealing with so many intruders, I had realized something.
I could not abandon this land.
The village is filled with memories, the bleak streets, the quiet mansion.
The loved ones were gone, but the place remained precious. Too precious.
「I see.」
Liam said simply. After a moment’s silence, he added:
「You know it is greedy, at your current level.」
 “I know.”
 「On this continent, strength is law. The strong can do anything. The weak must always flee or submit. And right now, you are the lowest of the weak.」
Lowest. The perfect word.
Though I had luckily dispatched weak intruders, on the scale of the continent, I was dust. I felt it keenly.
「If you want to protect what is precious, grow stronger.」
He was right.
Had I been a Swordmaster, my parents would not have died.
Had I been a Swordmaster, the village would not have fallen.
「So cling to the cliff, young descendant.」
I would lose nothing more. And for that, I had to grow stronger.
Stronger than anyone.
“Understood.”
A guest had come, but nothing had changed.
The path remained the same.
Climb higher. Always.
“Huff—”
Now, my grip strength has grown astonishing. Not only with one hand but even with two fingers, I could support my weight.
My growth was too fast.
Not even orcs, born for battle, grew this quickly.
No doubt it was the effect of devouring the swordswoman Mary’s sword.
Her sword digested in my belly, her memories and experiences seeping into my frail body, slowly hardening it, sharpening it.
As Master said, Like steel.
“Huff.”
Even after the guest appeared unannounced, my routine did not change.
The incident happened a week later.
***
Alongside training to become a Sword Beginner, I had another task.
Observing the mysterious guest—at least a Sword Walker. To judge whether he might become a neighbor, or whether I should classify him as a dangerous intruder.
And after days of tedious observation, I reached a conclusion.
“He doesn’t seem dangerous.”
 「I agree. He doesn’t look the sort to draw his sword without cause.」
From morning until sunset, the guest wandered the village like a stroll. Then, at dusk, he sat on a hill to watch the scarlet sky. His eyes, gazing at the sunset, glistened—as though recalling a distant memory.
「Seen like this, he seems more a sentimental bard than a swordsman.」
After sunset, he unpacked his large bundle and prepared food. His cooking smelled good enough to make me salivate even from afar.
Curiously, he never entered the village’s empty homes. He never opened creaking doors, never touched the abandoned crops or vegetables.
As if he considered them still owned, he lived only off what he had brought. His manner exuded dignity.
「Rigid fellow. Even unseen, he strictly follows rules and manners.」
 “…That makes me suspect his identity.”
 「Oh? Care to share your guess?」
As always, Liam asked.
And as always, I answered.
“If discipline and manners are ingrained in his body… then he can only be one thing.”
 「Indeed.」
Liam agreed.
He must have thought the same.
「That man is a knight.」
The stranger’s identity had become clearer.
A knight. One who valued honor, who obeyed the rules of his order.
“A knight could make a good neighbor, couldn’t he?”
 「And why do you think that?」
 “Well, knights are supposed to be noble and protect the weak…”
 「Ha! Child, you’ve read too many chivalric tales.」
Liam laughed at me.
「Knights value honor, true. But whether they are righteous—that, I doubt. Their honor is highly subjective. The ones they protect are always the highborn who can offer them renown and wealth.」
 “…”
 「Honor and justice are fickle things. So let me tell you what knights truly are.」
His eyes gleamed cold.
「They are mobs wielding swords under the banner of honor. Executioners who break human bodies efficiently, using sword techniques passed down for generations.」
 “…”
 「And worst of all, fattened by noble coins, they wield high-quality arms and armor. That makes them disgustingly hard to kill. That is what knights are.」
He looked me straight in the eye.
「Do not be blinded by the name. Don’t focus on the word ‘knight.’ See the human. Do what you do best. Never be certain. Always doubt.」
Doubt. The word etched into my mind.
“…Understood.”
And so I continued watching the guest.
I found other peculiarities. Every night, at the same hour, he raised his head to the moon and bowed. He clasped his hands and murmured something. Before eating, he drew invisible symbols in the air with his forefinger, like a ritual.
What convinced me most of his goodness was his way with living things. He never picked a single flower, never crushed a weed, and if a rabbit or deer leapt out, he paused until they calmed before moving on.
Like a priest of a pacifist order.
A week into observation, I decided I would approach him, asking if he meant to be a neighbor.
After all, though this estate was empty, I had no right to drive him out. If he wished to settle, I would gladly help.
Well.
“…I knew you were watching me all along.”
I had never imagined he would draw his sword the moment I approached.
“Don’t even think of turning your back to run.”
I had spoken from a fair distance, wary that he might suddenly turn into a killer. But what I had thought was safe—was not safe at all.
I could tell.
If he wished, my head would already be severed.
“You’re already within my Road.”
That was my first taste of a superhuman’s realm.
 The sword of a 「Sword Walker」.
And then—‘My heart’s pounding like crazy.’
Facing a superhuman’s sword for the first time, I felt a new kind of danger.
A fear beyond clinging to cliffs.
A real and immediate death.
As if—‘As if a second heart had sprouted inside my chest…’
Enough to make my body cry out that it needed a Mana Heart.
Chapter 8
Chapter 8: Sword Beginner (3)
My nickname, 「The Sewing Gypsy,」 has spread fairly widely. Some notable guilds even approached me first, asking if I would consider joining their ranks.
After growing accustomed to mercenary life, I came to pride myself on my skill.
Not because I was a woman mercenary wielding an unusual sword, but because I thought—perhaps foolishly—that I had become a swordswoman of real worth.
That was a naïve delusion.
The world was wider than I knew.
There were far too many monsters.
And I first realized that because of one man.
A knight of the Red Hawk, based in the steel city of 「Ferma」 in the Iron Kingdom’s east.
I could not remember his name, but I could never forget his sword.
“They call you Gypsy, don’t they?”
During my mercenary years, my swordsmanship had grown. I had long since surpassed my master, Hegel. And with that came arrogance.
Having surpassed Hegel—the wandering knight of the Free City, who was nothing more than a swordsman traveling with his blade and fighting to survive—I thought myself strong enough to defeat any knight in a duel.
“You are nothing but a worthless mercenary, you fire-scorched wench.”
My Needle had snapped powerlessly before true steel.
That knight had grabbed my hair as I sat collapsed in the dust and said:
“Were you not a woman, you would have died here. Thank the Red Hawk. The Red Hawk never takes the lives of women or children.”
His words were the truth.
The only reason I survived that day was because I happened to be female.
Between a wandering knight and a true knight lay a wall that could not be crossed.
Hegel had been a traveler with a sword, a man who flailed merely to keep living.
But the man of the Red Hawk… what was he? To be honest, he hadn’t even seemed human.
He was like a tool forged of steel.
Perhaps all those called “knights” were such things.
At the very least, every knight I had faced in my mercenary life had been a monster.
Monsters who seemed to live in another world entirely.
It was only later that I learned the name of their realm: 「Sword Walker.」
.
.
.
Before me now was a killing intent so strong it nearly blew my mind. And like lightning, the memories of the swordswoman Mary surged forth—the ones carved into the sword I had consumed. By memory alone, Mary had been far more seasoned and skilled than I was now.
Yet even she had fallen miserably to a true knight.
In this moment, my heart thrashed violently.
I thought it might burst.
My breathing grew ragged, my vision swam.
A sharp ringing pierced my ears.
Alongside it, the pounding from my chest rippled through my body like a shudder.
Amidst the extreme tension, the world before my eyes shimmered with a strange blue hue. At the same time, I felt as though not only my belly, but my entire body was brimming with fullness. Was this what it felt like to sense the flow of blood within one’s muscles?
A prickling sensation, like countless needles piercing my skin, tingled across my body.
And then—I saw it. The flickering blue energy that rippled around the strange man.
It spread in every direction. Some strands were straight lines, others were winding curves. Like roads laid across a great city. Instinctively, I knew.
That was a 「Path.」
Within near-trance focus, Liam’s voice echoed like a reverberation.
「So you were born into a wretched body with not a shred of martial talent… and yet you carried an extraordinary gift in another way.」
I had no room to dwell on his words. I only tightened my grip on the Needle and kept my gaze locked on the man.
He had yet to move, standing motionless, staring back at me.
「Unyielding suspicion. A sensitivity bordering on illness… In ordinary life, it would be a flaw. But for one who grasps the sword, it is an exceedingly rare talent.」
The man drew his sword—a longsword, long and keen, a true two-hander.
Unlike me, he stood steady, perfectly prepared to strike at any moment. His stance was built for thrusting a swift opening blow. The complete opposite of me, gripping my sword one-handed in a warped posture.
“Why have you been watching me? Speak honestly.”
I forced my concentration higher still and began my suspicion.
“……To distinguish whether you were a guest or an intruder.”
Even as I spoke, I did not relax my guard. I suspected every shift of his breath, every twitch of the toes visible beyond his boots, the angle of his shoulders and wrists, the slightest dart of his eyes with each passing second.
That was my greatest weapon. As my master had said.
***
“……To distinguish whether you were a guest or an intruder.”
A guest? An intruder? With such absurd words, the man—Fetel—knitted his brows as he looked upon the boy.
He had known for some time that the boy was observing him. Like a skilled forest ranger, the boy had hidden his traces well, yet the countless Paths stretched in every direction had betrayed his presence.
“Hard to understand. Explain further.”
The only reason Fetel had left the boy alone was because he hadn’t seen the need to approach. 
He had come to this village seeking solitude, and he had been content in its silence.
Though not perfect solitude, one boy was tolerable.
He hadn’t come for trouble.
This quiet had pleased him.
But having the boy draw near—that was different.
Fetel’s eyes sharpened as he studied him.
‘A frail body. A face so delicate one might mistake him for a girl. But not wholly untrained. I see the traces of at least four harsh years of training. Did he attend an academy?’
Even his manner of speaking bore the dignity of nobility. Perhaps the son of a fallen noble family.
With the Iron Kingdom’s princes warring for the throne, many nobles had lost their titles and lands, cast out to the frontiers. It was common for such nobles to live hidden on the fringes.
‘He holds a sword, but he is no threat. His balance is fair, but his stance is unstable. He pours everything into a single opening strike—swordplay meant to overcome physical weakness. That might work against untrained savages. At best, he’s Sword Beginner level.’
Fetel’s judgment was swift and simple.
Then the boy spoke.
“I was originally a resident here. But when I returned from a trip to the outer city, the villagers had vanished like smoke. Whether it was plague, or some foul sorcerer sacrificing them to demons, I do not know.”
“……”
“At first, I wished to flee. But I had memories here. Foolishly, I could not abandon them.”
Foolishly, he could not abandon them. At those words, Fetel’s hand twitched. His reasons for coming to this remote village were not so different.
“But then barbarians and slum youth began to invade, making havoc. They threatened my life and even mocked my deceased parents. I slew all those intruders myself. And so I had to discern whether you too were an intruder, or simply a guest who had come to stay for a time.”
“……You had to discern, did you?”
“But you seemed far too strong. So I lingered at a distance, watching. You did not appear to be one who would threaten my life. That is why I approached now—to confirm whether you were an intruder or a neighbor. Do you understand now?”
The boy’s explanation was clear enough.
Fetel eased his killing intent, if only slightly.
“I understand.”
But he did not relent completely.
“Then it is my turn to speak. If we are to be neighbors, we must share our circumstances.”
“……”
“So lower your weapon. Cast aside that peculiar blade of yours, and I will sheathe my sword and speak.”
For the boy still pointed that long, needle-like sword at him—radiating a sharp aura too strong to dismiss.
A silence passed before the boy answered.
“I cannot.”
 “And why? Surely you know, sword in hand or not, you cannot stand against me.”
 “I know. And that is why I cannot.”
The boy’s gaze was as sharp as a blade.
“I cannot yet trust you fully. At any moment, you could swing your sword at me. Then this blade, at the very least, is needed for me to defend myself.”
 “……That needle of a weapon? Whether you hold it or not makes no difference.”
 “If there is no difference, then you should put away your sword first. Suspicion is my habit.”
Hah. Fetel chuckled before he realized it.
“For two to face one another with blades drawn, the first to sheathe dishonors his knighthood. I must preserve my honor.”
 “And I, who refuse to retreat any longer, cannot cast aside my sword.”
Hearing the boy’s voice, Fetel erased his faint smile.
The boy’s eyes burned, fierce as the sun.
“To surrender to fear, to give up before fighting—I will never do so again.”
From those eyes, Fetel read flames.
Flames no logic nor half-hearted killing intent could ever extinguish.
And inwardly, he marveled. What had this small boy endured, that he carried such fire in his gaze?
‘No half-measures, then.’
Fetel abandoned words.
He had no wish to chatter with swords raised. He would instead strike, forcefully if need be, to knock away the boy’s weapon—without harming him.
That was the best concession he could give, as a knight bound by honor.
‘Unstable stance. One-handed grip. That slender blade… a mere touch and it would snap in half.’
To a swordsman, the sword was more than a tool. Yet Fetel saw no other way.
Decision made, Fetel raised his longsword slowly.
He drew in a faint breath. Mana seeped into him, circulating through his Paths.
In the next moment, Fetel became a superhuman.
And then—“……?”
An impossible thing occurred.
“What….”
Sparks flew.
The sword he had swung sideways was deflected.
Deflected—by what? His eyes darted, and there it was.
A long, needle-thin sword.
Like a fragile Needle.
Yet it had neither broken nor dulled.
 Impossible.
Fetel’s eyes wavered. In them, the boy’s figure flickered.
He had assumed a bizarre, almost acrobatic stance, breathing deeply, audibly—“hoo, ha.”
And with every breath, the blue aura circling him quivered and pulsed.
Mana itself was flowing in waves.
From a mere Sword Beginner’s breath.
Fetel doubted his eyes. But he saw it clearly.
A faint blue light, left of the boy’s chest.
There was a heart.
 A Mana Heart—the mark of a Sword Beginner.
And this Mana Heart’s form was strange. Not soft and supple as usual, but astonishingly hard.
The boy’s heart was…Like steel.
‘No, not strange. That is—’
Something unscathed no matter the blow.
Steel.
‘……Extraordinary.’
Thus, the long-forgotten Mana Heart of the Karavan was reborn.
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Chapter 9. Sword Beginner (4)
Sword Beginner.
The novices who had just taken their first step into the path of the sword.
Young masters and ladies who learned the sword as a hobby, or new academy students who had barely entered—such were the insignificant ones that made up this lowly stage.
I had seen countless Sword Beginners in my life.
Their swords had all been pathetic, clumsy, and so fragile they could snap with the slightest touch. Of course it was natural. Solidity was something accumulated through years of repetition, and the swords of novices who had only just set foot on this path could not possibly be firm.
That was why Fetel could not believe his own eyes in this moment.
He had fought and defeated countless Knights.
They were 「Sword Walkers」, skilled swordsmen who had devoted their lives to the sword.
Yet this feeling—he had never once experienced it, even when crossing blades with other masters.
For a fleeting instant, Fetel saw an illusion overlaying the boy who stood before him. Though only for a moment, the boy became steel. Not soft flesh and blood, but steel that would not break no matter what it clashed against.
At the center of that steel was a heart. The source of its solidity.
If he had to describe it—then it was a heart of steel.
‘Have I lost my mind?’
That thought suddenly struck him.
Were the ominous rumors about a ghost living in this village actually true?
What was he seeing now? Was it merely a pitiful boy? Or was it the spirit of one who had died and could not leave this world, wandering the village as a ghost?
Then the boy’s figure in Fetel’s sight wavered violently.
In that instant, the boy’s face changed.
It was no longer the face of a boy, but of a woman of indeterminate age. A woman whose face was twisted and marred with burn scars, as if cursed by a demon. Her gaze shone with a cold, moonlike glimmer.
Fetel instinctively knew.
The sword would come again.
Tightening his grip, Fetel muttered without realizing it.
“…Perhaps I am fighting a ghost right now.”
***
My heart pounded.
The new heart that had been born inside me beat with immense force.
If the pounding of a normal heart made it feel like one’s chest would burst, then this other heart beat as if it would explode my entire body. With every surge, a shudder coursed through me.
From the very moment it was formed, I knew.
This was a 「Mana Heart」.
Though this was a glorious moment after long training, I could not allow myself to rejoice. The guest before me had drawn his sword and swung it at me.
Now—think.
That man was a Knight.
He had more real combat experience than I, and his mastery of the sword was higher than mine.
I had barely parried the first strike by sheer luck.
By holding onto tension and carefully observing his muscles, predicting his movements, drawing the sword’s trajectory in my mind, and slipping my blade into the path beforehand. Mary the swordswoman’s intense memories had also resurfaced, aiding me.
But this time the guest would not hold his sword loosely. This time he would strike with more force, more ruthlessly, so his sword would not be deflected by the thrust of a mere Sword Beginner.
So. Expecting a second miracle was forbidden.
And what was that sensation when our blades clashed?
‘It felt like colliding with a speeding carriage.’
The instant our swords met, it felt as though every bone in my body shattered. I nearly spat blood, and all strength drained from my limbs.
Had I not clung to consciousness, I would have dropped my sword instantly and collapsed on the spot. Such was the chasm between my current self and the realm of a 「Sword Walker」.
There was only one reason I was still standing after crossing blades. Because I was a Karavan.
Just as Liam had said, the other heart coiled in my chest had taken firm root like steel.
「This proves again that your training was not in vain, young descendant.」
Fixing my gaze on the guest, I kept breathing steadily.
Ever since the 「Mana Heart」 was formed, my breath had not only drawn in oxygen but also that other element filling the world—Mana. That mystical power flowed into my body, reviving my flickering mind.
“Hoo, ha.”
I looked into the eyes beyond the sword he aimed at me. Human eyes always reveal much. 
Even those called superhuman were no different. In the guest’s eyes I read many emotions.
Shock, agitation, suspicion of this situation, confusion.
As soon as I read those elements, Mary’s voice echoed.
『Just as an unfamiliar enemy is an unknown existence to me, I am also an unknown existence to the enemy. Knowing this when fighting and not knowing it makes a great difference.』
 『Remember. Just as I fear the enemy I do not understand, so too does the enemy fear me, for they do not understand me.』
My muscles tensed tautly. Like a bowstring drawn to its limit.
『Fear is another blade a swordsman possesses. Though unseen, it can swell larger than anything, and though without substance, it can pierce sharper than anything.』
 『Hegel said that in order to survive, it is important to wield the weapon in your hand well—but just as important is how you wield the invisible, unseen blade.』
“Hoo.”
At the moment my muscles reached their limit, I stretched out my hand. The gleam of the blade transformed from a point into a line. Needle shot forth like lightning at the guest, and from his body stretched a 「Road」. Instinct told me. I could not pass, pierce, or cross that Road.
Just as expected, the guest’s sword strike was harsher, more thorough, showing not the slightest opening. It was the true sword strike of a perfected Knight, a 「Sword Walker」. A Sword Beginner’s sword could be shattered instantly.
Then what was I to do?
There was only one answer.
To create my own 「Road」.
“Haa—”
It was an absurd thought. A 「Road」 was the domain of Sword Walkers, not something a novice who had just become a Sword Beginner could imitate.
That was why they were called superhuman.
Even I knew.
That was why I did not seek a perfect Road. Even if incomplete, I wished to carve one out for this single moment. If I had a heart as solid as steel, then perhaps it was possible.
Instinctively.
‘Now.’
As I inhaled and exhaled to the limit, I wrung out all my focus.
The world slowed, my senses sharpened to their extremes. I scanned all the information I could possibly perceive.
My target was only the guest.
Which muscles he tensed, how he breathed, what movements he prepared, where his eyes looked, how much oxygen and Mana he inhaled, how much force he would invest in his next move, how much Mana he would release.
Suspicion. I doubted every trivial element, dug into it, questioned it. I examined everything without letting anything pass without a reason.
Only then could it be done.
『As Hegel said, I went out into the wider world.』
 『With this hideous face, I thrust my blade at the world and lived as a wanderer. That life was free—and lonely.』
Only then—『Perhaps my thin, needle-like sword was a blade that reflected myself. I, who only found relief in stabbing something, who snapped at once upon colliding with anything, who lived bristling with thorns—Mary……』
 『Sharper, pricklier, living as a lonely needle that kept no one at my side while pointing at everything in the world.』
I could do it.
『Perhaps what I had truly wanted to stab was the world itself.』
 『The world that had stolen my parents, my daily life, my future.』
At the end of perfect focus came perfect immersion. In that instant, my hand and arm gripping the Needle transformed, becoming those of the swordswoman Mary from the past.
『So if you ask whether I succeeded in stabbing my world, I cannot answer.』
 『There is only one answer I can give.』
A frail arm marred with burn scars. Following it down revealed a calloused hand, twisted fingers clutching a thin Needle. Along with a vivid memory, my eyes saw a line—illusion or not, I could not tell.
『I no longer fear fire or the world.』
A straight line, like a road.
『Even if I cannot win, I can stand against it.』
 『With my Needle in hand.』
The line was hazy like a mirage. There were many such lines, but the more I focused, the more the outer lines disappeared. Until only one line remained.
The last line left was startlingly clear.
『Ah, now that death approaches, I recall what I said as a child.』
 『Yes, is that not what life is?』
The Needle in my hand moved on its own, sucked into the line before me. The trajectory of the blade twisted on its own. The weapon was forged by a blacksmith hammering iron. A collection of steel that should have been lifeless moved with will, as if alive.
“…!”
The guest’s eyes widened in that instant. 
Agitation, shock, faint unease.
Regardless, my Needle pressed on, like an arrow.
And Mary’s voice resounded.
『Whether slashing or stabbing, so long as you can aim it, that is enough.』
The swift, precise Needle aimed to skewer the enemy.
And then…
“──!”
With a thunderous crash, my body was flung into the air. A tingling sensation slammed into me like a lightning strike. For a moment, it felt as if my body were being torn apart.
“Ugh…”
I could see nothing.
When I opened my eyes again, I was rolling across the dirt, covered in dust. The Needle I had gripped until my hand nearly shattered was broken, splintered into pieces. Pain surged so intensely it was hard to even breathe. The heart that had pounded so fiercely now slowed. 
Thump… thump…
“Th… this… truly, astounding…”
The guest’s voice reached me, halting and distant. That gentle voice faded, my vision blurred, then was painted completely black. And my consciousness was severed. With a snap.
After I completely lost consciousness, a voice echoed inside.
『The last thing I remember was the burning mansion.』
The final memory contained within the Needle’s former master.
***
The last thing I remembered was the burning mansion. Within the raging flames, my father and mother turned to black ashes. I did not know how I survived those savage flames. In that accident I lost my family, and I lost the rosy life I could have had as a woman. What remained was a little wealth, and a body and face twisted and marred with scars, as if cursed by a demon.
The image of myself in the mirror was hateful, my will to live gone.
Well, if there was any consolation, my life turned out not as dark and miserable as I had once feared.
“Ah.”
I met good people, I met the sword, and I lived a freer, broader life than what had originally been destined for me. If asked whether it was a life of hatred, I could confidently say no.
“…In the end, it seems it was fate.”
I opened my eyes faintly and looked around. Flames engulfed everything.
The fire that had stolen my childhood and future now sought to take my life entirely.
I should have listened to Nerik, who told me to avoid jobs that paid too much. Perhaps I should have listened to Jeven, who asked me to quit mercenary work and live with him. No other man would ever love someone as hideous as I.
“Yes, this must be fate.”
But as I said, I had no regrets.
I had entered the enemy’s den, been trapped in a cabin, my needle was broken, flames surrounded me on all sides. There was no way out. As my mind drifted away, I instead felt a sense of release.
Yes, this was the common end of a wandering mercenary.
Insignificant, lonely…
“Hegel.”
Dragging my heavy body, I slowly stood. Then I aimed my broken Needle toward the advancing flames. The snapped blade was blunt, short, and thin.
It was foolish. No matter how I thrust the Needle, it could not drive back the fire. I was just an ordinary blade-for-hire, a pitiful gypsy with no knowledge of mysticism.
And yet, and yet…
“Soon we will meet again. If the Sergen Order’s words are true, I will see you once more in the embrace of the flames.”
Even so, I stood against it.
“When that time comes, I will tell you the story of my free life. All of it was thanks to you.”
I loosened my grip, twisted my wrist.
The flames drew closer.
Instead of retreating, I stepped forward.
Like a moth to flame.
“I no longer fear fire or the world.”
That was…
 …the end of Mary, the swordswoman.
 .
 .
 .
“Gasp!”
I woke drenched in cold sweat.
As soon as I opened my eyes, I frantically touched every corner of my body with both hands. 
The excruciating pain from moments ago was gone.
“Ah, a dream. The memory of the sword…”
Mary’s memory, the memory of being burned alive, had been too vivid.
My clothes were soaked through with cold sweat.
Panting, I felt the changes in my body.
How to describe it? My muscles felt softer, more flexible. My senses are keener, like those of a cat. As if I had lived a lifetime in danger as a mercenary.
I could feel it.
Mary’s sword, 「Needle」, within me—its Ingestion was complete.
“Ah…”
I sat there blankly in strange fulfillment.
“You have awakened at last.”
A heavy voice rang from afar. Turning my head, I saw the guest. He sat before a crackling bonfire, looking at me.
“There is something I very much wish to speak to you about.”
***
「Name: Needle」
「The long, slender sword once used by the swordswoman Mary.」
「A sword specialized for thrusting.」
「Ingestion complete.」
 .
 .
 .
 「Steel Blood is hungry.」
「Ingest a new sword.」
Chapter 10
Chapter 10. Sword Beginner (5)
“Huh.”
The Knight, Fetel, let out a sound of admiration as he retracted the 「Road」 he had spread in all directions. Beyond the rising dust lay the boy, collapsed in a pitiful heap. Scattered beside him were the shattered fragments of his thin blade.
This duel had been Fetel’s clear victory. Yet the path to that victory had not been overwhelming. With a dazed expression, Fetel brushed his fingers along his neck. Crimson blood stained his fingertips. It was proof the boy had wounded him.
“Huh, huh-huh.”
The boy had not defeated Fetel. 
But the boy’s sword had reached Fetel.
Such a thing should have been impossible. How could a mere 「Sword Beginner」…?
“If he had been a 「Sword Walker」 as well? No, even if he had been just a little more adept at handling Mana. Or if the swordsmanship he had mastered were a little more refined…”
If that had been the case, the boy’s sword might have struck deeper, more precisely, into a far more lethal point. Feeling a chill spread down his nape, Fetel looked at the fallen boy.
‘If I had not been a perfected 「Sword Walker」 capable of deploying a 「Road」, I would have been done for.’
The meaning was simple.
This frail boy, with that pitiful blade, possessed enough skill as a swordsman to kill an ordinary 「Sword Walker」.
 Reaching that conclusion, Fetel muttered inwardly:
‘I truly feel as though I’ve seen a ghost.’
***
The very first thing the guest did at the bonfire was reveal his name. I learned for the first time that the gentlemanly Knight crouched before me was called ‘Fetel.’ Looking at Fetel as he gave his name so casually, I glanced at the blanket draped over me.
‘He’s taken care of me all this time.’
As expected, a gentleman. Instead of binding me with rope after our fight, he had covered me with a blanket and stayed by my side until I regained consciousness. Yet rather than gratitude, suspicion welled up in me. An old habit.
‘…Why did he do it?’
No matter what kindness he had shown, the fact remained that he had swung his sword at me. Even in defeat, I could not completely let down my guard against Fetel. I had to stay tense. After all, wasn’t it precisely because I hadn’t relaxed that I managed to deflect his first attack?
‘Thanks to fully digesting Needle, my senses have become sharper.’
I felt it instinctively. As I was now, I could move far more swiftly and precisely than before. And yet, no matter what I tried, I could not picture myself defeating Fetel.
The Knight before me radiated a presence like a fortress wall. Perhaps I could make a tiny scratch with my blade, but to bring it down was impossible.
“Don’t be so tense. When I swung my sword earlier, it was to disarm you. The will in your eyes was so fierce, I thought you wouldn’t listen to words.”
Sensing my wariness, Fetel spoke with a wry smile.
He gestured at his sword, which lay sheathed and resting beside the bonfire, and shrugged to show he had no intent to fight.
But naturally, I did not relax.
“Hmm. Whatever you’ve been through, you don’t seem like someone who will easily loosen up.”
 “…”
 “Well then, I should start with this story. If you listen, perhaps your wariness will ease a little.”
Fetel turned his gaze to the bonfire with a composed expression. Sparks crackled up from the flames, and involuntarily I flinched. Fully digesting the memories of the swordswoman Mary, I recalled her end—the sensation of being burned alive.
“I’m talking about why I came all the way to this nameless village in the middle of nowhere.”
Regardless of my reaction, Fetel took out a piece of smoked meat from his bundle and spoke on, his face calm.
And then:
“I will die soon. A month at most, they said.”
The words that followed were completely unexpected.
“I am terminally ill.”
***
Fetel poured out his story at length.
Separate from his clean swordsmanship, his speaking skills were poor. He repeated himself, rambled with disjointed details only he knew, and sometimes spoke so emotionally it was hard to follow.
Yet that made it sound sincere.
I could clearly tell the man before me was no villain but a good person, a Knight who had ended up with a tragic fate. In short, Fetel’s long-winded tale amounted to this:
‘A Knight who had been loyal all his life. But upon falling terminally ill, abandoned and left wandering, he came here.’
He resembled the protagonists often seen in novels about chivalry.
The difference was that reality was not a novel. Unlike the splendid heroes who overcame disease, gained wealth, beauty, strength, and fame, tragic figures in reality mostly met tragic ends.
Fetel would likely be the same.
The realm of 「Sword Walker」 was not lowly, but it was insufficient to make one the celebrated protagonist of all. It was not an extraordinary stage but the highest point an ordinary swordsman with moderate talent could reach after years of grueling effort. That was where Fetel had arrived.
He only explained at the very end why he had climbed his way to this remote estate and village.
“I wanted to die alone without burdening anyone. This village is nice. Moderately quiet, the sunsets each evening moderately beautiful, a place where I can have time to myself…”
 “…”
 “I am not afraid of death. It is the moment I can go to the side of the god I serve. I only wished, for once, to spend my final moments in my own time. I have never once leisurely enjoyed time for myself in my life. That is why I deliberately sought out this place without people.”
Perhaps he had grown sentimental near death.
Well, people with numbered days often do peculiar things.
But no matter how sincere his story seemed, I could not completely believe it.
How could I know Fetel wouldn’t suddenly turn on me?
“…Even after explaining all this, you’re still on guard.”
 “I told you, suspicion is my habit.”
 “That’s not a habit, that’s practically an illness.”
Fetel joked.
An illness—perhaps he was right.
I had been told countless times I had a suspicion disease.
‘…It wasn’t always this bad.’
My suspicion had become this persistent only because of Swordmaster Carlos. That day’s tragedy had made me a wearier human being. I could never go back. Never.
“Well then, if you must see it with your own eyes…”
Fetel exhaled and slowly removed his outer garment. In the firelight his chest was revealed—firmly built muscles.
And near the left chest, precisely near the heart, was something noticeable. A pitch-black spot. Just looking at it gave a sense of foreboding.
“High priests and healers who’ve trained all their lives say they don’t know what it is.”
 “…”
 “The one thing I know is that this spot is gradually devouring my organs. Now all that’s left is my heart.”
Fetel gave a bitter smile.
“My second heart, the 「Mana Heart」, has already been mostly consumed. And the moment my real heart is eaten, my life will end. Quietly, and alone.”
Fetel recited his fate calmly. It must have taken him a long time to become accustomed to speaking of his own end. With a faintly pitying look, I turned my eyes toward the empty air where Liam stood.
「Young descendant, at least you’ll never be conned or taken advantage of.」
Liam looked at me with a weary gaze.
What did he want me to do? I stared back at him until he finally gave me the answer I wanted.
「That Knight’s words are all true. The disease lodged in his body is devouring his intestines and muscles. Greedily.」
With that, my suspicion dissolved.
I turned my gaze back to Fetel. 
He smiled awkwardly.
“Now am I good enough to be your neighbor?”
I nodded brightly as if I had never doubted him.
“Yes, more than enough.”
For some reason Fetel and Liam both looked at me with the same weary eyes.
And so, just like that, I gained my first new neighbor in this estate.
Though it would be at most for a month.
“I look forward to it.”
 “I look forward to it even more.”
After shaking Fetel’s hand, I felt somewhat better.
Fetel was the kind of man one could like, someone who would not harm me and, should an unbearable intruder appear later, would willingly fight alongside me as a righteous Knight.
「You’re lucky.」
 “What’s lucky?”
 「Don’t pretend. I can see exactly what you’re thinking, young descendant.」
Ah.
「In at most a month, you’ll be able to eat a perfect Sword Walker’s sword. For free.」
Of course, I would not deny there were other reasons as well.
***
My new neighbor, the Knight Fetel, truly was a good man.
“If you ever need my help for the sake of your sword’s growth, come find me anytime.”
Fetel said he would gladly spar with me whenever I wished. He even added that if I sought advice about the sword, he would offer his humble opinions. It was a tremendous favor. 
Normally such things would be done only for a reasonable price for a noble acquaintance.
“What work does a man with his death set before him have left to do? Honestly, I was getting tired of just watching sunsets anyway.”
Fetel laughed pleasantly.
“Besides, Young Master Arhan’s sword is fascinating. Or rather, should I say your heart is fascinating… Anyway, I think it will be a meaningful time for me as well.”
Though his smile was bright, there was also a shadow behind it.
“As death approaches, I find myself wanting to leave something in the world. And I thought if I taught Young Master Arhan something, my trace would remain a little more clear in this world. Somehow, I think you will leave your name in this continent’s history.”
When dawn broke, Fetel extinguished the fire and rose.
“I will not ask about the strange skill with which you wield the sword or that special heart of yours. Every human has their own circumstances. Moreover, asking first about circumstances the other has not revealed goes against a Knight’s honor. A Knight always waits proudly for the other to open their heart first.”
For Fetel, honor came before curiosity.
In that sense, Fetel was a different kind of person from me.
Perhaps more of an adult.
At any rate, that made Fetel an even more beneficial neighbor to me.
「Now your Mana Heart has settled and you have become a Sword Beginner.」
But that did not mean I could simply grin foolishly.
「Then to move to a higher place you must step to a new stage.」
The road ahead was still long.
「It is time to eat a new sword, young descendant.」
Once I had begun to climb, I could not stop.
Chapter 11
Chapter 11. Arena (1)
“By a new sword, you must mean Fetel’s blade.”
Fetel’s sword.
That weapon would surely become good nourishment. It contained the time of a swordsman who had reached the realm of 「Sword Walker」 and a seasoned knight. But Liam only scoffed.
「Ridiculous. Young descendant, you are not yet at the level to eat that sword.」
 “…If I’m not at the level?”
 「That ailing knight’s sword is far too large and heavy for you as you are now. It would take far too long to digest. Most importantly, wouldn’t that waste an entire month?」
I stared blankly at Liam as I spoke.
“Since I’ve become a Sword Beginner, I thought I’d at least undergo special training for a month.”
 「Special training?」
 “Yes. I’ve developed enough flexibility and stamina, so I thought I’d now do the usual strength training swordsmen always go through—or perhaps have you personally pass down swordsmanship to me…”
 「Hah, you still think with the eyes of an ordinary man.」
Liam burst into laughter with a “Puhehe.”
「Haven’t I told you countless times? The Karavan family is special. We are not like the others.」
 “……”
 「For those of us with Steel Blood flowing in our veins, mindless training is unnecessary. Karavan grows great within battle itself. Like a sword that grows harder the more it is hammered.」
Liam looked at me with chilling eyes.
“But battles with the intruders that come here no longer provide any nourishment.”
 「That’s true. Fighting wild beasts would be better at this point.」
 “Then…?”
 「Fortunately, in this broken-down Iron Kingdom, there are plenty of humans who desire struggle.」
Liam’s gaze softened with nostalgia.
「I wonder if that culture still remains in the Iron Kingdom.」
 “…?”
 「A place where people gather without regard for status or birth, desiring nothing but blood and battle. A place more than enough to temper you.」
A crooked smile formed on Liam’s lips.
「In my era, that place was called the Arena.」
***
「Arena.」
A massive coliseum in the center of the steel city, 「Ferma」, located in the eastern Iron Kingdom. Battles of interest were always being held there. ‘Racial Duels,’ pitting warriors of different races against one another. ‘Beast Duels,’ where ferocious beasts fought to determine which was strongest. ‘Wild Duels,’ throwing man and beast together in deadly combat…
No one knew who first designed it, but surely he was a man deeply versed in human nature. To determine what was stronger, or who was superior—that was humanity’s primal instinct. And so, this great coliseum had stood for centuries, hosting all manner of duels up to this very day.
Among them, the most popular was the ‘Struggle Duel.’ Fighters of all kinds rolled through the dirt, brawling like dogs, while spectators bet money on their chosen combatants.
“I heard it’s still running prosperously even now.”
 「Of course it is. Human instinct never changes. Whoever designed it was a genius.」
 “Only, now they call it the Arena instead of the Arena of old.”
 「Well, with time, names change.」
The Arena of Liam’s era had survived with only its name altered.
「If you go there, you’ll have a rare experience. Nowhere else on the continent sees such mud-slinging brawls and such a diverse gathering of warriors.」
 “…Is it really that big of a place?”
 「Yes. You’ve been stuck in this musty backwater, so of course you don’t know.」
 “No, I’ve heard the name. I just didn’t recognize it when you first said ‘Arena.’”
At that, Liam gave a wry chuckle.
「Asking if it’s big already shows you’re a country bumpkin, young descendant.」
 “…?”
 「It was that coliseum that allowed Ferma to be called the steel city and rise as one of the Iron Kingdom’s great metropolises.」
Well, hearing it wasn’t the same as feeling it.
Liam seemed to know that, for he explained no further. Instead, he repeated what he always said.
「Better than explanations is to see it yourself. Look with your own eyes and judge.」
***
The reason I had remained in this empty village and silent mansion until reaching the realm of 「Sword Beginner」 was twofold. First, I had felt no pressing need to leave. Second, I hated the idea of my precious space being defiled by intruders.
「Now you needn’t worry. You have a reliable neighbor.」
As Liam said, the second reason was solved.
“Sir Fetel, I’ll be away for a time. So until I return, I’d like you to guard this village from intruders defiling it.”
 “For such a request, as much as you need.”
Like the honorable knight he was, Fetel accepted my request.
“I will guard the masterless huts of this village. And as for that fine mansion where your precious memories must lie, I shall allow no one to enter. On my honor.”
Hearing a rigid knight stake his honor on it was reassuring. It was good to have trustworthy neighbors.
Seeing Fetel’s firm reply, Liam said:
「To fulfill your ambitions, you’ll need your own growth, yes, but also strong allies. You can’t guard everything alone—unless you are as great as I am.」
 “…That last part was unnecessary.”
 「Hah, if the records had survived, I wouldn’t need to say such things. How irritating.」
Even as he joked, Liam wasn’t wrong.
The path ahead was long, and I couldn’t reach the heavens if I shut myself away in this tiny domain. In the end, I had to venture into the wider world.
And for that, I needed neighbors who could guard my cherished domain. Reliable, strong, compatible people.
「Well, don’t worry too much.」
 “Why not?”
 「If you grow strong enough, people will gather around you. That is the law of the world.」
It sounded vague, but Liam was always right. Nodding, I finally left the village. It was the first time in my life I had traveled so far.
Ferma, the steel city, was certainly one of the Iron Kingdom’s greatest cities, far from this backwater hamlet. But I could not fear the journey. As I’d seen from the swordswoman Mary’s memories, facing a wider world would be a great boon.
「Get on the carriage, child.」
With the sound of clattering hooves, the driver’s “Hyah!” and the crack of the whip, I watched my domain recede. Stroking the long, slender needle I had newly obtained to replace the broken one.
After five days of carriage travel, I reached my destination.
***
The Steel city, 「Ferma」.
One of the Iron Kingdom’s greatest cities and a holy land of swords, famed for its mastery of steel. All weapons of the Iron Kingdom were forged here, and all weapons found use here.
And in its center stood the colossal coliseum, 「Arena」—Ferma’s very symbol. Its size was so immense, it seemed impossible that humans had built it. This magnificent structure forever rang with both screams and cheers.
“…It really is absurdly huge.”
 「Don’t gape so much, you look like a yokel.」
I stood dumbfounded at the overwhelming size of the Arena. But it wasn’t only that—the entire city bustled more than anything I’d ever seen. Compared to my quiet domain, this crowded place was overwhelming. Merchants haggled prices, barkers pulled at passersby, buyers shouted as they showed off new goods.
Minstrels sang loudly in the streets with instruments in hand. Gypsies danced, enticing strangers to spend a night. Drunks grabbed collars and brawled in the roads. All manner of people tangled together in chaos.
“Ah—that’s—”
What caught my half-dazed eyes were the dwarves. Short as children but broad and stocky, with thick beards and faces smudged with soot, they laid out blades on the ground and bellowed.
“Weapons for those in need, over here!”
It was my first time actually seeing another race.
Dwarves.
As numerous in the Iron Kingdom as humans, they dwelled in the middle slopes of the 「Sky Mountains.」 They were said to be born as friends of fire and steel, as if the gods had created them to be blacksmiths.
They could handle burning iron without burns, create anything without instruction, and felt pure joy in crafting weapons or tools. In truth, calling them a different race was inaccurate. Because.
「It has been long since I’ve seen our kin.」
According to Liam, the Karavan family was of dwarf-mixed blood. Meaning, half of my blood was also dwarven.
「So they’ve grown into dwarven youths. They must’ve come to show off the weapons they forged.」
 “…Those are youths? They look like men in their thirties.”
「Can’t you see the boyishness in their faces? Look closely—」
To me, they all looked like grown men, but Liam clearly saw differently. He went on and on about how to tell dwarven ages, until noticing my boredom, he changed the subject.
「As expected of dwarves. Even the weapons made by youths are outstanding in quality.」
 “I’d like to wield a dwarven sword someday.”
 「You will. But not yet—it’s far too soon.」
For now, I was barely managing the scraps of blades rolling in slums. Letting out a dry laugh, I turned my eyes from the dwarves’ swords.
The new environment had been fascinating at first, but soon it became exhausting. Searching for an inn for the night, I asked Liam:
“So if I fight warriors in the Arena and devour the swords of those I defeat, I’ll quickly grow stronger, right? That would—”
 「No, that won’t do.」
No?
Matches in the Arena only ended when one’s life was taken, and victors were entitled to the loser’s gear as spoils. I thought naturally I’d consume them. But Liam shook his head.
「Such vile swords won’t help you. Devouring any mismatched blade will only ruin you. If that path worked, I’d have told you to eat every sword in the slums already.」
 “Ah…”
 「Do that, and you’ll be devoured by the swords instead. You must not allow that. You must control the sword completely—not let the sword control you.」
To lose myself—that expression I somehow understood.
Then what kind of swords should I eat? I couldn’t yet see what was inside the blade by looking. 
Liam, noticing my troubled face, said:
「Don’t worry. Until your ‘eyes’ open, I’ll personally choose the swords for you.」
Reassuring words.
「So always give thanks that the great I am here to help you, child.」
 “…Yes, sir.”
If only he hadn’t added that last part.
After wandering a while, I found a modest inn, paid coins, and spent the night. Despite the city, the inn was no better than trash—the bed was awful, the meal worse.
「When you become a Swordmaster, you should challenge that rude innkeeper to an honor duel.」
 “I agree.”
Well, the lack was on my side, so it couldn’t be helped.
After a dreadful night, I left early in the morning for the Arena.
「So many eager to fight.」
Even at dawn, a long line stretched before the Arena. They weren’t spectators but warriors filling out applications to compete. As I endured the tedium, Liam spoke.
「It will be thrilling. I too often recall those fiery days in the Arena.」
Like the old man he was, Liam rambled about his past, but thankfully it helped pass the time. 
Soon the line shrank, and led by guards, I entered to find a kindly faced receptionist.
And then—
“Here to participate in the matches?”
 “Yes.”
 “Then please show your medal first.”
 “…?”
A term I hadn’t heard before. Blinking, 
I quickly turned to Liam.
He, with a straight face, said:
「In my day, there was no such thing.」
Damn it.
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I was a bumpkin who had lived his whole life in a village known even among backwaters as a backwater, so I hadn’t known. And my master was an old man who had vanished into history hundreds of years ago, so he hadn’t known either.
“You don’t have a medal?”
To participate in the matches of the 「Arena」, one needed an item called a ‘medal.’
“It must be your first time visiting. If you don’t have a medal, you’ll need to have one issued and come back. Without a medal, I can’t give you an application form.”
The receptionist wore a friendly face as she said something that was utter bullshit.
She rambled on about why medals were necessary and how the 「Arena」 was run, but I, standing dumbly, cut straight to the point.
“Then I have to line up again?”
 “That’s right.”
Looking back, the long line that had stretched out since dawn hadn’t shrunk at all—it had grown even longer. And I was supposed to wait through all that again? With a grandpa who never shut up about old stories I didn’t even care about…?
「Don’t give me that irreverent look.」
 “……”
 「I didn’t know either.」
The receptionist looked at me like I was a country hick. On her smiling face, I could almost see the words: “There’s actually some idiot who doesn’t even know you need a medal to register for the Arena.” Dropping my shoulders, I let out a deep sigh.
“Ha, damn it.”
「I told you before—stop at ‘damn.’」
***
‘Medals’ were coin-shaped pieces divided into black, white, platinum, gold, silver, and bronze. Classified as Black Medal, White Medal, Platinum Medal, Gold Medal, and so forth, these items hadn’t existed in Liam’s time. The reason for their birth was simple.
「It wasn’t like this before. Whether it was some northern barbarian with a blood-soaked axe or a trembling noble clutching a sword, they shoved them all into the ring with their mugs of beer.」
 “That was centuries ago.”
Unlike the brutal days of the 「Arena」 of old, this battlefield had grown too big. For hundreds of years it had consistently raked in profit, enough to turn a minor city into a major metropolis, making it a famous and symbolic place.
Even if the Iron Kingdom was full of lunatics, there was no way fights to the death could continue endlessly for centuries. Over time, fighters wanted to leave matches alive even if they lost, and audiences wanted real, fierce fights rather than anticlimactic battles ending in a single blow due to mismatched strength.
Thus, medals were created.
So that absurd pairings like a 「Sword Beginner」 versus a 「Sword Runner」 would never occur. So that clueless novices wouldn’t be matched against seasoned veterans.
Simply put, they standardized weight classes.
Black against black, platinum against platinum, gold against gold. To ensure fights worth watching.
Losers fight losers, masters fight masters—wasn’t that more entertaining? So in short…
“The times have changed.”
I looked at Liam as I spoke.
“And I’ve also heard that these days, even when fighters win, they don’t usually take their opponent’s life. They might stage the killing, but if they actually kill, they’ll draw grudges and condemnation.”
 「Hmph, what is this, a bard’s play put on at some tavern…」
While Liam mocked what the Arena had become, we arrived at the office where medals were issued. Unlike the friendly receptionist, the man behind the desk had a rough, menacing face.
“Here to get a medal?”
 “Ah, yes.”
The man spoke with a bored expression, digging in his ear.
“Got anything to prove your identity?”
 “No.”
 “Then any respectable career? Experience with a knight order? Belong to a notable guild and carried out quests? If not, at least fought in a small war? If not that either, then at the very least an academy diploma?”
 “…I have none of those.”
After my second “no,” the man let out a sneering chuckle, looking at me with disdain. His gaze made me bristle.
“Looks about right.”
His next words stung even more. But what stung the most was…
“Here, take it. The medal that suits you best.”
What he handed me was a filthy, stained bronze medal. Or rather, not bronze.
「Shit-colored.」
 “Master, you don’t need to say it out loud.”
And so, I received a ‘Bronze’ Medal.
***
Bronze. The very bottom of the medal ranks.
Since I had no means of proving my skill, it was only natural. Perhaps it was even fitting. After all, it had been only a month since I first held a sword properly under Liam, and I had just become a 「Sword Beginner」 novice.
「Isn’t this better than being slaughtered instantly by an opponent beyond your level?」
Well, Liam wasn’t wrong. And so I completed my registration at the 「Arena」 with Bronze rank. 
They told me the Bronze duels would begin tonight.
“That’s true.”
With time to spare until the match, I wandered around the Arena, absentmindedly stroking the hilt of the Needle at my waist. I had nothing particular to do, no money for entertainment, and most of all, I didn’t like the noisy, unfamiliar atmosphere.
Truly, I preferred my home village.
Quiet, peaceful, filled with treasured memories.
「This battle will be a good experience.」
 “Will it?”
 「Yes. You’ve never fought an opponent on your own level, have you?」
Thinking about it, that was true.
「The intruders were far below you, and that wheezing knight, Fetel, was far above you—an overwhelming foe you couldn’t handle.」
 “That’s right.”
 「So you’ve never yet used your true talent properly.」
True talent? I gave Liam a questioning look.
「Suspicion. Your inborn paranoia, nearly an illness.」
 “……”
 「You’ll learn soon enough how sharp a weapon that can be.」
My suspicion had often helped me in the past.
In many ways.
So it would work even more dramatically against equal opponents? I still couldn’t clearly picture it.
As I mused, Liam spoke.
「Young descendant, what is that?」
 “Yes?”
When I looked, he was staring intently to the left. Following his gaze, I saw a wall adorned with ornate designs. Displayed there like decorations were countless swords. Beneath each blade were names scrawled in flowing script.
While I gazed blankly at the swords, someone approached.
“Young lord, you’ve discovered the Hall of Honor.”
 “The Hall of Honor…?”
The speaker was an elderly man with snow-white hair, dressed neatly like a gentleman. Through his monocle a kindly gaze shone. He gave the impression of being this place’s curator.
“These displayed weapons belonged to warriors who achieved great feats in the Arena. Their edges are dulled, their steel worn from use, so they hold little value as arms… but we keep them here to honor their spirit.”
 “Ah…”
 “If you have any questions, please ask freely. I am the curator of this glorious place. Call me Tom.”
My guess was right.
The smile of Curator Tom was gentle, reassuring. The kind of face that looked ready to share words of blessing. As I relaxed, Liam spoke.
「Boy. Ask him how you might take one of those swords. Whether you can receive one, or purchase one.」
I glanced at Liam.
He added:
「There is a sword there exactly suited for you. Devouring it would help greatly.」
Ah, I see.
I nodded and quickly spoke to Tom.
“This Hall of Honor truly feels historically significant. Just gazing at the equipment they once wielded, I can feel the passion, the fighting spirit, the undying courage of those warriors rising in my own chest.”
 “Haha, you’re quite discerning, young lord.”
 “Collectors would certainly covet these. If I were one, I’d long for them as well. To see blades that ignite a man’s heart just by looking—what jewels could compare? Aren’t they magnificent?”
The words flowed without a drop of sincerity.
Watching Tom’s reactions carefully, guided by my suspicion, I said exactly what he’d like. Sure enough, Tom smiled warmly and spoke freely. I listened enough, then slipped in my real question.
“Might there be a way to obtain one of those swords?”
 “Ah, of course there is.”
Perhaps my flattery had worked.
Tom answered gladly.
“Warriors who prove themselves earn the right to claim a sword from the Hall, according to the color of their medal.”
 “Could you tell me more?”
Tom nodded.
“Each time your medal changes color, you may take one sword. What a splendid keepsake, don’t you think?”
Perfect.
The moment I heard that, my goal became clear.
‘I must earn a Silver Medal.’
I had to.
Before I returned to the village.
***
So beyond merely raising my skill as a 「Sword Beginner,」 I now had a clear purpose. By winning victories and proving myself, my medal would change color. And with each change came a reward. To others it was a souvenir—to me, the most precious prize.
「Looks like you’ll be coming to the Arena often. You’ll need to keep raising your level and taking useful swords whenever you can.」
 “It’s called the Arena now, not the Arena of old.”
I corrected him, but Liam ignored me and rambled on.
「Those blades in the Hall of Honor are like a treasure vault for you. So many are filled with golden memories.」
 “……”
 「Seems there are improvements in this era after all.」
So the Hall of Honor hadn’t existed in Liam’s time.
As I stretched, Liam spoke.
「If it were up to me, I’d steal them all. But that curator old man wasn’t ordinary.」
 “Not ordinary? I didn’t sense anything.”
 「Of course you didn’t. The gap was too wide.」
Liam looked at me as I stretched further.
「That old man wore Armor, even if only half complete.」
 “Armor… meaning?”
 「Sword Expert.」
Sword Expert. 
Just below Swordmaster, a terrifying class ruling the battlefield as gods of war.
My eyes widened.
I didn’t bother asking why such a monster worked as a curator. Though Liam loved jokes, he never lied about swords. 
Never.
Liam said:
「We’ll have to rob the Hall of Honor much later.」
I wanted to ask why “robbing” it was already a given, but had no time for nitpicking. By the time I’d finished stretching, a guard with a spear entered. He spoke in a flat tone matching his blank face.
“Ready?”
 “Yes.”
It was time for my debut match in the 「Arena.」
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Before I entered the circular arena, a strange old woman asked me a question.
“Fighter, what name will you use in the Arena?”
It was a rather abrupt question. When I looked puzzled, the old woman added,
“You are unfamiliar with this place, aren’t you? In the Arena, no one uses their real name. Here, everyone casts aside everything from the outside world and exists only as a fighter. That’s why they all give themselves new names.”
A new name. At her words, several names briefly crossed my mind. Strong and magnificent names, elegant words often found in bard songs, or stylish foreign phrases.
“Is that so?”
But in the end, I chose only one name.
A name erased from history, yet once greater than anyone, stronger than anyone, a name once praised by all as the sword itself. A name I had heard to the point of exhaustion from my father since childhood.
When I spoke that name, the old woman furrowed her brow.
“Is it from some knight novel? I’ve never heard of such a word.”
To her question, I simply grinned. I looked at my teacher floating in the air. For some reason, he wore a peculiar expression.
The old woman muttered,
“Liam… a peculiar alias.”
And in that moment, the boy Arhan vanished. In his place, the gladiator Liam stood anew.
***
No one expected much from matches between Bronze Medal holders.
Such matches were usually slotted in as fillers to let the audience rest between bigger, more thrilling battles, or to kill time if the main events were delayed.
「Their eyes are filled with boredom.」
I had already heard of this, but hearing it and experiencing it firsthand were vastly different. I read the faces of the spectators seated high in the circular arena.
Boredom, irritation, deep sighs, a hint of anger.
Many hurled jeers and boos, demanding this pathetic match end quickly so they could get to the fights they wanted to see.
“Boo—!”
Instead of fervent cheers, applause, and roaring shouts, there were jeers and ridicule.
To be a fighter with no expectations placed on him was miserable.
I looked around at the sand spread across the wide circular arena, at the dust rising, at the countless blurred silhouettes of the crowd beyond the haze. The sky had darkened into evening, and instead of blazing sunlight, there was only the soft glow of moonlight and starlight.
「This is how the weak are treated in the Iron Kingdom. It is a land ruled by the law of strength.」
I pulled the rusty, heavy helmet over my head.
This helmet was a tradition carried over since the days of the old arena. Fighters wore them to conceal their faces, to exist only as fighters.
「Wearing this filthy old helmet hasn’t changed a bit from the old days.」
A musty smell wafted out as the helmet pressed tightly onto my head. It was suffocating just enough.
The helmet’s heavy weight sank onto my neck. I swung my head side to side, adjusting to the pressure, then got used to the narrowed vision.
When the process was complete, I drew Needle from my waist.
That long, slender blade had become familiar in my hand. The moment I gripped its hilt, my heartbeat calmed. Over the steady rhythm of my heart, another heart began to beat—slow and deliberate. The 「Mana Heart」 was readying itself for the fight to come.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「Now that you fight under my name, you must not suffer even a single defeat.」
His words strangely eased my tension.
“I intend to.”
I did not find the lack of expectation pitiful. Rather, it was a familiar feeling.
It had always been like this.
—Arhan, at least you must run away. Flee far from here. My son, please…
No one had ever expected anything of me.
—Curse your family. To think the Karavan still clings to life on this continent…
My hated enemy dismissed me. He took everything from me before my eyes, yet spared my life, only to spit those cruel words—curse my family.
—Young master, you must forget. Only then can you survive.
The butler, the nanny, even my mother—they all told me to run. To forget. To treat it as if it had never happened, only then could I live as a human. No one expected anything of me. My vengeance, they thought, was nothing but a child’s vain fantasy.
So this situation, of being ignored and dismissed, was far too familiar.
Perhaps that’s why…
“The rookie gladiator Liam, and his opponent, the massive warrior with three consecutive victories—Temer!”
…a streak of desire rose within me.
“Let us now begin this match between novice fighters!”
To become, even for a fleeting moment, the shining star of the circular arena, drawing all eyes and cheers…
“This sacred duel is dedicated to the goddess of justice, Lady Refri!”
***
My first opponent’s name was Temer. As his introduction “the massive warrior” suggested, his build was enormous. Seeing him reminded me of a bear I’d once glimpsed as a child.
And compared to him? My body was thin and small even next to ordinary men. My build was delicate, almost feminine, and my weapon—a thin blade better called a needle—was a stark contrast to Temer’s massive greatsword. To the audience, the victor was already decided.
The difference in physique and weapon was too stark. To them, this must look less like a gladiatorial duel and more like a wild match—man against beast.
“Liam? What a shitty name, brat.”
Even I could see it. Temer, with his heavy footfalls and savage grin, looked closer to an ogre than a man.
“I’ll make you an offer.”
 “……”
 “Throw away that ridiculous sword and helmet, and dance to the clap of my hands. Then I’ll be merciful and let you live.”
It was blatant mockery.
I lowered my voice and spoke,
“I heard in today’s Arena matches it’s an unspoken rule not to take each other’s lives.”
 “It is an unspoken rule. But me? The three fighters I’ve beaten so far—I snapped every one of their necks with my bare hands.”
Through the slit of my helmet, I saw the madness glinting in Temer’s eyes.
“An unspoken rule is not an absolute law, boy. Back in the Zernia Mountains where I was born and raised, men who lost a duel had to die. Surviving after losing was considered shameful.”
 “……”
“But you, you’re so pitiful. Snapping your neck wouldn’t even be fun. Better to use you for some amusement. Shake that girlish body of yours and give us all a laugh.”
From his words, I gleaned that he was a barbarian from the mountains.
Zernia Mountains. Likely one of the ranges in the northern Iron Kingdom.
With that clue, my suspicion began.
I studied his muscles.
‘That’s not a body forged by systematic training.’
His muscles bulged like a wild beast’s, but they lacked balance. They were formed by a harsh life, not discipline. His large frame came from natural bone structure, not refined conditioning. 
They were not the armor-like muscles of true northern warriors.
‘No need to target only vital weak spots. Wherever I stab, I can make a hole.’
The human body was imperfect. One hole in the wrong place and it crumbles. Temer’s body was not as formidable as it seemed. But suspicion never stopped.
‘Why the taunt? Was he really uninterested? No. Every word and action has a reason.’
I focused on his taunt—“give up and I’ll let you live”—and the fact that he had already fought three matches. This barbarian had not reached the realm of the superhuman. Which meant he must have accumulated damage.
That was what humans were.
My suspicions stripped away the facade. Beneath the shell was a battered man, injured somewhere, exhausted after three fights.
What I had to do was simple.
Find the weakness. And bite down relentlessly.
Call me coward if they wish.
“I’ll make you an offer too.”
To everyone, I was the weaker one.
Perhaps it was no prejudice—it might even be the truth. I didn't even think I was strong.
“Take back what you said. Take back calling my name pathetic.”
So I would fight as the weak do.
I was no knight.
Not the process—only the result mattered. That was my sword. That was my weapon.
“Then I’ll give you a painless death.”
I deliberately acted the part of a spoiled, trembling young noble—pride wounded, voice shaking. And it worked. Temer sneered, glancing at the crowd for their reaction.
And—
“Ha, this brat—”
I didn’t miss the opening.
“Graaah—!”
My hand shot out like lightning. Needle pierced its mark.
Blood sprayed.
“Aaagh!”
Two of Temer’s fingers, those gripping his greatsword, dropped to the sand. His face twisted in pain as his massive sword wavered. Already huge and unwieldy, it was impossible to hold properly with just three fingers.
“You little shit—!”
Blue energy wavered around Temer. Unlike the intruders who had once come to my village, Temer was a seasoned fighter, with three victories under his belt. He was also a 「Sword Beginner」.
But instead of pressing forward, I kicked up sand with my foot. Dust clouded the air. Temer coughed harshly.
Then I focused.
“Y-you, I’ll rip you apart—!”
Through the haze, I saw it: his stance faltering. Each time his right foot touched the ground, his knee wobbled, his ankle trembled. My suspicion had been correct. He was injured—his right leg.
The moment I confirmed it, I targeted only that side. Forced him to fight on it.
I would not fight him head-on.
I would bleed him out slowly, strike with Needle again and again, draining his strength.
I did not let my guard down.
I was weak.
One blow, and I would be broken.
This long, slender blade and I were the same.
“Urrrgh…!”
His swings grew slower. His right leg shook visibly, sweat poured down his face. His breath broke. His 「Mana Heart」 faltered.
“You dishonorable wretch!”
 “I’ll say it once more. Take back what you said about my name.”
Temer glared at me.
But I only aimed Needle at him, twirling its point now and then at his hand or knee.
The standoff was wholly in my favor. His greatsword was heavy, his body bleeding and injured, draining strength just by standing. Meanwhile, I was unhurt, conserving stamina.
Finally, he croaked,
“…I… I take it back. So now—”
His voice had no strength. The loss of will was palpable. That moment, the memories of the lady mercenary I had fully digested stirred. Her way of finishing off an enemy cornered.
My lips moved.
“I’ll make you another offer.”
My mouth twisted in a mocking smile.
“Throw away that ridiculous sword and helmet, and dance to my clap. Then I’ll spare your life.”
It was his own words, thrown back at him.
“Y-you…!”
His face flushed red, eyes bloodshot, screaming. He looked ready to charge.
I raised my foot as if to kick sand again.
“—!”
The instant he saw it, he instinctively leaned back. The memory of the earlier sand blinded him. He even shut his eyes for a moment.
And that ended the fight.
“Khuhh—!”
Needle shot out like lightning, piercing his right leg. Not one stab, but many, like stitches. The sounds of thread pulling through cloth echoed as muscles and nerves tore. His leg collapsed.
“Aaagh!”
He flailed his greatsword, but it was wild, weak, off-balance. I didn’t dodge. I inhaled deeply.
The steel heart thundered.
“Hu—”
Mana surged around me. I thrust Needle head-on into his swing.
Clang—!
Needle deflected his greatsword sharply. Then I kicked his chest.
Thud!
The giant toppled helplessly into the dirt.
I planted my foot on his chest, Needle aimed at his throat. But I didn’t strike. Instead, I looked to the stands.
I was asking them.
Live, or die?
“Uh…”
Silence filled the arena.
Then a voice cried out,
“Damn, I bet on the kid and it paid off tenfold!”
With that, cheers erupted.
“Liam! Liam! Liam!”
For a moment, I became the star of the arena. The one no one expected, now their hero.
As I listened to the cheers, joy mixed with bitterness.
‘…I wished for this once before.’
When I had bought a crossbow and sought vengeance on the Swordmaster, I had dreamed of slaying him and saving everyone myself. It was a boy’s foolish fantasy. Reality was cruel. I lost everything, unable to save anyone.
‘Ah.’
In the crowd’s faces, I saw illusions. My dead villagers, my parents, the butler and nanny who left me. Faces glowing with pride and tears of joy.
But it was just a stupid fantasy.
They were gone. I had failed.
“……”
That is why I must become stronger.
No—why I could not afford not to.
“The little gladiator, Liam!”
The little gladiator.
That was the first nickname I earned in the Arena.
***
In the two days after, I fought three more matches. Four duels in three days. But it was no problem. I fought efficiently, ended fights without dragging them too long, and took no real injuries.
It was thanks to suspicion. Never allowing the smallest variable. Now I was beginning to understand Liam’s words—that suspicion was a talent.
After my fourth victory, I returned to register for my fifth match. That was when the receptionist spoke to me.
“You’re the little gladiator, right?”
 “Yes.”
 “The Arena has decided that a Bronze Medal no longer suits you.”
As always, she smiled kindly.
“You’ve been offered a chance to fight for the Silver Medal. Would you be interested?”
Chapter 14
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To hang a new color of medal in the 「Arena」, there was one essential condition. Fitting for a place that worshiped Refri, the goddess of justice and struggle, a fighter had to undergo a “duel” they prescribed. Here, everything was decided through duels.
People called it the “promotion match.”
“It won’t be a difficult duel. For the little gladiator, this could be considered an opportunity. Once you wear the Silver Medal, not only will you be able to fight at a far higher level than before, but the Arena will also pay you a stipend. That means you could even live off being a fighter from now on.”
As the receptionist said, the “Silver Medal” was a standard in the Arena. Just as she explained, it was indeed an opportunity for me. I could engage in more valuable fights, and more importantly, I could select a new sword to consume from the Hall of Fame.
So I said,
“I’d like to hear about the promotion match I must take for the Silver Medal.”
There was no option to refuse.
The receptionist likely expected that answer from me.
“The promotion match you’ll face is simple.”
Her eyes glimmered faintly as she spoke.
“You don’t need to defeat your opponent. Just three minutes.”
 “…?”
 “Survive for three minutes, that’s all.”
She held up three fingers with a smile. That smile was polite, but I caught something unsettling in it.
“If you survive, you’ll be awarded the Silver Medal.”
My suspicion read the emotion hidden behind her smile.
It was malice.
I had almost forgotten, lulled by her plain impression fit for any guild or inn, but the truth came rushing back. This was still the 「Arena」, no matter how its name had changed from the old coliseum. It was full of madmen starving for blood and battle.
“Even if it looks a little pathetic, struggle desperately and you should be able to last.”
The invisible madness in the Arena was as thick as air. That was when Liam spoke.
「It's rookie-stomping. In our day, they called it an execution.」
 “……”
 「They pit fighters like you—who fight safely and without bravado—against overwhelming powerhouses, to humiliate you. You may survive, but your pride will be shredded.」
Humiliation.
I could already guess why such a match had been chosen as my promotion.
Among the Arena’s spectators, some were sincerely impressed by my victories. But others disliked me for always fighting efficiently and winning without injury. As my name spread, even other fighters cast me wary looks.
As though they wanted to see me crushed one day. To watch my Needle snap, to see me crawl across the ground like a dog, begging for my life.
It was blatant, foul malice. And the Arena offered this promotion match to sate their desires.
「Young descendant, you don’t have to accept it if you don’t wish to. They’ll spread nasty rumors either way, claiming you fled from a duel.」
 “……”
 「But another chance will come soon. Your skill is beyond the Bronze Medal.」
Liam’s words were comforting. But…
「If you avoid this fight now, you’ll avoid many more hard battles in the future.」
He didn’t stop there.
「To reach the heights you aim for, you’ll face countless battles. Most of them will be against foes stronger than you. If you run from those fights each time, you will never become hardened. Never.」
He was not a kind master who only said what I wanted to hear.
Liam was harsh, realistic, and cold. Like steel, like a sword.
「There has never been a Karavan who fled from a duel. Karavans become great through battle.」
I already knew that, having heard it endlessly before.
So my answer to the receptionist’s proposal was already decided.
“I’ll do it.”
My road ahead was still too long. 
There was no time to step back. 
Whatever came, I had to face it head-on. 
I would no longer run.
***
My promotion match would be held two evenings later.
Back at the inn, the first thing I did was check my condition. Fortunately, I had no real injuries from my fights so far. Just a few scratches on my arm and ankle.
It was thanks to efficient fighting. Others might call it cowardly or disgraceful, but for a fighter who must duel again and again, it was the most reasonable way.
“I think my condition is fine.”
 「Of course. And what comes next?」
 “Know myself, and know my enemy.”
That was the basis of combat. To fight an unknown foe was a gamble. If I could learn even a little, I should. That way, I could use suspicion to uncover weaknesses and envision the battle.
「Excellent.」
Liam acknowledged my method.
「Someone as untalented and weak as you must fight this way. I was so great from the beginning that no one could stand before me, so I had no need for such things.」
 “…Yes, you’re wonderful.”
He always added something unnecessary.
I left the room and ordered a simple meal: bread and soup. The inn food was, as always, terrible. While dipping the hard bread into the bland soup, I overheard something I couldn’t ignore.
“They say in two days, the little gladiator Liam will be crushed.”
 “That weakling who wiggles like a girl? Haha, I’ll be sure to watch that match. I never liked him.”
They were talking about me.
“Shouldn’t a fighter meet his opponent head-on? But he prances around with that skinny body, poking with a twig. Disgusting.”
 “I can’t wait to see him grovel like a dog. They should rip his helmet off so everyone can see his face. If I meet him in the street, I’ll beat him half to death.”
Public opinion of me was far from good.
I silently chewed my soup-soaked bread. Not from fear.
The reason was simple.
Conversations like this always led to useful information.
“So, who’s his opponent?”
 “They call her the ‘Black Bride.’ That kid is finished.”
 “No need to even guess the result.”
The “Black Bride.” I knew that name. What mattered was what came next.
“Didn’t she graduate from a prestigious academy? She’s a monster who’s never lost a match with a Silver Medal. They say even a Gold Medal wouldn’t be undeserved. A terrifying fighter. A female swordsman who reached the realm of 「Sword Walker」 before turning twenty.”
Thanks to drunkards’ chatter, I gained valuable information on my opponent.
And then—「Oh, young descendant. The Arena has set you up nicely.」
 “……”
 「If I recall, you once put it in more vulgar words yourself.」
Liam smirked.
「You’re screwed.」
 “You don’t need to say it aloud. I know.”
Yes. I was screwed.
***
The Academy. An institution where those who wished to learn swordsmanship gathered. An elite course for those with the talent to become swordsmen. Graduates were automatically eligible to become knights, and their diplomas could open doors to many groups.
They were proven talents.
They studied structured swordsmanship, trained under a curriculum, accumulated battle experience, and learned from centuries of tradition. Even among 「Sword Beginners」, an academy graduate and a self-taught beginner had a massive gap.
But now there was even a difference in the realm.
I was a rookie Sword Beginner who had only just taken up the blade. My opponent was a seasoned Sword Walker. The outcome was clear in that sentence alone. The only fortunate point was that I only needed to survive three minutes, not win.
「Even surviving three minutes will not be easy.」
 “Is that so?”
 「Yes. This Black Bride is weaker than that coughing knight, Fetel. That stubborn fool was among the top Sword Walkers.」
Liam said it lightly.
「But there is one difference. That knight spared you out of honor, but this fighter will not. You will learn how terrifying the Roads of a Sword Walker truly are.」
 “……”
 「Countless Roads will pierce your limbs. You’ll lose your arms and legs, crawling like a dog, begging for life.」
 “Thank you for the vivid warning.”
Damn it. I couldn’t deny him.
I knew firsthand. 「Sword Walkers」 were far beyond me. If one came to kill me seriously, I could not resist. Even with Mary’s memories fully absorbed, the superhuman realm was still distant.
And perhaps my opponent knew it too.
The morning after I accepted the promotion, a visitor came to my inn.
“…You’re the little gladiator, Liam?”
In the quiet inn of the late morning, a girl my height stood blocking the entrance. She was peculiar. Her hair and eyes were pitch black, yet her skin was pale as snow.
I replied,
“You must be mistaken.”
I already knew many resented me. There was no need to confirm my identity. I tried to pass her, but she didn’t move.
“Give up tomorrow’s match.”
 “…?”
 “The Arena wants to humiliate you. I intend to meet their expectations. I’ll take an arm, maybe more if you resist. So don’t show up. Let me spare you from destroying your future.”
I froze at her words. The meaning was obvious. So was her identity.
‘The Black Bride. My opponent in the promotion match.’
As that thought formed, suspicion surged. I began to see what was hidden. Behind her beautiful, delicate appearance lay killing intent.
She stood casually, yet there were no openings. I noticed the sword at her waist. Instinct told me—if she drew it, I’d be dead before I could move.
And I felt it: the second heart beneath her left breast. Bristling with countless spines, like a chestnut burr. The jagged roads around it. Proof she was a 「Sword Walker」.
The difference in realm struck me harder face-to-face. She seemed to feel it too.
“Hearing the rumors, I wasn’t sure. But now, seeing you… If you fight me tomorrow, you’ll be destroyed. You cannot be my opponent. Ever.”
She glared at me for a moment, then turned to leave.
“Be wise. From your matches, you don’t seem like a fool.”
Even after she left, I stood frozen, drenched in cold sweat. Liam’s voice broke the silence.
「A talent too rare for this era.」
He said it plainly.
「A genius.」
***
Even from rumors, the Black Bride had been terrifying. Meeting her in person, she was even more so. I couldn’t even imagine beating her. Common sense said running away was best. To risk an arm for pride would be idiocy.
But the moment I swore vengeance on the continent’s greatest Swordmaster, my life had already left the path of common sense.
「There is only one way.」
And there was one piece of luck.
「One sword will not be enough to face her.」
The blood in my body was not normal.
「You must consume another sword before the fight.」
Steel blood flowed in my veins.
“Huu.”
I exhaled deeply and stepped forward.
The Arena glowed bright under the night sky. The crowd roared at whatever match was underway.
Amid that background of cheers, I walked.
“You’ve returned, young lord.”
The caretaker Tom welcomed me at the Hall of Fame.
“You must be truly captivated by this place.”
I grinned without shame.
“Of course. Ah—if it isn’t too much trouble, I’d like to ask you a favor.”
Now. Time for a frontal breakthrough.
Chapter 15
Chapter 15: Genius (2)
“You are a genius.”
It was something I had grown sick of hearing since I was young.
“Cadet Seol Yoon, you are a genius.”
Genius.
Yes. That was the other name of the girl, Seol Yoon.
“They say in the Central Plains of the Eastern Continent there are countless people gifted in martial arts, but it seems that wasn’t just nonsense.”
Her other name was what allowed her black hair and black eyes to become a mark of uniqueness rather than a flaw in this foreign continent. From the very first moment she grasped a sword, Seol Yoon knew. The instant she held that blade, she was someone special compared to others.
“In time, everyone will come to know your name.”
She graduated at the top of her class from 「Temple」, one of the three great academies of the Iron Kingdom. She received countless love calls from knight orders, and renowned swordsmen extended their hands, offering to become her teacher.
Yet for some reason, none of that stirred her interest.
Seol Yoon wanted to see the wider world. She wanted to know how far her sword could take her. She was curious, too, whether the legend passed down in her hometown on the edge of the Eastern Continent was real.
“Seol Yoon, they say if one’s swordsmanship reaches the heavens, one can ascend to paradise. There, those you cherished will be waiting for you, and it will be filled with sweet happiness.”
To reach the heavens, Seol Yoon believed it wasn’t right to lean on others or belong to a group. Like the immortals of legend, to ascend she must achieve everything alone.
“Happiness.”
She wondered about that sweet happiness said to exist in paradise. She also wondered if her precious people would truly be there—her family and neighbors who had given her love, those warm people she could no longer see. The legend might be absurd, but Seol Yoon still believed in it.
That was why Seol Yoon came to the 「Arena」.
“Fighter, what name will you use?”
 “…Black Bride.”
In this place overflowing with blood and struggle, no one could stop her sword. Yet, as she began to feel a faint boredom even here, a proposal soaked in sordid desire arrived.
“Trample some upstart Sword Beginner, and thoroughly?”
 “Yes. If it’s you, surely you can.”
It was far from a pleasing request. But the planners of the 「Arena」 were thorough as always.
“If you accept, we’ll gift you the Dragon Sword of the Eastern Continent from our vault. From what I hear, that weapon holds deep meaning to swordsmen of the East.”
That was an offer she could not refuse. So, the best Seol Yoon could do after accepting was to seek out that poor gladiator and urge him to surrender.
The small gladiator Liam looked just as his nickname suggested—small and weak.
“Give up tomorrow’s match.”
She sincerely hoped he would.
She prayed that this fledgling swordsman would not step into the match. That her sword would not have to mercilessly crush him.
‘Because if we meet blade to blade, I cannot show mercy…’
Looking up at the moon hanging in the night sky, Seol Yoon once again wished. But reality never flows as one wishes.
***
In front of the Hall of Fame, Tom stood smiling kindly. When he heard my words, he stroked his chin once and then replied.
“What kind of request?”
 “As you may know, tomorrow I face a promotion match where my medal will change. From bronze to silver.”
Tom smiled at my words.
“Congratulations. You’ve seized a fine opportunity.”
I nodded and said,
“Yes. It’s a good opportunity. A chance to fight greater battles and prove myself, isn’t it?”
 “Indeed.”
 “But the match before me is truly harsh. I must duel a gladiator far stronger than I am. The great Goddess Refri said that struggling against powerful foes is the greatest glory, but as a mere frail human, I fear tomorrow’s duel.”
At my words, Tom looked pained.
“Oh, so the Arena’s cruel prank has fallen on you. Rising fighters often suffer a harsh blow once or twice. How unfortunate.”
 “……”
 “May I give you some advice? You, who appreciate historic weapons and honor the greatness of Goddess Refri—I would hate to see you collapse in vain.”
 “By all means.”
Tom spoke with a truly sorrowful voice.
“Sometimes avoiding a struggle is the wise choice. Goddess Refri always said to face the waves no matter how huge, but we are not as great as she is. At times, it is fine to hide until the wave passes.”
I bit my lip for a moment in hesitation, then shook my head. I moved my face muscles to form a determined expression.
“I cannot. As a fighter who prays to Goddess Refri, avoiding battle is unthinkable. I am grateful for your advice, but I intend to face it head-on.”
 “…You are truly admirable.”
Tom let out an exclamation as though genuinely moved.
After carefully reading his expression, I spoke.
“So there is something I would like to ask.”
 “What is it?”
 “Struggle is always uncertain, isn’t it? I believe there’s a chance tomorrow I may die. I intend to fight with all my might without fleeing, just as Goddess Refri always said.”
I smiled faintly, with eyes tinged in sadness.
Enough for Tom to feel sympathy for me.
“Dying in glorious battle does not frighten me, for I will go to Goddess Refri. But I need a little courage. So, if the caretaker permits, I wish to enjoy in advance one of the honors I would receive with a silver medal.”
 “In advance?”
 “Yes. The right to take one of the swords from the Hall of Fame as a memento. Tonight, I want to receive the spirit of those great fighters who came before me.”
I spoke with eyes brimming as if I might cry.
“If I survive, then I will be granted the silver medal anyway, so there will be no issue. And if I die, then you may retrieve my sword from the inn and there will still be no issue.”
 “Ah…”
 “If my request is too greedy, then please pretend you didn’t hear it. It’s just… I only needed a pinch of courage.”
Tom’s eyes welled as though my words had moved him.
After a brief silence, he said:
“…Normally, absolutely not. Never.”
 “……”
 “But I, Tom, caretaker of the Hall of Fame, a man who has long loved this place—cannot ignore you. I will grant your request.”
 “W-will it be alright? What if this causes you trouble—”
Tom shook his head.
“It’s fine. I may look shabby, but I am more respected than you think. To a fine young man like you, I can give this much courage. Gladly.”
 “Truly… Thank you so much.”
 “No need. Ah—seeing such a fine youth in so long, it makes me tearful. Getting old just makes one sentimental…”
Tom sniffled, eyes red.
In the midst of that warm exchange, Liam spoke.
「Even if your arms and legs get cut off, you won’t starve. You could crawl into a tavern and make a fortune as an actor.」
Well, as always, I ignored him.
I embraced Tom warmly, then chose one sword from the Hall of Fame and brought it back to the inn. It was a blade Liam himself had picked for me, one that would be of immediate help.
“…Master, are you certain this will really help me?”
 「Yes. For your body and style right now, it is most suitable. Don’t doubt, just eat it.」
I placed the blade in the fire and heated it until it glowed red. Watching the steel redden, I remembered what Tom had said.
—Since it’s an old sword, let me tell you the proper way to preserve it. Wouldn’t it be sad if the blade dulled? This is my personal method of care…
If he saw this sight, Tom would surely scream, foam at the mouth, and collapse.
‘Forgive me.’
After a brief apology, I pulled the blade from the fire. Before putting it into my mouth, I inspected it one last time. My second sword was a short dagger just the size of my palm.
A weapon more likely used by assassins of the Free City than swordsmen.
Its name was intuitive.
 「Fang.」
“Ghh—”
I clenched my eyes shut and once more apologized silently to Tom. Then I bit down and chewed the blade, swallowing it. As before, unbearable pain swept over me. From throat to esophagus to stomach, agony burned through me as my whole body grew feverishly hot.
“Kehek—kuhuhhk!”
With violent coughs, a splitting headache surged as if my eyes would burst. My breath poured out like fire. Alongside the torment, memories from the blade surged up.
Memories that were not mine.
The old master of the sword, Fang, and his past.
『The Free City, Crowley, lived up to nothing of its name. We citizens knew well—it had long since lost its freedom.』
 『To reclaim freedom, someone had to stain their hands with blood.』
***
The sun set and crimson twilight bled across the sky, darkness soon draping over it. The moon peeked out as people finished their day, chattering loudly and clinking beer mugs.
And tonight, the loudest clinking of mugs in the Iron City of Ferma—as always—came from the 「Arena」.
Even at night, it never darkened, always brilliantly lit. The colossal circular coliseum was packed with an excited crowd. Under dazzling lights, a fighter with long black hair entered the sand-covered grounds.
“Black Bride! Black Bride!”
The fighter, the 「Black Bride」— The girl Seol Yoon looked at the crowd with heavy eyes. The spectators’ cheers, dripping with crude desire, sickened her. At the same time, she despised herself for standing here, hoping for the Arena’s reward.
‘Please let him have withdrawn.’
Looking up at the rising moon, she wished again. But what she wished for did not happen.
“Her opponent, the small gladiator, Liam!”
From the opposite gate, a small boy entered, wearing a helmet. Through the dust, I could see the long, slender blade in his hand. My trademark weapon: the Needle.
‘Ah. Foolish child…’
Seol Yoon could not hide her dismay as she slowly drew her beloved sword. Bathed in moonlight, it glowed blue. A thick stench of blood spread the moment the blade was bared. It had cut down countless lives and now eagerly awaited battle.
‘I warned him enough. Yes, I did enough.’
The boy approached.
Seol Yoon steadied her breathing. With a thud, her 「Mana Heart」 pulsed, and the “Road” spreading from her second heart glimmered, granting her frail body the strength of a superhuman.
And then…
“……?”
She sensed something strange.
The gladiator Liam seemed… different.
‘What is this?’
His muscles, his frame, even the jawline beneath the helmet were the same.
What has changed?
Narrowing her eyes, she stared until her gaze met his. The boy’s eyes were completely different from when she saw him at the inn. As if only the shell was the same but the soul had been swapped.
‘Were his eyes always that sharp…?’
His gaze was cold as ice. Like the assassins of the Free City who lived amidst blood and death.
Then she saw it—the boy held another weapon in his opposite hand. A dagger. And the moment she recognized it, his form seemed to waver, distort—And for a brief instant, she saw him not as a boy in a helmet, but as an assassin wearing a ragged hood, living in the shadows.
A stench of blood radiated off him, suffocating.
‘What… is this…?’
It was something she had never seen before. As her bewilderment grew, a voice rang out.
“Small gladiator Liam, his opponent the undefeated gladiator, the Black Bride!”
Unease spread thick in her chest.
“Now, the fighters’ duel will begin!”
It was a murderous aura unlike anything she had ever felt.
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to the Goddess Refri, Guardian of Justice!”
And so, in the midst of nameless dread, the duel began.
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Chapter 16. Genius (3)
The Free City of Crowley did not live up to its name. For me and for its citizens, this city had long since lost its freedom.
Crowley was one of the six Free Cities that had split from the now-fallen Grid Republic. It was once a city that revered freedom, a city that strictly banned slavery. Each year countless tourists came to admire its jewel-like glittering coast, and it was known as a land overflowing with milk and honey, a home for all.
In the past, people of the continent had called Crowley “Paradise.”
But no matter how history recorded this city, we did not live in the past. We lived in the present, and the present Crowley was a wretched land that fit neither the title of Free City nor the nickname of Paradise.
“Please, spare a single coin, just one.”
The Masters who ruled Crowley’s politics were corrupt, and the Enforcers who should have upheld law and freedom had been blinded by greed. The rich committed heinous crimes without punishment, while the poor died struck by blind stones even without committing any crime.
“Please, just so I won’t starve today… a piece of bread, just one…”
The upper class of Crowley, drunk on luxury and pleasure, sold off the free people of this land to maintain their glittering lives.
They documented the land that once flowed with milk and honey and sold it to the nobles of the Golden Empire. And when their coffers still ran short, they pledged the human rights of the free people as collateral and borrowed vast sums of gold coins from the 「Red Bank」.
“Stay the night with me. If you’ve come to Crowley, you must drink your fill of our famous wine.”
 “No, come to my house. To my house—”
Thus, the free citizens of Crowley became no longer free. They lost the land that flowed with milk and honey, they lost their human rights to be protected, and they even lost the freedom won through long struggle.
They became pitiful creatures who offered entertainment like beggars to tourists, who made themselves slaves just to avoid starvation, who smiled foolishly even while being beaten by drunk visitors.
We, who had lost freedom, were like beasts.
I thought so when I saw my father beaten to death by a drunkard as he begged for a piece of bread. I thought so when I saw my mother make herself a slave just to eat. And I thought so when my young sister, with no five coins to her name, died of sickness.
Why did we have to meet such an end?
Why did we have to take responsibility and suffer punishment for deeds we had not done?
That was the question mark that had followed me ever since my life began.
And then.
“……”
The answer to that lifelong question came to me one day, suddenly.
“Stop, stop—!”
A citizen being beaten by a drunkard could not endure it any longer and stabbed the drunkard in the throat, killing him. A fountain of blood gushed forth, and the bards playing dreamy tunes screamed and fled.
The Enforcers rushed in and executed the citizen who had killed. We thought by the next night the fury of the drunkards would explode.
But what happened the next day was different from our expectations.
“……?”
The drunkards still carried out violence, but never beyond a certain line. As though they feared that crossing that line would bring some consequence.
It was a small change, but it created great ripples in me.
It could change.
We could make it change.
I thought, just for a moment.
Perhaps we were partly to blame for falling into such degradation. That responsibility was our inaction.
The responsibility of merely watching as we fell to the bottom, as our freedom was stolen, as our rights were stolen, as our paradise and Free City were stolen.
The sin of not resisting.
Somehow, I knew what I had to do.
I gripped a small dagger, pulled an old hood over my face, and hid my features. Then I repeated to myself the truth I had realized.
To reclaim freedom, someone’s hands had to be stained with blood.
I willingly chose to take that role.
.
 .
 .
“Phew.”
The world I saw when I opened my eyes was tinted cold. From the small blade in my hand, shaped like a 「Fang」, the emotions of an assassin overflowed. I had not fully digested it, but the memory was different from the female mercenary’s that 「Needle」 had once carried.
「Don’t be devoured. You must know how to control it.」
It was as if two different souls flickered inside the two swords. How could I maintain myself amidst them? Rational thought gave me no answer, so I acted on instinct. With a shudder that cast away dizziness in an instant.
“Hoo, ha—”
My second heart, the 「Mana Heart」, beat, and my body heated up. From the moment that second heart began to throb, my mind cleared. Keeping my sanity, I slowly aimed Needle and Fang at the Black Bride.
「The mercenary swordswoman and the Free City’s assassin. Different, yet they share a clear commonality. That’s why those blades suit you best now.」
A commonality.
What could it be?
That both blades specialized in stabbing? That their owners had lived in the shadows rather than the light? I was still guessing when I saw Liam’s face, and I knew I was wrong. 
Liam spoke.
「Both were created to fight foes stronger than themselves.」
With those words, a booming voice resounded.
“This sacred duel will be dedicated to Goddess Refri!”
The announcement of the duel’s beginning.
At the same time, my sharpened senses rang the alarm. The instinct I had gained by fully digesting Needle. I surrendered myself to instinct and moved. Fast, very fast.
***
The size of the Arena’s coliseum was not as large as it looked. To the eye it seemed vast, but once engaged with an enemy it felt small.
And the arena had no obstacles. To give the spectators a clear view, it was a completely flat, clean ground with no cover.
For the weak, it was a terribly disadvantageous environment. No hiding, no ambush from blind spots, no acrobatic assaults using terrain.
So the dark techniques woven into the assassin’s memories became little more than useless tricks here.
But I did not despair. That was thanks to my habit of constant doubt, and also the assassin’s mindset within Fang.
『Losing the will to resist—that is true death.』
 『What we must instill is not overwhelming fear, but the knowledge that we too bear fangs sharp enough to bite.』
The Black Bride did not rashly strike first. Not because she underestimated me, but because she felt the strange aura I exuded and intended to observe carefully before sinking her fangs. 
Liam spoke.
「A perceptive woman.」
I flung my foot forward, scattering dirt. A dirty tactic I had used many times, but in this arena, the only way to obstruct vision was sand. With only one tool available, I had to use it.
‘…She doesn’t budge.’
Of course, the Black Bride was no fool. She stood firm without a step. Through the dust, I saw countless 「Roads」. If I stepped into one, defeat was assured.
That was something I had learned from Sword Walker Fetel.
—If you face a Sword Walker again, never enter their Road. Unless you’re also a Sword Walker, a Sword Beginner stepping into a Road is suicide.
He likened it to diving into the sea against a shark.
So instead of throwing myself into her advantage, I would drag her into mine. Even a shark on land is just a floundering fish.
‘The rules favor me.’
The condition of the duel was not to defeat her.
Victory required only that I endure three minutes.
I would use that fully—cunning, shameless, un-warriorlike.
Fortunately, such a method fit perfectly with Fang’s memories.
『To escape Crowley’s Enforcers I had to become a rat. Hiding in holes, sticking my head into foul, stinking places everyone else avoided.』
 『That’s what it means to hide in shadows.』
With a sharp sound, I retreated far back. The Black Bride stepped leisurely in response, never taking her eyes off me.
『Seeking a place to hide, a way to shake pursuit—that was my life.』
A thud. My back hit the iron wall of the arena. The jeers of the crowd rang close.
“Boo—coward!”
 “If Goddess Refri saw you, she’d strike you with lightning!”
I ignored them, my eyes on the Black Bride. She had closed the distance with startling speed. 
Academy footwork? Or perhaps the stride of a superhuman?
It did not matter. I drew my muscles like a bowstring, Needle in hand, and aimed. She walked like a specter, her sword exuding the stench of blood.
『I fled and fled. Enough to memorize every alley in Crowley.』
Blue Roads bloomed around her, encircling me. I struck before I was completely trapped. Needle darted like lightning.
But her sword was faster. Unlike anything I had faced—even Fetel’s. Not just skill or polish, but something alien. Was this even swordsmanship?
Liam’s voice rang.
「That is the sword of the East, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「From the East came many wondrous swordsmen. They called their arts martial skills.」
Her sword moved like a brush on an empty canvas, drawing graceful curves as though painting nature. Beautiful, but deadly.
“Hoo, ha—”
My steel heart pounded. Needle jabbed not once but many times in desperate succession. She cut gracefully, breaking each trajectory. Her face twisted.
“…This hardness isn’t that of a Sword Beginner.”
She must have sensed my special heart. She drew a heavy breath, and the Roads of her body flared brighter.
Her sword grew even faster.
Clang, clang!
Steel clashed furiously.
Needle danced desperately in response. But the exchange was unequal. I barely kept up, forcing my Mana Heart to its limits.
Curves and lines wove together. My thrusts knocked aside swings, sought weak tips, diverted power through crossguards. Doubt could not cease. To survive her snake-tongue strikes, I had to be perfect.
Yes—perfect.
“…How? This makes no sense.”
Her pupils dilated. Our blades clashed, and I was flung back, slammed into the wall with pain searing my back.
“Huff, huff.”
I gasped, aiming Needle, vision blurred.
“You… what are you—”
Then, a memory surged like lightning. Fang’s assassin voice poured in.
『I always ran. But one cannot succeed in fleeing forever.』
 『One day I reached a dead end and faced pursuit with nowhere to go.』
Her sword rose, Roads encircling me. No escape.
『And then—the impossible happened.』
Fang’s voice roared.
『Within the Roads aimed at me, I saw a hole. A rat hole, the very kind I’d used to hide in Crowley’s alleys.』
I saw it. A gap in her Roads.
『Perhaps it was my gift as a fugitive. The talent to always find a way to escape. My brothers used to call me…』
.
.
.
『…a Genius.』
Drawn to the hole, I moved strangely. Needle struck. Her Road diverted it, and I let go, releasing the blade.
Then I stepped on the wall, leapt into the air. In that instant I became another—an assassin of Crowley.
She faltered for a moment, surprised. I stomped her crossguard mid-swing and drove my dagger in a lethal path.
It pierced her Road.
“……!”
Blue waves burst from her body. She bent impossibly, dodging my stab, then kicked me aside with superhuman force.
Crack—I rolled across the sand, coughing blood.
“Ugh, khh.”
That overwhelming shock again. Like being struck head-on by a carriage.
“Ptew.”
I spat blood and rose, vision spinning. She stood frozen.
Why? Then I saw it.
“……”
A deep wound marred her shoulder. She had dodged her neck, but not the stab completely.
Her injury looked worse than mine.
“Ah…”
The crowd no longer jeered. They stared in silence, eyes wide, mouths agape. This was no longer an execution, no longer rookie-hunting.
They thought—“One minute! One minute left in the match!”
Perhaps they were witnessing the birth of a new star.
Chapter 17
Chapter 17. Genius (4)
Genius.
Those who surpassed the expectations of ordinary humans, who pioneered unknown realms or methods others could not imagine, who presented better solutions, or who produced results that left competitors far behind—people showing creative and unique mental ability.
That was the dictionary definition.
But Liam’s idea of a genius was different.
「Do not grow too arrogant, young descendant.」
His true meaning of genius was this:
「Nothing has ended yet.」
Those who found answers no matter the difficulty. Like protagonists of knightly novels.
***
One minute remained.
Sixty seconds if counted by the second. A short time.
But I could not be certain of victory. The Black Bride had taken an unexpected wound to her shoulder. But in other words, the “problem” I had inflicted upon her ended there. In contrast, my problems were…
‘My stamina is nearly gone.’
I had forced my breathing to keep up with a Sword Walker’s sword, exhausting my strength. Because of the wound to my side, I could no longer use Mary’s flexible movements. My stamina drained, my second heart was not as firm as before.
So, in exchange for wounding her shoulder, I had lost too much. At this moment I was reduced to an ordinary Sword Beginner.
‘Can I really do it?’
The needle had already been flung to the ground. All that remained in my hand was the assassin’s dagger. A pitiful blade, utterly insufficient to face a true swordswoman head-on.
“Hoo, ha—”
But no matter the situation, I could not give up. I forced my breath into order and glared at the Black Bride. She turned her body very slowly, the eyes through her helm cold enough to chill the spine.
With her gaze, countless roads spread out. I pulled back and thought.
‘I cannot repeat the technique I used with Fang just now.’
Because I still did not understand the special skill to pierce a Sword Walker’s Road. The digestion of Fang was incomplete, still in progress. The blade was stronger than Needle but still imperfect.
“Hoo—”
I fled desperately from her Roads. But I could not run forever.
‘She’s too fast.’
She no longer walked. She ran, with the total power of a superhuman, a speed beyond human limits.
Knowing it was only a matter of time before she caught me, I turned and aimed Fang at her. To survive I had to observe directly, doubt, and predict perfectly.
A drop of blood fell from her shoulder. Before it touched the ground, her sword stormed in.
I had predicted the trajectory. Sparks flew with a sharp clang.
But her sword did not stop there. Since her eyes had changed, her sword had become violent.
Her blade slid off and came flying again, the long edge scraping against my short dagger with a grinding screech.
Her refined and beautiful swordsmanship now sought my wrist. I twisted my hand, broke her line, and instead of retreating I stepped in. I thrust without hesitation.
“……!”
She planted her foot, spun like a dancer, and evaded. Her sword swept out with her turn.
I barely dodged the horizontal swing, only to face a straight strike from my blind spot. I blocked with my dagger, forced my tense body into an awkward twist, and rolled to escape.
She pursued swiftly. Retreating again and again, I slammed against the opposite wall of the arena. I bit my lip against the faint pain. Pressing my soles against the wall, I leapt high.
I soared over her. Like an acrobat.
She spun immediately and charged again. Like a rabbit fleeing a lion, I looked like nothing but a frail prey forced to run for life.
Clang!
The more exchanges, the more wounds covered my body. My stamina hit rock bottom, blood soaked my clothes, weighing me down. The ground dragged me downward.
Clang!
But I did not lose focus. I had to face her. Only by facing could I resist.
Clang!
My Mana Heart was weakening, unable to supply enough mana. My steel heart faltered, perhaps close to shattering.
Yet I still had to stand. Then Liam’s voice resounded.
「Young descendant.」
I twisted my dagger and deflected her sword. My elbow screamed with pain.
「Do you know what genius means?」
Not only my elbow. My knees, my thighs felt as if they would break apart.
「To me, a genius is one who finds answers no matter the hardship.」
 「To put it bluntly—you lack the talent to be a genius.」
Perhaps it was meaningless to mention parts. My whole body felt like it was falling apart. It hurt. So much.
「But the most praised in this continent are not geniuses.」
Still I did not step back.
「Geniuses do great things, record glorious deeds in history, earn respect from many.」
 「But there are those who are praised even more.」
Still I did not give up.
「They do not find perfect answers in hardship. Yet they never give up.」
 「They never back down.」
I felt my heated body cool. The footsteps of the Black Bride rang clear.
「Such people achieved things too great to be credited to any single individual.」
 「People call what they achieved—legends.」
Has one minute not passed yet? Was time slowing?
I breathed in. Instinct told me: this was my last breath. This strike would be the last my body could muster.
「Then do you know what those who achieved legends are called?」
Could this poor strike hold back her violence? I had no certainty. Doubt filled me.
「Heroes.」
But I could not step back. With a dagger aimed, I spoke to her.
“Come.”
Silence spread.
「You have the talent to be a Hero, young descendant.」
Thud. She stomped the sand, her Roads stretching to bind me. They were fierce but not firm, weakened by her shoulder wound.
If not for that wound, my limbs would already have been severed. Despite myself, I laughed.
With the last strength, the last thrill of my second heart, the last sword my body could swing. By logic, a strike with only squeezed remnants of power should be feeble.
But this sword shattered my logic. My second heart thundered powerfully. My sinking body rose, my muscles surged. My eyes widened.
The world slowed. And I saw a line. A line that divided everything in the mist of blue haze. Drawn to it, I thrust.
Her splendid snake-like sword met my dagger.
Screech.
“……!”
This time, my Fang did not give way. It pushed her sword back. Like steel. Like unbreakable iron.
And Liam’s words surfaced.
Karavan grew greater the more they fought. Like steel hardened by hammering.
Perhaps I too had neared greatness.
“What—”
Her eyes shook violently. I was certain. She could not stop this blow. This Fang was firmer than any sword I had ever swung. It would not break.
And then…
「Ah.」
Was not a genius one who found answers in hardship?
「A little. Just a little short, young descendant.」
The gladiator, the Black Bride. The genius had indeed found an answer.
「The talent of geniuses is always violent.」
Her waist bent, her body lowered, her muscles stretched supple like a woman’s. Then she revealed—my strike.
“…Like this.”
From a strange angle, an acrobatic thrust like lightning. Mary the swordswoman’s Needle. She reproduced it. Far more refined, beautiful, and deadly than I ever had.
“Ah…”
My dagger did not fall on her. It only scratched her helm.
In return, her sword pierced my abdomen. My insides burned as strength fled. My legs gave way, and I slumped to the sand.
And—「Do not be too disappointed, child.」
Roars erupted from the stands.
“Time is over! The victor is the Little Gladiator Liam!”
Liam smiled down at me.
「You survived again. Survive, and next time you will win.」
His face blurred.
「As I always said—you carry Steel Blood.」
I fainted.
From this moment, the Little Gladiator Liam would wear the Silver Medal in the Arena!
***
“From this moment, the Little Gladiator Liam will wear the Silver Medal in the Arena!”
Cheers rang. The Black Bride, Seol Yoon, looked down at the fallen boy.
Was he always this small? By size alone, he looked like a girl. Like her. And yet—how could he be so firm?
The girl grew curious. As she thought, she realized—‘Once I hold a sword, I can never be merciful.’
Since childhood, it has been that way. Once she held a blade, she became violent, as if devoured by it. Some called it talent, some called it madness.
This time her madness had not raged, but it was still dangerous. Especially his last strike. If she had not suppressed her desire, her blade would have pierced his neck, not his abdomen.
‘Though that was what let me win.’
To evade his last thrust and imitate that strange swordplay—that had been instinct. Not reason. Instinct. Like breathing.
As she stared, a voice echoed in her head.
– Black Bride, this is against our agreement. We cannot give you the Dragon Sword if you have lost.
 – But our deal is not yet over. Cut off his arm now.
 – If you take the fallen Little Gladiator’s arm as a trophy, then the Dragon Sword shall be yours.
It was the voice of the Arena’s planner. With magical means it resounded, urging her to defile the rules and mutilate her downed foe.
But Seol Yoon could not. No matter how she desired the Dragon Sword, how could she stain a fight already finished?
‘This place is disgusting. I don’t want to stay longer.’
She bit her lip. The planner continued to press.
Then—
“……?”
She saw something strange. Something that had not been there before.
‘Am I hallucinating?’
Above the fallen boy stood a translucent old man. With kind eyes he looked down at him, and then lifted his face to meet hers.
「So, you can see me, young girl.」
 「Whether because my descendant’s spirit has dimmed, or because you crossed blades with him so fiercely—I do not know.」
She gasped, her breath catching. Just from eye contact, her heart stopped for a moment.
「Among Eastern women, some had a strong sight for souls. Those said to carry shaman blood.」
 「Such ones, neither inheritors of Karavan blood nor witches of the Sky Empire, could still perceive me.」
Though his hair was white with age, his eyes gleamed sharp, like a lion.
「With your gift, we shall meet one day in the Land of Swords.」
He shimmered like a mirage. Yet Seol Yoon knew instinctively he was no illusion. Because.
「I shall give thanks another day, for the fine duel you gave my descendant.」
She felt the sword from him. The sign of a Swordmaster. Proof of a transcendent who reached the limit of the sword.
And she felt.
「You will not spread word of today’s meeting, will you, young girl?」
From him radiated not one sword, but countless. Truly countless. A height no Swordmaster of history had reached.
“…Ah.”
That day, Seol Yoon glimpsed the fragment of the greatest Swordmaster, vanished from history.
And she thought:
“The legend was real.”
She no longer desired the Dragon Sword of the Arena. Such things were gone from her mind. 
Watching the Little Gladiator carried to recovery, her eyes shone like jewels.
“There truly are immortals.”
***
The Little Gladiator Liam’s Promotion Match ended. It was merely a Bronze Medal fighter advancing to Silver, yet that match became a sensation. Had not a Sword Beginner triumphed against a Sword Walker?
And against an undefeated gladiator! The Little Gladiator was a rare new star, a bold warrior who shattered the Arena’s malice of “rookie-stomping” and “executions.”
Those who revered Goddess Refri, could not help but be thrilled. The underdog’s victory always electrified the crowd.
Because of this, Liam gained fame far greater than a simple Silver Medal fighter deserved.
It was good—but with side effects.
For example,
“…What did you say?”
 “I want to be with you, Little Gladiator.”
The Black Bride, Seol Yoon, knelt before Arhan and pleaded earnestly.
“You can make my dream come true. If I can be with you, I will do anything. Truly, anything.”
Just awakened, Arhan could only stare blankly at the girl bowing her head. He muttered sincerely.
“…What the hell is this?”
Chapter 18
Chapter 18. Fang (1)
The Arena’s recovery room. A place staffed with veteran healers and priests from various orders. To prevent wounded gladiators from dying, the best services were provided here.
On one of the beds lay a small boy. And before him stood a girl with messy, tangled black hair.
The gladiator, the Black Bride. In the recent duel she lost her undefeated title and recorded her first defeat. Yet she was not consumed by the sense of loss. Rather, her face was flushed with excitement.
‘The legend was true.’
The legend passed down in her homeland. That if the sword’s realm reached the heavens, one could ascend to a paradise. She had become convinced it was real for one reason.
The old man she had faced with her own eyes.
That old man could only have been the immortal from the legend.
– Seol Yoon, they say when the sword’s realm reaches the heavens, you can ascend to paradise. There, those you cherished await you, and sweet happiness overflows.
The legend that had spread in her homeland, located on the fringes of the Eastern Continent.
If not an immortal, then what other existence could match the immortal written in the legend? Seol Yoon could not forget that mysterious encounter.
As she recalled it, she stared at the boy lying asleep, the Little Gladiator Liam.
‘If I go with this boy, perhaps I can meet that immortal again.’
She gently brushed the cheek of the boy who appeared asleep.
Of course, deciding to follow Liam was not only because of the immortal. In Seol Yoon’s eyes, the boy himself was special. Whether it was the sword he swung, or the way his atmosphere shifted as if his soul had changed, or the steel-like firmness of his heart despite being only a Sword Beginner…
No matter how she looked at it, being with him would be to her benefit. Far better than staying in this filthy Arena of the Iron City.
“Tsk, must be nice.”
 “Damn it, why do I only get these ugly bastards visiting me….”
 “Shit!”
Well, of course the other gladiators in the recovery room knew nothing of her reasons.
***
Until just now she had fought me with a blade to kill. The gladiator, the Black Bride. A girl who had introduced herself as Seol Yoon. I could not understand her words. To wake up half-conscious and hear, “I want to go with you”—what kind of situation was this?
‘Am I still dreaming?’
My first thought was, ‘Is she mocking me?’ But her expression was far too serious. No matter how suspiciously I examined her face, I found no sign of a lie.
If that were acting, she would already have succeeded as the star of a theater troupe wandering the Free Cities rather than as a gladiator.
“What do you mean you want to go with me?”
 “Just as I said. Wherever you go, I want to be with you, to see, hear, and feel everything about you.”
Her words were ripe for misunderstanding. Indeed, the other gladiators in the recovery room muttered curses under their breath. But Seol Yoon ignored them, staring only at me.
“It will help me achieve my dream.”
 “…And what is your dream?”
I asked sincerely, curious.
She hesitated briefly before answering.
“To reach the end of the sword.”
An unexpected answer. And at the same time, even less convincing.
She had greater talent than me, had already reached a higher realm, and throughout the fight, regardless of the outcome, she had overwhelmed me. So how had she concluded that I could help her?
Luckily, someone else answered the question inside me.
「That girl saw me.」
Liam spoke.
「Among Eastern women, there are rare ones with sensitivity to spirits. She seems to have inherited such blood.」
 「When you lost consciousness, she sensed my presence. And the instant she recognized my greatness, she was drawn to me.」
His eyes gleamed with self-satisfaction.
「Those who held the sword often became my followers simply from glimpsing my back. Be proud, young descendant, for you are my descendant. And not only for the sword—my appearance and character were superior as well, so women never ceased to flock—」
 “…Yes, understood.”
I cut him off before he went on with useless talk. At least, thanks to him, I understood why Seol Yoon wanted to go with me.
「You didn’t think she was attracted to your looks, did you?」
 “……”
 「Haha. What woman would like a delicate face like yours? Women prefer men like me, imposing and rough.」
Honestly, I had vaguely entertained that thought, so I could not refute him right away. Damn it. I was still a boy in my adolescence.
When a beautiful girl my age said such things, my heart raced and stray imaginations surfaced.
While I was thinking that, Liam spoke again.
「At your age, such thoughts are natural, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「To enjoy pure love with such a pretty girl would have been fine. Better than being obsessed now with swords, bloodstained revenge, and the past.」
He said it with a bittersweet face, as if regretting.
「At times, I feel regret.」
Truthfully, I too had thought about it, sometimes, just sometimes.
Like the butler and nursemaid had said.
Like my mother’s final words. What if I had forgotten everything and left it all behind? What if I had abandoned the name of Karavan, and simply lived a youth befitting my age?
Because after all, I was human.
Sometimes weary, sometimes doubtful of myself.
But.
「What can we do.」
It was too late to go back.
「Once you step forward, you cannot stop.」
Since I had begun, I had to see it through. Even if the end was death, I would run.
「Do not think with the eyes of a boy. Judge the worth of swordswoman Seol Yoon as the descendant of Karavan, as the avenger Arhan.」
 「Do the thing you do best—doubt, young descendant.」
I closed my eyes briefly and opened them again. And the doubts began.
***
Swordswomen from the East were rare.
And geniuses among them were rarer still.
Above all, someone with such a clear goal, showing me goodwill, was rarer still.
What Seol Yoon desired from me was to accompany me, to reach the end of the sword. The time and effort I had to invest in her would be negligible. And what would I gain? More than expected.
‘A higher-level, friendly swordswoman. A genius with flashes of creativity.’
Because she wanted something from me, she would be a reliable ally, and possibly a new villager to help defend my home.
So, rationally, her proposal only brought me gain. No risks to bear, only rewards.
Yet one thing nagged at me.
‘But what if, as a young man and woman, our feelings grow?’
I could not know what might happen between us. And among the warnings Swordmaster Carlos had given me was, “Do not have descendants.” I knew it had not been an empty warning.
The moment I made a family and had children, he would find out. And the strongest Swordmaster in history, the greatest sword of the continent, that monster, would come to my village to wipe out Karavan’s line.
Just like that day, when he had come without warning and destroyed everything.
I would fight Carlos one day, but not yet.
I needed far more time.
If I could not even beat a Sword Walker, then no.
Thinking such things, I told Seol Yoon:
“This may sound strange, but please don’t misunderstand.”
“Mm.”
 “I have complicated circumstances, so I cannot have a romantic relationship with a woman. I know you didn’t mean it that way, but since we’re young men and women, if our feelings change as we travel together…”
 “Ah, you have your reasons. I think that’s a valid concern.”
She listened seriously. Then nodded and answered.
“But you don’t need to worry.”
Just as sincerely, she replied.
“You’re not my type. That will never happen.”
She added unnecessary words with a very serious face.
“I like men taller than me, with muscles, and a rough look. Like the immortal I saw in you…”
 “……”
 “Sorry, but you’re really not my type. Pretty boys with thin bones, who look like they’d break if nudged—I can’t stand them.”
The gladiators around us smiled. Liam, floating behind, also smiled.
For some reason, my blood boiled.
“…Yes, understood.”
And so, the Eastern genius swordswoman named Seol Yoon became my companion.
***
Once most of my wounds were healed, I left the recovery room and prepared to return to the village. I had achieved my purpose, so there was no reason to remain in Ferma.
“Hmm.”
Though I had only stayed a short while, the city’s bustling atmosphere had grown familiar. 
Always noisy, people living busily. Completely opposite from where I had lived.
I received the proper reward for my gladiatorial match as a Silver Medal fighter. With the change 
I bought food and basic gear.
A light chainmail and gloves, boots to guard my ankles. Most of the equipment was chosen for lightness. Because my fighting style leaned that way.
Most of the money went into swords.
I commissioned a new, thinner, sharper Needle, and with the rest bought four daggers to use like Fang.
They were better quality than weapons sold in small towns near my village, at similar prices. 
The Iron City lived up to its name.
「Next time, increase your skill so you can buy a dwarf-made weapon.」
Changing gear made me feel more secure. With iron at my body, I could feel I had truly stepped onto the path of the sword. After a day, I met Seol Yoon in the plaza, boarded a carriage, and departed.
All she carried was one bundle.
“I usually don’t carry much. A sword and a day’s food is enough.”
 “What if your food runs out?”
 “Then I’ll gather herbs or hunt in the forest. My homeland is mountainous, so I’m good at such things.”
I hadn’t known much about the East, so I learned something new. We chatted idly in the rattling carriage. Talking with someone my age was more enjoyable than expected.
Thus, unlike when I came here, I returned not alone but with another.
“Our village is small and quiet, but it’s a good place to live.”
I boasted of my home. And unlike the four days it took to arrive, this time we reached it faster, with a better carriage.
When we arrived, Seol Yoon’s reaction was mixed.
“Oh, um, there really is nothing here.”
 “……”
 “Still, it looks nice to live in, yeah.”
Her face clearly said, “I didn’t expect it to be this rural.” Damn it. To even hear that from an Eastern borderland girl.
“It will get better.”
As I said that, from afar Fetel came to greet us.
“Young master, you’ve returned.”
Fetel’s condition was clearly worse than when I had left. His face and body had grown thin, and he panted even from walking.
“I look sick, don’t I, haha.”
 “…Not at all.”
 “Well, I know my time is nearly over.”
He smiled wryly. To lighten the mood, he joked.
“As expected of you, you brought back a pretty lady. You suit each other well.”
 “We’re not like that.”
 “…?”
But unlike Fetel, Seol Yoon had no social graces.
Seeing Fetel’s awkward face, I felt strangely sorry.
He explained what had happened while I was gone. Several times he coughed blood while speaking. Pitiful.
“There’s been nothing serious in the village. Sometimes intruders came, but most left once they saw me.”
Fetel looked every bit the knight. A small young noble threatening was one thing, but a seasoned knight warning was another. He had guarded the village well.
He described everything in detail. Listening, I realized he was someone I wanted to keep in the village. It was a shame his time was short.
「He’d do well as an administrator, not only a knight.」
I agreed. While unpacking, he mentioned something interesting.
“Ah, I nearly forgot. There was one peculiar intruder. Even when threatened, he didn’t back off. He drew his sword and forced me to kill him.”
So there had been a fool. Across the continent, Sword Walkers and knights were common, but here in this countryside, they were terrifying monsters.
But the more I listened, the less I could dismiss it.
“As he died, he said this: If you kill me, you’ll regret it. Surrender the village now, before my brotherhood comes to burn it down…”
 “Brotherhood?”
 “Yes. It seems he belonged to a group.”
Fetel nodded.
“This harsh Iron Kingdom is filled with criminals and bandits. They're a band of bandits known in the area.”
Bandits.
At that word, Liam spoke.
「Young descendant, this is your chance.」
A chance? I whispered so Fetel wouldn’t hear.
“What do you mean, chance?”
 「A chance to digest your new sword faster.」
He smiled meaningfully.
「A fine training opportunity has arrived.」
 “……?”
 「Young descendant, draw the memories from that dagger’s former owner, and on your own, without anyone’s help, wipe out that band. Not that knight, nor the girl you brought back.」
I widened my eyes. Wipe them out, alone?
It was absurd. What did I know of them, or what they had? This task my master set was reckless. But his next words shut my mouth.
「If you do it alone, you’ll begin to forge your own Road.」
 “…!”
 「Not a clumsy imitation full of flaws, but your own genuine Road.」
The meaning was clear.
“…Then I must.”
If I did this, I could approach the level of a Sword Walker.
Yes. The realm of the superhuman.
“Sir Fetel, I’d like to hear more about that matter.”
Chapter 19
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The western continent was a place where strife never ceased. A land of bloodlust where war still broke out at every opportunity. At the heart of such struggles lay the 「Iron Kingdom of Cherville」.
A kingdom that upheld the logic of the strong devouring the weak and loved battle. The blood of its people carried that of a warrior race, and thus, when hunger struck, instead of farming they would pick up blades to plunder and rob as a way of life.
In the Iron Kingdom, no matter which mountain one went to, bandits could be found, and if one wandered alone at night, it wasn’t rare to encounter robbers. They could even boast of it as a specialty of their kingdom.
Among the countless overflowing bandit gangs, there was one particularly notorious group.
“Some knight bastard was blocking the entrance to that backwater village, I hear.”
 “That’s what I said.”
 “Not some vagrant beggar knight from the Free City, but a real knight bastard?”
The bandit gang, the 「Red Wolves」.
“Yes. He wasn’t just some nobody, sir! He even gave his name. Said it was Fetel. From the looks of him, he seemed like he came from some prestigious knightly order—”
Among the many violent gangs, the reason why the 「Red Wolves」 had gained such infamy was singular.
“Hm, is that so. Then those rumors about a plague or a black magician were false. It was just one knight bastard all along.”
 “Wh-what should we do?”
 “Let’s go. We must avenge our fallen men.”
The leader of the 「Red Wolves」.
“It’s been a while since I’ve had a good slash.”
All because of one man whose skill didn’t belong in such a backwater place.
“I absolutely hate these damned knights.”
***
Fetel handed me a warm cup of tea and began to speak.
“The intruder I cut down claimed they were from the 「Red Wolves」 brotherhood.”
 “That sounds like a name a knight order would use.”
 “Yes, precisely. To be honest, the first time I heard it, I was deeply offended.”
Combining a color and an animal was the traditional method knights used to name their orders. 
Famous examples included the 「Blue Lions」, the 「Black Lynx」, and the 「White Serpents」.
“For mere bandits to dare mimic the naming of knight orders… If the knights from my city or those honored knights from the capital had heard, they’d have immediately gone to crush them. That’s how much weight such names carry. Cough.”
Fetel let out a dry cough, excused himself, and took a sip of tea.
“But still, cough, for them to brazenly parade around with such a name… it may mean their group is larger than expected, or perhaps rather powerful.”
 “Why do you think so?”
 “Because by using such a name, even if needless trouble comes their way, cough, it might mean they don’t care.”
Fetel’s words had credibility.
There was no harm in being cautious.
No matter how much of a backwater this was, the Iron Kingdom was the kind of place where it wouldn’t be strange for some monster to suddenly appear.
“By any chance, did you hear of any peculiar traits about them, or the location of their hideout?”
 “…Why are you asking so much detail? Don’t tell me, young lord, you’re thinking of going alone to wipe them out?”
I only gave a sheepish smile at Fetel’s question.
Seeing my expression, his voice rose sharply.
“Do not even think of such reckless action! Do you know where you are? It would be far safer to hold out here even if they attack us someday!”
 “……”
 “And if they’re just a bandit gang copying knightly traditions and spouting such names, then word will reach an actual knight order, and they’ll come to exterminate them. There’s no reason to—cough, kehek!”
Fetel’s fervent words were cut off by a bloody cough. This time he couldn’t brush it off as before, hacking repeatedly with his face paling visibly.
“Are you all right?”
 “To be frank, not really.”
He let out a slow breath, wiped the sweat from his brow, and with a subdued voice, almost as if to entrust me, he spoke.
“My condition is too poor. I should go inside and rest.”
 “Please rest well.”
 “…Young lord, do not do anything foolish. It is truly dangerous.”
Fetel glared at me like a parent watching a child at the riverbank. Then, in a grave tone, he added one last warning.
“Young lord, you still don’t know just how cruel and dangerous the bandit gangs of the Iron Kingdom are.”
I nearly said what I should not have.
Swallowing down the words rising in my throat, I only waved with a smile.
What I almost blurted out was simple:
‘As if a bandit gang could be crueler or more dangerous than a Swordmaster.’
I had already survived the most terrifying and merciless calamity this continent had ever seen.
“Cough, cough!”
Fetel hobbled toward his bedding, and from somewhere, Seol Yoon appeared, quietly supporting his faltering steps. He was startled at first, then gave a faint smile.
“Thank you.”
 “…It’s nothing.”
In a low, almost inaudible murmur, Seol Yoon said, with a faintly somber tone,
“I just can’t ignore someone who’s hurting.”
Watching the two neighbors walk away, I turned to Liam. He was staring at me intently.
“So, when do you think we should depart?”
 「This evening, right away.」
I felt sorry for Fetel, but my master’s orders came first.
“Then we must prepare.”
I shifted my gaze to the back of the village.
There stood a mountain.
***
The southern Verdí region of the Iron Kingdom was a land of clustered mountains. Rugged terrain carved as if hewn down, with scarcely any flatlands. With little population and the capital’s indifference, it was left undeveloped.
Thus Verdí remained almost wild. Even bandits abandoned it, saying there was nothing left to plunder.
The winding mountain paths and the complete darkness after sunset turned the place into a labyrinth. For that reason, even the 「Red Wolves」 gang members disliked it.
“Shit, why’s the boss fixated on this backwater?”
 “You know he’s eccentric. Maybe he’s intrigued by the sinister rumors around the village lately.”
 “Villages in the sticks always have weird rumors. Probably just bards craving attention or drunkards spouting nonsense!”
The men spat phlegm with disdain.
“No food, no women, no beer in this shitty countryside—why the hell are we here?”
 “That last village was great though. All the men drafted for war, only women left behind. Should’ve settled down there.”
 “Heh, had we stayed, I’d have had over ten wives. Just like Count Steel.”
They pressed forward, barely fending off the darkness with their torches. The jagged mountain paths quickly drained their stamina.
“I just want to leave this cursed village and move on.”
 “Exactly. What does the boss see in this place?”
Traveling the mountains after sundown was no easy feat. Even seasoned rangers tread cautiously in Verdí, so for untrained bandits, moving skillfully through such terrain was near impossible.
“Cold as death. Does the weather always shift like this at night?”
 “Fucking wretched backwater.”
They trudged along, torchlight pushing against the night.
 Which is why they failed to notice.
“Hey, why’s the kid so quiet? Feels like only us two are talking.”
That the once noisy voices were dwindling.
“…What the hell, why aren’t you answering?”
That those dwindling voices had now been reduced to just one.
“Are you screwing with me? You bastards know I hate this kind of joke!”
Only one man’s voice echoed down the mountain path. He stopped dead, trembling at the inexplicable silence.
“…Guys?”
Sensing dread, he turned his torch backward.
And then—
“Uh—”
The comrades following behind him lay sprawled across the dirt as if asleep. He stared dumbly at them. Their eyes were wide open, mouths agape, each throat pierced in the same spot, blood pouring in thick, sticky streams—
“Wh-what the hell—ugh!”
His muttering in panic cut off abruptly as his body suddenly lifted into the air.
A ghost? Or a beast’s ambush?
Before he could comprehend, his body slammed into the ground, pain searing through his ankles as his tendons were severed. The unfamiliar agony nearly tore a scream from him.
“Shh.”
But something smothered his mouth. A hand. Not a ghost’s, not a beast’s, but a person’s.
“Pathetic. Walking this mountain path without even guarding against ambush.”
Overwhelmed by pain, he was completely subdued. The assailant had cut his tendons, pinned his chest with a knee, and pressed his wrists with some unknown tools. Most crucial of all was the fang-like dagger.
Out of the darkness, the attacker had appeared, pressing the blade against his throat. He felt death’s cold edge against his skin.
Terror consumed him. He saw his dead comrades in his mind’s eye.
“No better than the fools who came after me before. Still, it won’t hurt to be cautious.”
The voice was unmistakably youthful. The attacker picked up the dropped torch, its flames illuminating his face. He was a boy.
A delicate face like a flower raised in a greenhouse, perhaps fifteen at most. Yet the man couldn’t sneer ‘brat still wet behind the ears.’
Because the boy’s eyes were cold—cold as the assassins of the Free City. Eyes so chilling that one might believe he was staring at a ghost.
“I have questions.”
The boy glared at him. Only then did the man realize his mouth was no longer covered. His head spun. Death’s grip closed around his throat.
“Where is your gang’s hideout, how many members do you have, and among them, who is the most dangerous… Tell me everything you know.”
His voice was ice. The man stammered.
“I-I-I’ll be killed if I tell!”
 “You’re going to die to me anyway.”
 “Sob, b-but then the boss… the boss will kill my family too!”
He wept, his voice shaking.
The boy pressed further.
“Boss?”
 “Y-yes! Our boss is a monster!”
The man wailed. This strange boy terrified him as much as the corpses of his comrades. He feared dying just as pathetically.
Yet more than the boy, he feared his leader. The boss was bigger, crueler, inhuman—no ordinary man.
Desperate, he choked out the truth.
“Our gang leader… is a deserter knight.”
***
Night fell.
By the campfire, Fetel, dozing off, was awoken by a slender hand.
“Knight, wake up.”
Once, he would have woken at the faintest sound, but his illness had dulled his senses.
Wiping drool, rubbing his eyes, Fetel saw the girl the young lord Arhan had brought—Seol Yoon.
“…What is it?”
Half-asleep, he caught her grave expression. Alarmed, he quickly rose. She said,
“A guest has come.”
 “Damn. My condition is poor.”
 “You don’t need to worry about that.”
Not worry? What did she mean? Seeing his puzzled face, she added,
“You couldn’t have beaten them even if you were healthy.”
Fetel almost chuckled. Once, he too had been a knight not to be underestimated. Though he hadn’t surpassed the wall of the 「Sword Runner」, his efforts had earned him respect…
“Ah.”
 “Am I wrong?”
But the moment he arrived at the village entrance with her, he realized she was right. There stood a knight order.
Silver-helmed, armored head to toe, mounted on trained steeds—judges. Fetel limped toward them and asked,
“What brings such honored guests here?”
Their reply was curt.
“To kill a runaway dog.”
A runaway dog.
There was only one thing knights called that.
A deserter knight.
A knight who forsook honor more precious than life. The orders never forgave deserters.
Sensing the grim air, Fetel demanded explanation. The leading knight spoke.
“The runaway dog is posing as a wolf, gathering filthy village worms. To make matters worse, he used the sacred tradition of naming knight orders for his bandit rabble. We were shamed—mocked by capital knights who claimed they had been beaten by this runaway dog.”
 “……”
 “They say he calls them the 『Red Wolves』 brotherhood. We’ve had reports of activity in this region. If you know anything, we expect cooperation.”
Filthy bandits, knightly tradition, the 「Red Wolves」.
The moment those words combined, Fetel’s eyes widened.
He recalled his own earlier words:
‘If they’re just a bandit gang mimicking knightly traditions, then sooner or later a knight order will come to crush them.’
He had only spoken of the possibility. Yet it had become reality. Perhaps even more dramatic than he’d imagined.
“Speak. Anything at all.”
These were not knights who had come merely to wipe out bandits. They had come as judges, cloaked in righteous fury.
And knights who bore cause and wrath were fearsome indeed. Fetel knew that all too well.
And one more thing stood out.
The man at the forefront, their leader.
“Cooperate while I’m still asking politely.”
From his back sprouted a small yet unmistakable pair of wings.
 The meaning was clear.
“My patience is gone.”
A 「Sword Runner」.
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「Sword Runner」.
They could be called the standard of strength on this continent. They were respected everywhere, reigning as ghosts of the battlefield.
That was the wall Fetel could not surpass, the lifelong aspiration he could never reach.
“…That is all I know.”
Suppressing the cough rising in his throat, Fetel answered the knight’s questions faithfully. The knight order’s purpose aligned with the village’s survival, and above all, cooperating in the capture of a deserter knight was a knight’s natural duty.
“I see. Thank you.”
And yet, Fetel felt uneasy.
“Though it wasn’t much help. You don’t know the exact location, nor even if the one we seek is truly there. In the end, it means we still must suffer for the search.”
 “…Forgive me for being of no use.”
 “It’s enough that you know.”
Was it the knight’s hostile tone? No. Fetel was used to the arrogance of knights who had reached the level of 「Sword Runner」.
The reason for his discomfort was something else.
“Now that I look closely, I’ve seen that face before. Your body and features have withered so much I didn’t notice, but… weren’t you called Fetel?”
 “Yes. You know me?”
 “Indeed. You… I think you were my senior at the Academy.”
Visiting this deserted village.
The long-buried regret he thought he had already let go of, waiting only for death.
“Your expression sours. Why, did you expect me to treat you like a senior?”
 “…No, it’s fine.”
 “Of course it’s fine. Naturally.”
Because he realized that regret still lingered in his heart.
“I remember now. Weren’t you quite famous once? ‘Loyal Fetel.’ Merely a Sword Walker, but honorable, righteous, a model knight who carried out every order without fail.”
 “……”
 “And yet now, just a discarded dog.”
A sneer slipped out.
“You were struck with an incurable disease, weren’t you? Abandoned by the 「Green Deer」 order, and now you’ve been wasting away in this backwater dump? If you were going to be this pitiful, you should have hidden yourself better. What an eyesore.”
The insults themselves didn’t wound him.
The source of Fetel’s unease was within himself.
“You’re staring at my wings, Fetel.”
 “…Forgive me.”
 “Jealous, aren’t you? Thinking perhaps—if only you had wings, if only you were a Sword Runner, then the order wouldn’t have abandoned you. That people might have tried to cure your sickness. Am I wrong?”
Fetel could not respond.
Because the knight’s words were true.
Even while enduring these humiliations, he envied those wings to the point of madness. The knight chuckled at the sight of Fetel hanging his head.
“Wake up. You were not chosen by the heavens. That is why you have no wings. And it is because you were not chosen by the heavens that you became a diseased wretch dying as you are.”
 “……”
 “Even the gods must have pitied you. With no talent whatsoever, yet still clinging pathetically to a sword, it was too shameful—so they called you to hurry up and die, to come into their embrace.”
The knight’s words poured out one after another, unrestrained, loud enough for Seol Yoon, who had supported Fetel there, to hear everything. She glared at the knight, about to speak up, but Fetel stopped her.
“Don’t.”
 “His words go too far.”
 “It’s fine. In the Iron Kingdom, strength is law.”
Fetel insisted he was fine. Watching him, the knight laughed uproariously.
“A sick man gains a caretaker. A pretty girl from the eastern continent—at least you won’t die lonely.”
 “…Please, just leave.”
 “Very well. That was amusing enough for tonight.”
The knight turned and shouted.
“Move out! Before dawn, we’ll catch the runaway dog and take his head! To the mountains!”
With that cry, the knight order departed into the night, leaving Fetel sitting hollowly, watching their backs disappear.
And then—
‘…Pathetic. I’m truly pathetic.’
Even now, unable to tear his eyes away from those wings, he thought himself utterly miserable. Yet still, he could not stop staring.
In his mind, he overlaid himself atop that knight. Not the wretched, dying invalid Fetel, but ‘Loyal Fetel,’ wings spread, acknowledged by all.
It was an image of a future that would never come.
Fetel closed his eyes tight and muttered.
“Perhaps it truly is my time to die.”
Ah. That was why he had planned to simply watch the sunset and pass away.
But the resurfacing thoughts made his head throb. He pressed hard against his temples.
Then, suddenly, he murmured.
 In all this commotion, the one person who should have appeared was absent.
“…Where is Young Lord Arhan?”
At his question, Seol Yoon did not answer with words. Instead, she slowly turned her gaze toward the mountains. The very mountains the knight order was heading for.
Fetel, sensing he had misunderstood, asked in disbelief,
“Surely not… he went to the mountains?”
Seol Yoon nodded.
***
Dealing with the 「Red Wolves」 bandits went smoother than expected.
I was born and raised in this village, so naturally I knew the mountain paths behind it well—far better than the outsider bandits.
Just as Liam always said, when I obeyed my suspicions, I could pick them off one by one like a seasoned ranger hunting prey. Calmly, steadily.
The memories within 「Fang」 from the assassin also helped. Last time, in the open Arena, my techniques had no chance to shine. But here, they fatally crushed the bandits’ throats.
To be honest, I was beginning to think, ‘This is easier than I expected.’ But, as always, my life was never simple.
「A deserter knight. Among knights, we call them runaway dogs.」
A knight who committed disgrace, fleeing punishment. One who abandoned the rules more precious than life to the orders. A knight who deserted during war and vanished.
Strictly speaking, it was a derogatory term for one who had cast aside duty and responsibility. But that dictionary meaning fixated too much on the word “desertion.”
I could not get caught up in that word.
「Naturally, deserter or not, he’s stronger than you.」
Yes. What mattered wasn’t the “deserter” part, but the “knight.”
Knight meant, at minimum, a 「Sword Walker」.
“…The condition is still that I must handle them alone?”
 「Yes. Nothing has changed.」
 “But…”
I hesitated at Liam’s resolute expression, then admitted,
“I have already lost twice to Sword Walkers.”
Those repeated defeats haunted me.
‘Can I truly overcome a Sword Walker now?’
 Perhaps Liam knew my doubt, for he asked,
「And so?」
His eyes pierced me.
「Will you run, afraid of defeat? Or will you hole yourself away, saying you’ll only fight again once you too become a Sword Walker?」
 “……”
 「Child, I’ve said it before—your road is long.」
His gaze grew sharp, cutting into me.
「The Swordmaster you aim for possesses talent unfit for this age. Reality is not like knightly tales. Villains don’t wait—they grow stronger even as we speak.」
He was right.
Swordmaster Carlos grew greater with each passing day. There was no one on this continent who didn’t know his name.
「And those two defeats have become a precious experience for you. You are not the same person as before them.」
 “……”
 「Did I not say it? The Karavans grow greater through battle.」
Liam grinned.
「If you cannot trust yourself, then trust me.」
Those words shook my chest.
Yes. My master never lied about the sword. I would believe him.
“Excuse me.”
Just then, the 「Red Wolves」 member pinned under my knee whimpered.
“Wh-who are you talking to? There’s no one here…”
 “……”
 “Eek! F-forgive me! Ask me anything! Anything! I’ll tell you everything, just spare my life!”
I hadn’t intended it, but it seemed I had instilled a deep fear.
Well.
“Good. You’ll have plenty to tell me.”
That wasn’t a bad outcome.
***
The information I pried from the 「Red Wolves」 member was more useful than expected. He told me much, and of course, I did not spare him. Even as he died, eyes wide with betrayal, I buried him and gripped 「Fang」.
Wiping its bloodied blade, I reflected.
At last, I understood why Liam had fed me this dagger.
The assassin’s way suited me.
「Now you understand without me needing to explain.」
Compared to armored knights, barbarian warriors of the North, or seasoned Arena gladiators, they were weak. Facing them head-on, I would almost certainly lose.
But real combat had no rules, no open coliseums. Cheat, exploit weaknesses, so long as the enemy’s breath was snuffed out, you won.
Assassins focused solely on that.
“Hoo.”
They sought perfection to kill their target.
They missed nothing, preparing contingencies—second, third, even fourth plans for when the first strike failed.
“Ha.”
And what was it they obsessed over to reach perfection? Astonishingly, it was the very thing Liam had called my talent.
Suspicion. To reach perfection, one needed endless doubt.
『Doubt everything. Only then will you not fail.』
 『The only thing not to doubt is your own sword.』
Hidden in the dark, I circled the 「Red Wolves」 hideout, steadily thinning out the sentries.
It wasn’t difficult. Most were common raiders, not even Sword Beginners, dying without knowing how or why.
A few had reached Sword Beginner, but that mattered little. Possessing a second heart didn’t make one superhuman.
A blade in the throat from the shadows killed them all the same. 「Fang」 erased life without leaving a scream.
And when I had killed thirty-one of them.
「The leader seems to have noticed something.」
From the hideout extended a jagged, faint Road. Evidence of a 「Sword Walker」. I studied it carefully.
At the end of that Road, the furious leader stood, face red with rage. From the dark, I watched his every move without missing a twitch.
Though the bandit I interrogated had told me much, I would not accept it blindly. How could I trust words from another’s mouth?
Others’ words were hints, not keys of certainty.
Certainty came only from what my own eyes confirmed.
“Hm.”
And so.
「Well?」
After some observation, I came to a conclusion. I muttered under my breath,
“I can kill him.”
I was certain.
***
「Name: Fang」
 「A dagger once used by an unnamed assassin of Free City Crowley.」
 「A blade easily hidden, made for concealment.」
 .
 .
 .
 「Ingestion Effect」
 「Inherit the mindset of an assassin, the art of assassination.」
 「Your heart is reforged to match the skill of the unnamed assassin.」
 「The body flowing with Steel Blood hardens the more it is tempered.」
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“I have a question.”
As they climbed the mountain path, one knight spoke up.
“Do we really need this many to catch just one runaway dog? A deserter who cast aside honor—surely anyone could step forward and take his head.”
It was a reasonable question.
Everyone knew the knight orders were merciless in their treatment of deserter knights, but even so, this much force seemed excessive.
“Even if he commands a bandit group, with our strength, wiping a village from the map would hardly be difficult.”
The captain gave a curt answer.
“The higher-ups deemed this force appropriate.”
 “But… why?”
 “Because this isn’t the first time knights have been dispatched to catch him.”
The captain turned cold eyes on the knight.
“Up to now, six knights of our order have been killed by him.”
The wind howled across the barren hills.
“He may know nothing of honor, but when it comes to killing, he is skilled.”
 “……”
 “Do you know what nickname that runaway dog had, back when he was still in our order?”
The captain’s voice dropped.
“Berserker.”
***
What was the decisive difference between a Sword Beginner and a Sword Walker? Many things could be listed, but everyone would agree on one: the 「Road」.
Sword Beginners merely accepted mana, accumulating it within themselves. But Sword Walkers could truly wield mana.
For a Beginner, their second heart only allowed them to weakly reinforce the sword, sharpen their senses, and resist mana ever so slightly. That was the extent of their permission.
Compared to mana’s true potential, it was pitifully small.
But Sword Walkers—They created roads branching from their second heart like veins, spreading throughout their bodies. These roads granted superhuman strength.
They could channel mana at will, sharpening their blades far beyond a normal swordsman’s, making their movements swift and precise.
Yet their greatest strength wasn’t hardened blades or stronger bodies. The true reason Sword Walkers were called superhuman was the power of the 「Road」.
“Three, four, five…”
Beyond their own bodies, Sword Walkers could cast their Roads outward, like webs. These served many uses—detecting intruders instantly, enhancing their abilities within their own domain, granting them overwhelming advantage.
“Six.”
For Sword Walkers, the Road was everything.
“That man’s Road ends at six.”
I finished my observation from the shadows. The bandit leader of the 「Red Wolves」—a deserter knight—was indeed a Sword Walker.
But still.
“Compared to the Black Bride Seol Yoon, or to Fetel, he’s lacking.”
It was not overwhelming.
“Fetel’s Roads were countless. Seol Yoon’s was one, branching in bizarre, unpredictable ways. But he is too straightforward, unstable.”
Liam replied,
「That’s only natural.」
 “Why?”
 「Because Seol Yoon is a once-in-a-century prodigy, and Fetel is a seasoned knight far too skilled for this backwater.」
True enough.
 It wasn’t strange—rather, the others I’d met were the unusual ones.
「Still, even if he’s weaker than you expected… you know, don’t you?」
 “Yes.”
Liam gave me a sideways look.
 I answered with what he wanted to hear.
“I won’t let down my guard.”
***
Murphy, the leader of the 「Red Wolves」, despised the situation. Just moments ago, he had been relishing the thought of slaying another arrogant knight and claiming the head as a trophy.
But then—“Captain! A ghost—it must be a ghost!”
 “Or a black magician! Didn’t that drunk in the tavern say so? That this place was a black magician’s lair, hee… hee-hic…”
 “Or maybe it’s the plague—something terrible—”
What nonsense.
“Silence!”
Murphy’s roar carried mana, and with it his men flinched, hiccuping as they clamped their mouths shut. His voice was the roar of a beast.
He glared at them.
“Black magicians? Those fat, spoiled hedonists who can’t last a day without wine and women? They’d never come out to a dump like this.”
 “B-but…”
 “You know nothing of black magicians. If this truly were their lair, you’d already be skeleton soldiers or gutted sacrifices to demons.”
Damn it. 
At times like this, he regretted leading such ignorant country bumpkins. They had no idea how terrifying black magicians really were.
“And plague? Look around you! Can’t you see the holes in the necks of the corpses? This isn’t plague or ghosts.”
 “Then…?”
 “Idiots! This is the work of a man! Someone is attacking us!”
Murphy’s rage boiled.
Had the knights already arrived? No. They would never resort to slaughter so dirty.
This had to be someone of his own kind—from the gutter.
‘Too many enemies…’
He had made countless foes. The Red Wolves had raided villages, raped women, slaughtered men. The list of those who’d want revenge was endless.
In the end, Murphy stopped caring who it was.
‘Whoever they are, it doesn’t matter. I’ll kill them.’
He always had. Whether noblemen, weeping maidens, or knights calling him a runaway dog—they all died.
This time would be no different.
“You fools, into the forest—”
And then.
“Aghh!”
One of his men dropped dead.
“Uwaaah!”
The next, drawing his sword in terror, fell.
“Hyahhh!”
Two more—gone.
‘What…’
It was as if a ghost truly had appeared. Murphy stood stunned, then realized he had to move.
He drew his sword, breathing deeply, preparing his Road—“Hup!”
But he could not.
A sudden shiver of danger. He twisted aside just in time—something needle-thin sliced through the space he had just stood in.
‘A sword? That blade—like a needle—’
He regained his balance, following the glint of steel. Out of the darkness stepped his assailant.
A boy.
‘This child killed them all? And slipped past my Road—?’
Murphy’s face twisted as he raised his sword. Even with his Roads incomplete, no mere Beginner could pierce them. Unless this boy was also a Sword Walker.
“Fuuu…”
Mana surged. His Roads blazed, flooding him with superhuman strength. The world sharpened as he charged.
‘Crafty brat.’
His senses, honed to the level of foresight, read the boy’s intent—the fling of dirt from his foot, the thrust of that needle-like blade through the dust.
The power of Roads: weaving countless signals into near-precognition.
“Die!”
He whirled his sword, changing his direction to counter. The boy looked no stronger than a Sword Beginner. He might have killed weaklings, but he could not match Murphy.
Which was why Murphy failed to notice.
“That blade work—so what—”
The boy was no Sword Walker. Yet through relentless suspicion and observation, he could extract clues from every tiny motion, responding as if foreseeing the future.
“A… Beginner—?”
Murphy faltered.
His strikes, enhanced by Roads, missed entirely.
“……?”
Clang!
Even when his sword connected, it rebounded with a metallic shriek.
“A beginner's sword cannot be this strong…”
And then—
“What tri—ugh!”
The needle-sword punched through his thigh muscle before he could react.
“Khrrg!”
Murphy lashed out, but the boy had already withdrawn, evading as if he too could see the future.
Murphy bit his lip, glaring at the shadowed boy.
“You—what are you…”
 “……”
 “Not even a Sword Walker—yet you breach my Roads, like boring through holes…”
Impossible.
Unthinkable for a Sword Beginner.
“You won’t leave alive.”
He looked down at his wounded thigh, then inhaled deeply, lungs straining. His second heart thundered, pumping mana until his Roads writhed like serpents.
His reason burned away. Power devoured him.
It was the source of his nickname—Berserker. The madness that crushed even knights who hunted him.
“……”
Facing the beast, the boy sheathed his needle-like blade. He drew another—a dagger. Now he held two blades.
And with a calm voice, he said,
“Everything is going as planned.”
Words Murphy could not understand.
“Good.”
The boy vanished into the dark.
“You will die here.”
Just like an assassin of the Free City.
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A mountain shrouded in darkness.
A sick knight and a girl were climbing its rugged paths.
“Khak, kehk! Lord Arhan… just how far…”
The knight, Fetel, wheezed with bloody coughs. It was ridiculous. Even before he took up the sword, he had always prided himself on his stamina.
Yet here he was, gasping like an old man just from climbing this hill.
As Fetel stopped to catch his breath, Seol Yoon came over to support him. He leaned against the small frame of the young girl. It was humiliating.
“You all right? Don’t push yourself.”
 “I… I am fine. Just catching… my breath.”
He could not afford to show weakness. That was all he had left of his pride.
Looking at the exhausted Fetel, Seol Yoon spoke.
“Do you really have to go after him?”
 “Yes. He is a deserter knight. Lord Arhan cannot handle such an opponent. I was the one who said it was only bandits…”
Unlike himself, who was dying, Arhan was a rising sun. Fetel had even glimpsed the spark of talent within the boy. As one who also walked the path of the sword, Fetel could not allow Arhan to die in vain. Never.
“And what if the knights chasing the deserter mistake Lord Arhan for a bandit and attack him? He has talent, but he’s still only a greenhorn.”
Fetel forced his lame leg forward.
“Hm.”
Seol Yoon stopped suddenly. Fetel turned back in puzzlement.
“Why stop?”
 “You’re wrong.”
Wrong? The words came out of nowhere.
Fetel looked at her for an explanation. Her voice was unwavering.
“The little gladiator is no greenhorn.”
Her eyes gleamed.
“His talent has already begun to bloom.”
***
I discarded the needle-blade and gripped a dagger in each hand. In the dark, they looked like fangs—fangs meant to tear out a beast’s throat.
Why discard the needle? Because from now on, I would use the art of an assassin. A long, slender blade was a hindrance. A fang was the perfect size.
Shorter reach, but an extension of my own body.
This was enough. 
From now on, the 「Fangs」 would move as part of me.
“Hoo.”
I took a shallow breath and sank into the heavy darkness.
This was the stealth once used by the fangs’ former master.
『Darkness was my friend.』
It was not magic, nor mana techniques. It was trickery—an illusion.
『To fight those stronger and many times more numerous, I borrowed my friend’s strength.』
 『I became the darkness itself.』
I stopped breathing. No rustle of clothes, no sound of footsteps. I moved like a ghost.
“Damn it—what are you doing now—”
That alone concealed my presence.
“What the hell are you?”
But there was preparation required. Normally I breathed louder, let my Mana Heart pound, rustled my clothes, brushed against the brushwood. I made myself noticeable.
So when all that suddenly vanished, I felt like a ghost.
“What are you!”
Human senses could be absurdly sharp, but also absurdly dull. With the contrast, illusion was born.
Assassins called it ‘becoming the darkness.’
“……”
The bandit leader’s breathing echoed. His men were already dead, and the noise I had been making was gone. A dreadful silence fell.
The mountain was utterly still. In such silence, humans grew overly tense. Even the superhuman were no exception. I knew this well.
『Even enforcers were only human.』
I picked up a pebble and hurled it into the blue glow of his Road. His head whipped around, sword flashing reflexively.
“Got y—”
The sword cut the pebble cleanly. His face twisted in rage.
“Damn—?”
Throwing all his strength had broken his balance. I leapt forward, aiming my fangs at his exposed side.
『Like a hawk striking, pierce in one blow and snatch life away.』
I struck. The tip brushed his neck Road—then his whole body twisted, reacting as if with eyes in the back of his head. This was the Road. Superhuman power.
His sword came crashing down.
“Caught you!”
His bloodshot eyes blazed like a beast’s. His swing twisted unnaturally. Could my fangs not pierce the Road?
No.
『There is always a hole.』
I resumed breathing. Inhaled deeply.
My body trembled, my Mana Heart thundered.
My blades hardened, unyielding.
『Yes, always.』
Veins bulged on my arms. Power surged.
『Even if death is before me.』
And with that, memories poured from the fangs.
『I always desired freedom.』
 『And I engraved it in my sword.』
My heart chilled, as if frozen.
『For freedom to return, someone had to bear the blood.』
***
The Free City of Crowley did not live up to its name.
 It had lost freedom long ago. To restore it, someone had to stain themselves with blood.
I chose that role willingly.
“Citizens of Crowley! Behold the end of the blood-drenched assassin!”
Yet at the end, I wondered. Would they recognize my sacrifice?
“Look well upon the ghost of Crowley, the rat from the alleys who made enforcers tremble!”
I had fought in the arena of the Iron Kingdom’s Chervil, learned freedom’s worth from scholars of the Sky Empire.
I thought: this is for me. Even if I died, I would not regret it. Yet at the end, I wondered.
Would they know I took up the role of villain for their freedom?
“Orderbreakers meet a miserable end! Obey, citizens—resist not, if you would live!”
No—they would not know.
The victors would twist the truth. My blood and sacrifice would be forgotten, and they would live again as slaves.
That must not be.
Even in death, I wished to leave them something: a glimpse of freedom, a moment of resistance.
“Enforcer.”
The daylight revealed my cornered end. Surrounded, I felt the Roads of death close in.
They would kill me.
Then what should I do?
“Enforcer.”
It was obvious.
I must resist.
 I must carve into them the fact that resistance is possible.
So that…
“Enforcers!”
Those left behind would remember my freedom.
I lifted my bloodied fangs. The enforcers laughed, as if at a barking dog.
I said nothing and charged into their Roads.
“Ah—”
Their longswords cut my arm, but I pushed on, driving a dagger into a neck.
“Ghh—”
A sword pierced my chest. I ignored it, killing again.
Blades cut my side, my shoulder, my ear, my face. Still, I advanced.
No one laughed anymore.
“Hear me.”
Bathed in blood, with death gnawing at me, I looked upon the last trembling enforcer. The citizens were watching.
“Do not bow your heads. If they take what is yours, if they cross the line, if they trample your lives—resist. Show them your fangs.”
I forced out my final strength.
“Only then will we be free.”
 “……”
 “The Free City of Crowley has lost its name. You know it too. To reclaim freedom… Do you know what must be done?”
My body felt like sand crumbling away.
 The citizens watched, entranced.
“To reclaim freedom, someone must bear the blood. Whoever it may be.”
My consciousness collapsed. Through it, I heard the citizens’ roar.
It was not my fangs that killed the last enforcer. It was their clubs, their fists, their rage.
They had shown their teeth at last.
“Freedom! Freedom!”
They lifted my body high, surging as one. Hoods pulled over faces, daggers in hand, they marched.
As if honoring me.
“Freedom for Crowley!”
At the moment of death, I felt truly free for the first time. I closed my eyes with a peaceful face.
My sword had pierced a hole through this damned city. Through it, all would escape, seeking freedom.
Forward. Always forward.
***
Clang!
The assassin’s memories ended, and my heart turned cold as winter. Like molten metal suddenly quenched.
“What—!”
My dagger met the bandit leader’s sword and did not give way. Even against the Road, it held. His eyes widened in disbelief.
“What the hell are you!”
Instead of retreating, I stepped closer. At near-touching distance, savage blows exchanged.
Clang!
Fangs and heavy blade clashed. Sparks flew. I spun my dagger midair, reversed the grip, and stabbed his thigh, then his side.
Spurt! Blood splashed. I pressed forward, stabbing again and again. I hooked his leg to topple him.
“Tricks! A greenhorn dares sword-wrestling with me?”
But he did not fall. His legs were like pillars.
I twisted my body, moving like a snake.
“……!”
I erased my presence, then flared it again.
To him, I was a ghost.
Appearing and vanishing, I stabbed from every angle. My blades were crimson, but I did not stop.
Piercing flesh, tearing muscle, ripping skin, gouging holes.
“Uaaaah!”
The leader howled, swinging wildly. Then suddenly, he threw away his sword and lunged barehanded.
Foolish—yet unpredictable.
‘You maniac—’
He seized both my daggers in his palms. Flesh tore, blood gushed, but he held fast and wrenched them away.
“I’ll crush your skull! Tear it open and hang it in the village!”
He slammed me to the ground. Pain shot through my back. His weight pressed down.
“Ha-ha-ha-ha!”
His crazed face loomed. He raised his fists to pulp my head.
Yet I did not despair.
Lightning split my vision—a line appeared.
「Once again, my words are proven true, young descendant.」
A line I had glimpsed before. Faint at first, then clear, dividing the world in two.
「That is the Road.」
Thump.
 My Mana Heart pounded harder than ever. Mana surged like a waterfall through me.
「But our Caravan is unlike others. Our Road is unique.」
 「Ours is the Road of Steel.」
I reached to my belt. I had not bought two daggers in Ferma, the Steel City, but four. Two hidden still.
A beast’s fangs numbered four.
I bucked my hips, making him shift. I raised my legs, creating space, and drew the hidden fangs.
I thrust with all my might. His eyes wavered, then sneered.
“Try it—”
He covered his neck with his arms, his Road shielding him. He would sacrifice flesh to save bone.
But—
「Others called our Road by another name.」
Wrong choice.
「The Line.」
Light flashed. My blades traced the clear line. Nothing in its path could stop it.
His thick skin split, his arm burst like a balloon, bone shattered, muscle shredded. His Road crumbled.
The line reached his neck.
“Ghhk…”
Two fangs pierced his throat. His eyes went wide with disbelief, then the madness faded.
I stared at his dying face, drenched in blood.
「No one can block the Steel Line of the Caravan, young descendant.」
That was it.
The moment I stepped into the realm of the superhuman.
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「Just as I said, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「You have not become a complete Sword Walker, but you managed to brush against the realm of the superhuman. One could say you barely hung on to its edge.」
The special “Road” possessed only by the Caravans.
The power of the Line was overwhelmingly strong.
That strike just now was not the work of daggers—it carried the force of a magical artifact, or even a siege weapon. It crushed and destroyed bone and flesh with absurd ease.
“……My body has no strength left.”
 「That’s because you used too much power. Do not worry. I’ve prepared many trainings to help you truly become a Sword Walker.」
Should I be glad about that, or not? From what I’d experienced, Liam’s training never became easier—they only grew harsher. At this rate, I dreaded to think what came next.
Still, if he says jump, I must jump. That’s how it’s always been.
“So damn heavy.”
I worried less about training and more about my current state. The bandit chief of the “Red Wolf” gang, run through the throat, had not died cleanly. Instead, his massive, filthy body had collapsed on top of me.
“I’ll suffocate to death under him at this rate.”
 「Considering your pitiful body, it isn’t impossible.」
I sighed and wiped blood from my face. Then, awkwardly and clumsily, I wriggled out from beneath the corpse, crawling through dirt until I was free. My head was caked with mud, but there was no one to see me—so what did it matter?
「Hm.」
But once I crawled out, I realized I was wrong.
「You’ve shamed the Caravans enough already.」
Two familiar faces stood before me.
“…Little Gladiator?”
 “Lord Arhan?”
Knight Fetel and Seol Yoon, holding bright torches, were staring. My filthy appearance must have been painfully clear to them.
***
“Thank you.”
Using the towel Seol Yoon handed me, I wiped off the blood and mud. As I regained a semblance of humanity, Fetel said nothing. He only stared at the corpse of the bandit chief I had slain.
“……Did you truly kill this man yourself, Lord Arhan? With no help at all?”
 “Hm? Ah, yes. I was lucky.”
 “Lucky… you call it luck.”
For some reason, Fetel’s expression was dark.
“Lord Arhan, a mere Sword Beginner cannot, by luck, slay a Sword Walker.”
 “……”
 “The Arhan I remember possessed special talent, but he was inexperienced. Full of potential, yes, but lacking much. Yet this…”
Fetel’s eyes flicked back and forth. As a seasoned Sword Walker himself, he could probably reconstruct the battle just from the traces left here.
After a long silence, Fetel spoke heavily.
“Your talent is far greater than I thought.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Yes. Perhaps you were right when you said it was luck. For being chosen by the heavens… that too, is a form of luck.”
“……”
“That I was not chosen… that too is luck.”
Fetel looked especially weary today. Perhaps climbing the mountain had worsened his sickness—or perhaps depression weighed upon him as death drew near.
“Let us go down. This place is dangerous.”
He sighed as he said it. I watched him hurry ahead and asked,
“Dangerous? What’s here?”
 “The knights are here. A whole order of them, prowling this mountain.”
The Knights. Far too powerful a group for such a backwater.
I gaped, stunned. “The knights? Is it your order, Sir Fetel? Have they come to see you?”
 “No. I wish it were so, but I’m afraid they’ve long forgotten me.”
He shook his head.
“The knights here came for the deserter—the bandit chief of the Red Wolves you killed.”
 “Ah.”
 “And when they see the deserter already dead, their reaction will not be favorable.”
He had warned me earlier—and it was true. The knights would come for the bandit chief.
After all, the bandit was called “the Deserter Knight.” It was inevitable.
Still, what struck me was not that the knights had arrived, but Fetel’s warning: their reaction will not be favorable.
“Shouldn’t they be thanking me for avenging them?”
“By common sense, yes. But knights don’t think that way. They came to strip the deserter of honor and execute him through rightful judgment. Now, they will believe you stole their judgment and sentence.”
Stolen. 
The word made me dizzy.
What did it matter who killed the criminal, as long as justice was done? Why cling to “judgment” and “sentence”…
Liam’s voice cut through my thoughts.
「Did I not tell you? Knights are far from righteous.」
 “……”
 「It seems trouble has arrived.」
He looked around the mountain path.
「The knights are practically upon us already.」
As soon as he spoke, the sound of hoofbeats thundered. Light burst in from every direction.
“Who did this?”
The dark mountain lit up like day. Dozens of knights appeared, clad in gleaming silver helms and full armor.
“Speak. Before my patience is gone.”
The Knights. Iron-clad judges, all their swords pointed at us.
“Speak! Who dared slay the runaway cur we were meant to judge and condemn?”
At the vanguard, a knight roared like a beast. The moment his voice rang, my head throbbed as though struck with a hammer. My stomach churned, my body trembled.
‘Am I too exhausted?’
It felt like my breath would stop. My heart raced wildly. Beside me, Seol Yoon’s face had gone pale. She too was crushed beneath the pressure.
Only Fetel stood calm, facing the knight. With weary determination, he spoke, his hoarse voice carrying through the night.
“I killed him.”
The old, sickly, discarded knight’s eyes shone before the mighty warrior.
“What?”
 “Did you not hear? I, Fetel, once of the ‘Green Stag’ Order, victor of seventeen honor duels, who upheld honor above all… I killed your deserter knight.”
Though he had coughed blood endlessly before, this time he spoke with perfect clarity. His voice echoed through the silent mountain.
“Is there a problem?”
The knight fell silent. Then he shut his eyes, sighed deeply, and answered.
“Fetel the Loyal.”
 “Yes.”
 “You have stained your honor. You knew we pursued the cur, that we sought to judge him, yet you stole our sacred sentence. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
Fetel answered firmly.
The knight said:
“Fetel.”
 “Yes.”
 “I challenge you to an honor duel.”
The words fell. Silence followed.
Then—wings sprouted from the knight’s back.
The mark of a Sword Runner.
The proof of a true powerhouse.
Gasps echoed, but Fetel alone was calm.
“Yes.”
Why? The sick knight gave the same answer again.
***
An honor duel.
A tradition among knights sworn to uphold honor and order.
One who stains honor, one who breaks the code, must fight a duel to the death. Victory restored one’s honor. Defeat stripped it away, and the body was displayed in disgrace.
For that reason, such duels were rare. Especially if there was a great gap in skill.
To knights, honor outweighed life itself. Better the guillotine than disgrace after death.
“Why did you accept?”
I could not help asking.
“I saw the gap in that knight’s armor. Unless he is a mad exhibitionist, it was the mark of a Sword Runner. He even revealed his wings openly! How could you fight a Sword Runner, Sir Fetel?”
 “…I cannot.”
 “You are sick besides! You spoke of watching the sunset before dying in peace. Then do that! If you die of illness, I will honor you, I will remember you. Please, say no to this duel.”
I was frantic, almost shouting. Fetel, however, smiled instead of frowning.
“Thank you, Lord Arhan. You care for me so deeply, though we have not known each other long. It warms my heart.”
I gritted my teeth.
“You cannot win. If you lose, you lose not only life but honor! You are the most honorable knight I have met—”
 “It’s all right.”
He cut me off.
“Sometimes, there are things more important than honor.”
His eyes grew distant.
“Once… I wished to be the hero of the tale. To be the knight who never faltered, who stood against dreadful foes without fear. Like the protagonist of a chivalric romance.”
But there would be no miracle recovery before the duel.
Reality was not a novel.
He felt time eating away at him. Even against Arhan or Seol Yoon, he might lose. His hard-earned strength was a mirage, crumbling before death.
And yet.
“It has always been my dream.”
He wished to know if it was truly just a mirage. Even if it cost his life, even if it cost his honor.
“You will regret this, Sir Fetel.”
I turned away, furious, and ran. Behind me, Fetel laughed softly and placed a hand on his sword, gazing at the rising sun.
The dawn resembled the sunsets he loved so much. Not dusk, but daybreak. Still, it entranced him.
***
「He will die.」
Liam’s voice was certain.
「A seasoned Sword Walker? A knight with countless duels? It means nothing.」
 「If it were Sword Beginner against Sword Walker, perhaps. But Sword Walker against Sword Runner? There is no chance.」
He never lied about swords.
And he had never been wrong.
「The higher the realm, the wider the gap.」
 「This is an execution. The Sword Runner will crush that sick knight like a lion crushing an ant, and disgrace his honor. As all knights I’ve seen have done.」
I gasped, staring at the blazing sun over the mountain.
「Why do you care so much for Fetel? Even if he dies, his blade remains, and you will gain what you desire. He is just a knight you barely know.」
Even Liam’s cold words could not calm my heart.
“…He reminds me of my father.”
My father, who after defeat to Swordmaster Carlos, raised his shabby blade and challenged the strongest despite the futility.
In Fetel, choosing to face the impossible, I saw my father’s shadow.
“I cannot bear it. I cannot stand to see arrogant strong men crushing honorable weak men just because they can. If I turn away now, my revenge loses all meaning.”
Liam was silent for a time. Then:
「Even if you lose the chance to claim a seasoned Sword Walker’s blade?」
 “I don’t care. There are more important things!”
He smiled faintly.
「Good. A sword must not be bound to steel alone. Your heart pleases me, young descendant.」
He drifted closer, whispering.
「There is a way. A way all can be saved.」
 “What way?”
After a pause, he answered.
「You fight in his stead. Become Fetel’s champion in the honor duel. That is the only way.」
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「That sick knight’s body was already far too damaged. From what I see, the most time he had left was a week. And with each passing day, death would progress little by little. His limbs would stiffen, his muscles harden, and in the end, his brain might fail, turning him into a child again.」
 “…….”
 「Of course, that knight who reached the realm of ‘Sword Runner’ must have known about Fetel’s condition. And yet, what did he say?」
At Liam’s question, I clenched my teeth.
“He said the duel of honor would be in a week.”
 「Exactly. That is the nature of those knights. Rigid, bound by rules, but once the fight begins, they’ll press on without leaving room for any variables, crushing their opponent with everything they have.」
Liam spoke coldly.
「Knights only fight battles they can win. That knight, who has reached the realm of ‘Sword Runner,’ will never be careless. He’ll erase every single variable, leaving not even the slightest chance of defeat.」
 “……Then, if I step in as the proxy, isn’t it still hopeless?”
 「No. That is the only way.」
I listened to Liam as I looked down from the ridge at the village. The knightly order had pitched their camp there, and a little farther away was Fetel, swinging his sword with a broken body.
Even as he gasped for breath, his eyes bloodshot and his body drenched in sweat, Fetel never stopped training. As if the moment he stopped swinging his sword, he would die on the spot.
I turned to Liam.
“Just how exactly?”
Liam’s answer was short.
「You eat Fetel’s sword.」
 “…What?”
 「And then you win the duel of honor with Fetel’s sword.」
***
Fortunately, Liam hadn’t only thrown out a conclusion. He explained what “eating Fetel’s sword” meant and why it could create a chance at victory.
“Certainly… if it’s that, then it might be possible.”
Even I, usually filled with suspicion, had found myself agreeing.
“But isn’t the probability way too low?”
Of course, I still had doubts. Liam answered concisely.
「The difficult path is always a gamble.」
 “……”
 「The odds are low. But when you win, you gain much.」
Liam looked at me.
「Young descendant, you will never overturn the board without gambling. Not just now, but your whole life will be nothing but low-odds gambles. And you will always be the underdog.」
Yes. I already knew that.
Let Fetel die, or choose this method.
There were only those two options.
That was why I chose the latter. After deciding to follow Liam’s words, I sought out Fetel. He was swinging his sword as if his body would shatter.
“Sir Fetel, I have something to tell you.”
His back was hunched like an old man’s, and the black blotches had long devoured his torso.
“Something… to say? Then say it… there. I cannot… put down the sword… now.”
I watched Fetel, as though possessed, swing his sword again and again. And I slowly laid out the words Liam had told me.
“Sir Fetel, it may be hard to believe, but I was born with a peculiar power that allows me to perfectly reproduce another’s sword. My unusually strong heart is also part of that special power.”
Fetel, as though he were in another world, silently listened while only swinging his sword. Sweat flew in shining drops. Whether he replied or not, I continued speaking.
“I will reproduce Sir Fetel’s sword and win against that knight. Though your realm is below his, the potential within your sword is absolutely not beneath his. That is why, instead of your sick, ruined body, I—with a sound body—will become your proxy.”
I had softened and re-phrased Liam’s words. Liam had said Fetel’s sword was in no way weaker, and if I combined it with the 「Needle」 and 「Fang」 I had ingested, there might even be a chance of victory.
Moreover, I had a steel heart and the ‘line,’ the steel blood’s road. Secret weapons to create variables.
Yet Fetel still silently swung his sword. Only after exhaling a hot breath did he answer.
“Lord Arhan.”
 “Yes.”
 “Even if your words are true, it is impossible to defeat a ‘Sword Runner.’”
He groaned and lifted his sword upward.
“Even if you had some unprecedented power unrecorded in history, you cannot win against that knight. To put it in metaphor… it’s like a chrysalis and a butterfly.”
 “……”
 “I reached the limit of ‘Sword Walker,’ and he has reached the threshold of ‘Sword Runner.’ In terms of realms, it’s a single step. But that single step is far too great.”
The sword glittered, fractured light scattering.
“I can only squirm, but he soars with wings in splendid flight. A chrysalis can never chase a butterfly. Mimicking a chrysalis like me changes nothing.”
 “But still—”
 “Lord Arhan.”
His voice was low and heavy. For the first time, Fetel stopped swinging his sword.
“As I said before, I am not fighting to win.”
 “……”
 “I wish to challenge the question I have held my whole life. Even if the end is a disgraceful, dog-like death, I cannot stop.”
His joints creaked, his muscles twisted, and blood dripped thickly from his lips. But still, Fetel swung his sword again. Relentlessly.
“This is proof for me.”
Ah.
The biggest problem wasn’t my doubt or the knight’s wings.
「That cannot be broken.」
There was no way to break Fetel’s conviction.
「That too may be the fate of that sick sword.」
Liam muttered quietly.
***
At the village entrance, horses snorted in the temporary camp. Squires tended the steeds, knights took turns standing guard with torches, and others inside the tents went about their work.
The knights’ camp. And deep inside was the knight who had reached the realm of 「Sword Runner」—Meken, deputy commander of the 「Yellow Elephant」.
Meken proudly polished his beloved sword, when a knight suddenly asked:
“Deputy Commander, was that really necessary?”
Meken paused his hand.
“What do you mean?”
 “I know tradition says no mercy is shown in a duel of honor. But against nothing more than a sick, decrepit ‘Sword Walker’… did you really have to push him that far?”
Meken turned to look at the knight. His eyes were straight and clear. A greenhorn, newly a knight. Still drunk on chivalric romances, pride, and the sense of justice.
Meken smirked.
“You think I went too far.”
 “Yes.”
 “Why?”
 “Because as a ‘Sword Runner,’ Deputy Commander, you will surely win. But if you crush him like this, others may not accept the result.”
Meken asked again.
“So why?”
 “……Because that sick knight won’t even be able to walk in a week, let alone fight. He’ll be a living corpse.”
Anyone could see Fetel’s state was dire. Even ordinary 「Sword Walker」 knights could tell. He wouldn’t survive a week.
But Meken’s answer was sharp.
“Perhaps so.”
He set his sword down and looked hard at the young knight.
“But do you know ‘Fetel the Loyal’?”
The knight kept silent.
“I know him well. A blockhead who knew only honor. They even called him ‘the Loyal Dog’ as a mockery.”
Meken’s eyes glinted.
“But his conviction is dangerously strong.”
He continued.
“Everyone at the Academy said Fetel would never rise beyond Sword Beginner. Even after becoming a knight, people said he’d soon die, a talentless fool who only knew effort.”
Meken bared his teeth.
“But he survived. For a very long time. He won seventeen duels of honor. He defended his employer on battlefields under rain of fire arrows and spells. He single-handedly held a castle gate against five hundred starving refugees.”
Meken’s gaze was like steel.
“I believe that man’s conviction is as dangerous as my wings. That’s why I will break it. However it takes, I will trample his loyalty and dishonor him.”
Behind him, a pair of gleaming wings unfolded. The knight watching shivered at the sight.
“I will kill him, display his body and head in the city where he lived, and utterly desecrate his honor, in accordance with tradition.”
Were those wings angelic or demonic? The knight could not tell.
“That is what will strengthen my sword.”
The young knight trembled at the thought of the dreadful fate awaiting Fetel. Silently, he prayed that it would not be too cruel.
***
Seol Yoon said the East had a saying: “brilliance before death.”
“It’s when life blazes brightly just before dying. Like the sky brightening at sunset before the dark.”
She said Fetel’s state was like that.
“No matter how I see it, he shouldn’t even be able to move. Yet the more he swings his sword, the sharper he becomes.”
Indeed, his state was unnatural.
On the third day, Fetel requested a sparring match with Seol Yoon. She reluctantly accepted. And in just five exchanges, Fetel shattered her sword and completely overwhelmed her.
By the fourth day, Fetel said with relief:
“I feel as though I’ve opened new eyes. I should have done this sooner—cast aside honor, pride, and just swung my sword. If I had, I might have become a Sword Walker much earlier.”
His complexion was bright. For a fleeting moment, I thought: perhaps, like in those chivalric romances, he would awaken at the brink of death, defeat the villainous knight, and smile brightly, illness overcome.
“I feel most alive at this moment.”
But reality was not a romance.
By the fifth day, at dusk.
“Lord Arhan.”
That evening, Fetel was gazing at the sunset he loved. But there was something different about him. I sensed death’s stench. I sprinted to him with all my strength.
“You’ve come.”
His upper body was bare, drenched in sweat, black as obsidian. His face, his neck, his whole body had turned black.
“Why does it feel like you’d come.”
 “Fetel, are you alright? Your body—”
His voice was strangely clear. But I could see—his time was over.
“…I once said I wanted to die quietly, without burdening anyone.”
 “Yes…”
 “But that was knightly bravado. I wanted to look strong before death. I said I wasn’t afraid, that I would meet my god…”
His voice began breaking.
“But as the moment came, I was terrified. Lonely. That is why I think it is fortunate… you are here at the end.”
 “Fetel, stop speaking now—”
I wept. I didn’t know why. He hadn’t been with me long. I knew he was dying. I had even thought his death would give me his sword. So why?
“Do not weep, Lord Arhan.”
 “If you die like this… what about your proof? You said you would prove it all.”
He faintly smiled.
“My twilight… ends here. But you, Lord Arhan—you are the dawn. Similar to twilight, but filled with light and time ahead.”
He moved with difficulty, turning his sword to me.
“Take my sword.”
I gripped his sword. It was heavier and longer than mine.
“Thank you.”
His voice faded.
“I wanted… to leave some trace behind in this world…”
And with that, Fetel froze, dead, standing.
“…Thank you.”
He hadn’t lasted a week.
On the fifth day after receiving the duel challenge, he died.
“My first kind neighbor is gone.”
The world was cruel. Unlike the chivalric romances that burned boys’ hearts.
「Young descendant.」
But Liam said:
「The duel of honor need not happen now. That knight will be satisfied with his corpse.」
I clenched Fetel’s sword.
“No.”
This end was not right.
“I will prove my neighbor’s life was just.”
I gripped the sword until it nearly broke.
“I will fight.”
With the Karavan way.
Two days left. 
In two days, I must become a proxy warrior who can slay a knight who has reached Sword Runner.
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『Many boys dream of becoming the protagonist.』
 『But not all boys can become one.』
 『At least, I could not.』
When I put Fetel’s sword into my mouth, the first thing that rose up was his life. The figure of a boy, healthy and untainted by disease, flickered in my mind. The memories the blade carried began from his youth.
The first sword he received from his father.
 A sword as big and sharp as the boy Fetel’s own body.
『I only realized that truth far too late.』
Fetel’s sword had never carried a name.
***
Two days was not a long time. 
After I had ingested Fetel’s sword, Liam gave me no special training. The practice he prescribed was simple, almost absurdly familiar.
「From this moment until the duel of honor, you will swing your sword.」
 「There will be no rest. You will continue until your body burns as if about to explode.」
This time, I neither doubted nor argued. I only nodded, gripped the weapon that resembled Fetel’s sword, and began swinging.
“Haa.”
Even as the muscles of my forearms tightened, my shoulders throbbed, and fatigue pressed down on me, I swung again and again. Then, Seol Yoon approached.
“…You mean to fight in Fetel’s place?”
 “Yes.”
At my words, Seol Yoon hesitated briefly.
“If you need a sparring match, say the word.”
That, I hadn’t expected. I kept swinging and answered:
“Seol Yoon, you followed me here to climb higher in the path of the sword, did you not?”
 “That’s right.”
 “And yet, when I say I’ll fight a knight who has reached ‘Sword Runner,’ you don’t stop me?”
Whoosh—my sword cut the air.
“Moreover, since following me, you’ve had no breakthroughs, no remarkable experiences. If it were me, I’d be frustrated. But you remain silent. That makes me curious.”
A fair question. Seol Yoon answered:
“I believe watching your path is itself the answer to reaching a higher road.”
 “……”
 “Don’t worry. This is also my choice. I am satisfied, without complaint, Little Gladiator.”
She gazed at me with her usual detached eyes.
“And besides… I don’t think you’ll die fighting a Sword Runner.”
 “…?”
 “It’s just a feeling.”
Her cold voice spread through the air.
“Can you promise me one thing?”
 “What is it?”
 “If you survive, fight me for real. Not a sparring match, but like last time.”
She touched the hilt at her waist.
“That will be a priceless leap for me.”
It was not a hard promise. And sparring with Seol Yoon would benefit me as well. To have such a genius as a sparring partner was a blessing for a beginner like me.
Of course, the condition was survival.
“Yes. If I survive, I’ll fight you.”
Whoosh!
I swung again, full of force.
『A clumsy swordsmanship that could be found anywhere.』
 『A plain face, a dull way of speaking.』
As sweat glittered and flew, memories of the sword’s former owner—my kind neighbor, now gone—flowed into me.
『I was a knight like any other.』
***
I was a knight like any other.
No one paid me any attention.
“Fetel? I think that was the name. Wasn’t it?”
In the city, knights like me were countless. Young men who had read romances, been born into decent families, trained with the sword, and graduated from the Academy.
“Yes.”
But among them, I was particularly dull and rigid.
“You lack flexibility.”
At knights’ drinking tables, I could never manage flattery. Back then, I thought that was admirable.
“You’re boring, Fetel. Dull.”
In romances, the protagonists never bend their convictions, always speaking their truth. In history, loyal retainers declared their fidelity, even at the cost of death.
I thought that was admirable.
“You don’t need to come to gatherings anymore.”
But the reason they could be remembered so gloriously was because they were heroes of their age, because they were protagonists.
“You always ruin the mood.”
I became a tiresome, humorless knight. A rigid old man in a young body.
At those times, I told myself true knights needed no friends. I would swing my sword alone, believing that someday, people would recognize my sincerity.
But then.
“Your unbending conviction is impressive!”
 “Haha! Such spirit for a young man!”
The world was cruel.
“Of course you gained wings at such a young age. Sword Runners are on another level. You must join us again!”
A knight who acted no differently than I did was instantly celebrated. He wasn’t better spoken, nor more charming.
The only difference was this: I was a 「Sword Walker」, he was a 「Sword Runner」.
“……”
That was when I realized.
 I could never be the protagonist.
And if you were not the protagonist, then to survive, you had to file down your convictions, flatter others, and fit yourself to the role of an extra in a chivalric romance.
“Yes, you are all impressive.”
That was the only way to remain on the stage.
“Give me any task. I will do it honorably.”
Thus was born “Fetel the Loyal.”
 Even if they mocked me as a “loyal dog,” it didn’t matter.
That was the way I chose to survive.
 Even when self-loathing crept in, I pressed forward.
Because the shining world I had dreamed of as a boy—the world of chivalric romance—was right there.
I wanted to remain, even as a small part of it.
“…Fetel! Fetel!”
Half in a daze, I lived on. Time sped up, and I became an awkwardly aged knight—not quite young, not yet old.
And then, the wheel turned.
“My father said from now on, you will protect me!”
The obedient dog. The reliable one.
That was how I became the escort of my lord’s youngest daughter. A little lady, still girlish, full of freshness and charm.
“I’ll trust you. Everyone said so—if it’s Fetel, we can trust him.”
The girl’s name was Daisy. Like the flower.
“Fetel the Loyal. That’s what they call you, right?”
Her smile was like a puppy’s.
“You’re amazing. Like the protagonist of a romance! A knight who never betrays, who keeps his honor. I’m so happy you’re my escort.”
Innocent girls brighten all around them. Daisy was loved at parties, by the people, by everyone.
“Fetel.”
That was, until my lord was ruined in the bloody succession struggles of the Iron Kingdom, our estate seized, our mansion burned.
“Sir Fetel.”
The girl’s silks became rough cloth. She grew into a woman, stripped of title, unable to call my name freely.
“Why do you still protect us?”
I couldn’t answer.
Why did I remain, in this place that could not give me wealth or glory, far from any romance?
I looked at Daisy.
She was no longer a girl, nor particularly beautiful. But when I saw her, I remembered the past.
“Because I am Fetel the Loyal.”
Her words had remained with me.
“I will never betray. I will always keep my honor.”
Perhaps, I realized, even if I was nothing to her, I might be like a protagonist of a romance. That was why I could not leave her.
I felt like I had returned to my stubborn, humorless, rigid self.
“Like a protagonist of a romance.”
It wasn’t so bad.
“I too am glad to be your escort.”
Perhaps I had never stopped being a boy. Especially when Daisy smiled like a girl again.
“Thank you, Sir Fetel.”
And three days later, Daisy came to me in tears. At a party she had attended to reclaim her place in society, she had suffered unbearable humiliation. I saw her torn dress and the ugly wound across her chest.
I took up my sword.
“Don’t go, Sir Fetel. He’s a baron’s son. We are ruined now, powerless. His knights are Sword Walkers, veterans of countless battles. Please, you’re all I have left.”
Even so, I walked forward.
What courage had suddenly flared in me?
I stood proudly at the baron’s mansion, clad in worn armor, and without hesitation, said to the drunken baron’s son:
“I challenge you to a duel of honor.”
That was the first duel of honor in my life.
…
“Haa, haa—”
As I swung my sword again and again, evening fell. The sky was red, as always in Fetel’s eyes.
「If he is a careless Sword Runner, there may be a chance.」
 「Perhaps his aim is to trample Fetel’s conviction, to gain his second pair of wings.」
My muscles trembled. I was reaching my limits.
“Does trampling another’s conviction truly strengthen you?”
 「For those who reach as high as Sword Runner, yes. For once you climb high enough, the sword reflects your values.」
Liam continued:
「Those with destructive values grow by crushing others. Those with steadfast ones grow by refining themselves.」
 “……”
 「That knight has destructive values. And such men grow fast—but unstable. That is why the Karavans, who seek unyielding steel, have always been their nemesis.」
The night chill began to fall.
「If the swords you’ve ingested combine with Fetel’s, there will be a great synergy. All you’ve built will shine, your body forged sharper.」
 “…I see.”
 「But even with that, your chance of victory is slim.」
He warned:
「The wings of a Sword Runner defy the laws of the world. Fighting them will feel like fighting someone cheating. Even if incomplete, to you, they are monsters.」
Indeed, Sword Runners were like phantoms on the battlefield. Their fearsome name spread across the continent.
「Proof is always this difficult. You may die as your father did. Like Fetel, who couldn’t even last a week.」
 “……”
 「Reality is harsh. If you want the answer you seek, you must become harder steel than you ever imagined.」
My head spun. My body was about to burst. But I swung still.
Heat filled me, smoke seemed to rise. Muscles burned, my head boiled, the sky blazed red.
My breath came hot, but I was mesmerized by the sunset. I lowered my gaze to my sword.
The blade resembled Fetel’s. It still had no name.
A thought came to me.
“I want to name this sword.”
 「What name?」
Without hesitation, I answered, gazing at the sunset Fetel loved.
「Twilight.」
***
Two days passed.
At the village gates, the knights had built a dueling ground for the duel of honor. On the left stood Meken, deputy commander of the Yellow Elephant, holding his sharp blade.
When the sun reached its zenith, a man appeared over the ridge in silver armor.
“…?”
Meken doubted his eyes. Through the dust came Fetel—healthy, eyes bright, like steel. Like the Fetel of old.
‘No, that’s wrong.’
He blinked. The truth was clear. It was the village boy.
Yet the boy radiated the dignity of a knight. His posture, exacting and rigid, seemed to hold Fetel's spirit.
And his body—sturdier than before, like one forged through years of training.
The boy entered the dueling ground. Meken asked:
“Where is Sir Fetel?”
 “Fetel will not come.”
 “So he finally gave up and fled?”
 “He is dead. He succumbed to illness.”
The boy spoke with a noble’s tone.
“Then the duel of honor is mine.”
 “No. Even in death, the duel of honor is not annulled.”
 “What nonsense is this?”
The boy drew his sword.
“I will fight as his proxy.”
The blade was eerily like Fetel’s own. Meken frowned, then smirked.
With a snap, wings spread behind him.
“That might be amusing.”
And so the duel of honor began.
***
「Name: Twilight」
 「The long, sharp sword once wielded by Sir Fetel.」
 「A longsword typical of knights.」
…
「Ingestion Effect」
 「Acquire Fetel’s swordsmanship.」
 「Your body is reforged to match Sir Fetel’s swordsmanship.」
 「The body with Steel Blood grows stronger the more it is hammered.」
Chapter 26
Chapter 26 — Knight (4)
“He is dead. Died of illness.”
Meken, the deputy commander of the Knight Order 「Yellow Elephant」, felt a faint sense of disappointment when he heard the boy’s words. He had lost the chance to defile the honor of that stubborn and loyal Fetel, and to shatter his convictions.
“Since he did not appear for the honor duel, that makes it my victory.”
Well, that was fine. Alive or dead, the man had accepted the duel, and Meken was the victor. Therefore, he had the right to drag the diseased corpse into the city and desecrate it. That much was enough for him.
What mattered was to defile Fetel.
 And yet.
“I will fight in this honor duel as his proxy warrior.”
A boy stepped forward and blocked his way.
At first Meken was startled, but soon he noticed the light in the boy’s eyes — that same upright conviction that 「Fetel the Loyal」 had carried. The moment he confirmed that honorable look, Meken’s tongue flicked across his lips.
“That could be entertaining.”
Fortunately, there was still a toy left to play with.
***
“Sword Runners forge the mana accumulated in their bodies into the form of wings. You know that much, don’t you?”
For the past two days, I had swung my sword with blind obsession. During that grueling training — when my arms felt as if they might tear apart — Liam gave me pieces of advice worth keeping.
“They’re similar to a bird’s wings, but far more extraordinary. The movements of Sword Runners look, at a glance, like a mage’s teleportation spell. Their nickname — ‘ghosts of the battlefield’ — wasn’t given without reason.”
 “……”
 “You’ll truly feel as if you’re fighting a ghost.”
Fighting a ghost.
I couldn’t quite grasp what that meant. So I asked,
“Then how can I win against that?”
 “You have to break the wings.”
Break the wings? How?
Liam looked at me.
“Fortunately, that man only has one pair of wings. He’s a Sword Runner who hasn’t fully matured.”
 “……”
 “He’ll be clumsy in using them. His body hasn’t adapted yet. There’s a method that works only on such people.”
Liam’s eyes gleamed.
“Put every ounce of your toughness into the first three exchanges. In that moment, you must become true Steel — hard enough to break whatever attacks you.”
Become steel.
It was an abstract instruction. And yet, I was beginning to understand Liam’s abstractions. 
The memories and lives that seeped into me each time I swung my blade — the clues contained in the swords I had ingested — were slowly giving me answers.
***
“The rules of an honor duel are simple. When one side surrenders or can no longer fight, the duel ends. Even if someone dies in the process, no one is held accountable. Understood?”
 “I understand.”
I looked at the Sword Runner knight who would be my opponent.
Before the duel, he introduced himself — deputy commander Meken of the Knight Order 「Yellow Elephant」.
“A deputy commander of a knight order,” Liam remarked. “He’s the most formidable opponent you’ve faced yet.”
He was right.
A deputy commander — that meant Meken was the second-in-command of his order. This was nothing like the duelists I had faced before.
“If I win this honor duel,” Meken said coolly, “I will take Knight Fetel’s corpse. Ah, I’ll be merciful and spare your life. But I’ll cut off your arms and legs and toss them to the beasts. That should be fair enough, shouldn’t it?”
Spare my life. 
That wasn’t mercy — it meant he didn’t even acknowledge me as an opponent. 
To him, my worthless life wasn’t worth taking.
I wasn’t foolish enough to miss that meaning.
So I met his eyes and answered,
“Then if I win, I’ll be merciful and spare your life as well.”
Meken’s brow twitched.
“In return, I’ll take your arms and legs. To keep things fair.”
His mouth twisted into a crooked smile.
“Such amusing words. Is it because you’re still young?”
 “Perhaps.”
 “I suppose a boy raised in some backwater might speak like that.”
The air grew heavy.
“I doubt you’ve ever even seen a Sword Runner in your life.”
 “……”
 “Then I’ll forgive your ignorance, young boy.”
Meken turned sharply, walking toward the right edge of the arena.
 “Go to the left. When the squire signals, we begin.”
A strange tension filled the small dueling ground. The silence that followed Meken’s words pressed down heavily. The knights standing outside the fence looked more anxious than either of us.
No — it wasn’t anxiety.
It was a pity. The kind of pity sent toward someone about to be executed.
No one thought I could win.
“Engrave my teachings into your mind,” Liam’s voice whispered.
Well, I was used to that.
“All the swords you’ve eaten so far were irregular — mere tools to bring your defective body up to the bare minimum fit for a swordsman.”
 “……”
 “But the sword you swallowed this time, Fetel’s sword, belonged to a man who lived by pure fundamentals. A man who knew nothing of tricks or shortcuts.”
I held the blade that resembled Fetel’s — Twilight.
“That knight’s sword was dull, simple, common. A style you could learn in any city.”
Just as Liam said, Fetel’s sword resembled Fetel himself.
Unyielding, inflexible, humorless.
And precisely because of that.
“That sword will be your strongest weapon now.”
I liked it. So straight it would rather break than bend.
 A blade that would never yield.
“Knight Fetel’s sword is the hardest blade you’ve eaten yet.”
I reached the left edge, steadied my breath, and turned.
At the opposite side, Meken looked relaxed, staring straight at me.
The knight and the proxy warrior took their positions.
The squire glanced between us, then raised his hand.
“Well then—”
I drew in a deep breath. My second heart — the Mana Heart — began to thrum. The world around me slowed, my senses sharpening, the mana around me rippling.
As every hair on my body stood on end, the squire dropped his raised hand and shouted,
“Begin!”
At that same instant, Liam’s voice rang within me.
“Become Steel, young descendant.”
And the honor duel began.
In that slowed world, I gripped Twilight tightly and stared at Meken. I didn’t blink. Even the dust floating in the air was clear.
And then—
“You’ll regret this.”
The knight’s wings flared open.
“You foolish boy. You’re about to see just how small your world has been.”
Meken lifted his sword high, then slowly brought it down.
At first, I couldn’t understand the motion.
Was he loosening up? Practicing?
No. Neither.
“I’ll show you how wide the world truly is.”
The moment his sword descended to his face, a shock like lightning struck the back of my neck.
Instinctively, I raised Twilight to block—And.
“Urgh…!”
Clang!
Metal slammed against metal, ringing violently. The instant the sound burst forth, a crushing force traveled through my blade.
My hand, wrist, and shoulder felt as if they were shattering apart. My stomach churned. My skull rang as though struck with a hammer.
My sword hand trembled. Beyond the blade, Meken’s face was suddenly right in front of me.
Impossible.
I hadn’t taken my eyes off him for even a heartbeat — yet I hadn’t seen what happened. He had been far away, swinging his sword in place. How had he reached me?
It made no sense.
It was as though the middle of the story had been erased and only the conclusion left.
Gritting my teeth, I barely managed to steady my strength.
Meken smirked.
“Good reflexes.”
He drew his sword back.
“But how long can you keep that up?”
The moment he withdrew, he vanished like smoke — and reappeared at the far edge, where he had stood before.
“Now do you understand why Sword Runners are called the ghosts of the battlefield, boy?”
That was my first time facing a Sword Runner.
“Mark my words — you’ll regret this. Bitterly.”
***
I had blocked an attack I couldn’t predict, couldn’t even see.
That alone bordered on a miracle.
The first thing I did afterward was check—My hand. My arm. Still attached.
The impact had been monstrous — if not for the Steel Blood in my heart, the duel would have ended right there.
Was the gap between a Sword Walker and a Sword Runner truly this hopeless? I bit my lip and controlled my breath, meeting Meken’s mocking eyes.
I needed to think — fast.
I needed doubt — doubt that led to answers.
A Sword Runner’s attack wasn’t like anything I had seen. It wasn’t swordsmanship. It was closer to sorcery. But whether mystery or sword, I couldn’t just marvel at it.
There was no guarantee I could block the next strike. 
The next might take my leg. My waist. My neck.
This time, Liam said nothing.
He must have had a reason. He never lied when it came to the sword, and he had promised that swallowing Fetel’s sword would open a path forward.
Liam wasn’t a madman who enjoyed my pain.
That meant the solution was something I could find myself.
I recalled the brief clash.
The flash of danger I’d felt, like lightning — and how my body had responded instantly with a guard.
Was that truly a coincidence?
No. There’s no such thing as coincidence.
How had I sensed that danger so clearly?
Was it because of the Karavan bloodline, or some power of foresight?
No — the answer wasn’t difficult.
It was because I had entered the threshold of the Sword Walker.
The Path. 
Without realizing it, I had already extended my Path outward — and it had sensed the danger for me.
I wasn’t a complete Sword Walker yet; I couldn’t circulate the Path through my entire body to unleash superhuman strength. But after consuming Twilight, I could at least cast the Path outside myself.
Then what had the Path sensed just before Meken’s strike?
It hadn’t been physical contact, yet it warned me.
After some thought, the answer formed.
Mana. It sensed the disturbance of threatening mana.
I tightened my grip on Twilight, suppressing the tremors in my hand.
That was it.
Meken’s seemingly impossible attack — before it unfolded, mana had stirred.
If I could read that disturbance, I could react.
I still didn’t know what kind of power those “wings” truly had. But I knew one thing — before every attack, Meken’s mana rippled. And as a Sword Walker, I could sense it.
Two simple truths.
“Well done,” Liam murmured, as if reading my thoughts.
 “Your doubt — that doubt — is your greatest talent.”
There was no time to enjoy the praise.
Knowing it didn’t make anything easier.
Meken could unleash those impossible strikes again and again, and I couldn’t block them forever. His sword was far too heavy. If I kept trading blows, my body would be the first to break.
So what could I do?
Fortunately, I didn’t have to think long.
“Hah—”
My master had already given me the answer.
Put all your hardness into the first three strikes.
I hadn’t timed my first defense properly, yet even so, Meken hadn’t broken through. That meant the Karavan heart was incredibly strong — and that Meken’s sword wasn’t all that powerful for a Sword Runner.
I had taken damage, yes — but every crisis hides an opportunity.
Meken’s mocking smile, the knights’ pitying eyes — everyone already pictured my defeat. And in that kind of atmosphere, even the most disciplined knight could grow careless.
I raised Twilight again.
“How do I win against that?”
 “You break the wings.”
Break the wings.
The meaning had eluded me before.
But now, I already had the answer Liam hinted at.
 I opened my mouth and drew a deep breath — so deep my chest nearly burst.
At the same time, my Mana Heart pulsed violently.
Thud.
“Try blocking again,” Meken said coldly.
He lifted his sword again.
I closed my eyes instead of watching him, trusting my sharpened senses, and remembered Liam’s words.
“Become Steel, young descendant.”
My heart pounded so hard it felt ready to pierce my ribs.
My entire body — and even Twilight — began to tremble with energy.
The blade quivered, and from its tip, thin blue threads stretched outward — Lines.
The Karavan family’s violent Path.
The long, taut Lines vibrated faintly — fitt — and then that same chill of danger returned.
Like a thunderclap.
With it, Fetel’s memories surged through my sword.
‘I never fought that honor duel to win.’
 ‘It wasn’t for pride or reputation.’
My second heart thundered.  And from deep inside my chest, countless thin Lines spread like veins.
‘It was a duel for you.’
 ‘I didn’t want to win. I simply couldn’t afford to lose.’
 ‘In that cold, brutal world, I had bent, yielded, and compromised to survive. But in that moment, that version of me disappeared.’
 …
‘Because of your words, I chose to become truly loyal Fetel.’
The Lines coursing through my body were thinner than those of ordinary Sword Walkers — the Karavan family’s own unique Lines, densely filling every corner of me.
‘Unyielding, unwavering, uncompromising — the frustratingly upright knight.’
Those lines granted my body superhuman strength. My sword moved faster than even I expected. And the next moment — like teleportation — Meken appeared again, striking down from above.
Our blades met head-on.
CLANG—!
A thunderous sound tore through the air.
And then—“Wha—”
Meken’s once-composed expression twisted.
‘Unbroken, unbending — harder than any, a protagonist for your sake.’
My blade did not yield.
It was Meken’s sword that faltered.
Pouring out every bit of explosive strength, I grinned.
“Do you see now how wide the world truly is?”
The same words he had said to me — returned.
His eyes flared with rage. But it was too late.
My attack wasn’t over yet.
Sorry about that.
“—?!”
No one could stop the Karavan’s steel Lines.
“What— this technique—!”
Twilight began eating away at Meken’s blade — gnawing like insects devouring grain. Sparks flew.
We were still locked blade to blade, but I didn’t stop concentrating. This was the best situation possible, created by Fetel’s orthodox swordsmanship — but I couldn’t stop here.
Because I didn’t only have Fetel’s sword.
There was another I could use.
I twisted my wrist slightly — and with that small motion, Twilight slipped, turning, sliding inward like a thread through a needle’s eye.
If I hadn’t been struck down once in the Arena by Seol Yoon, I wouldn’t have thought of it.
A sudden, twisting thrust — sliding in where two blades met.
“Ha—”
Meken vanished again, reappearing far away — but—“Kegh…! Khek…”
He wasn’t unharmed.
I looked straight at him and spoke.
“I’ll return your words to you.”
Behind Meken, the wings had reappeared.
But one of them — the left — was shattered.
Completely.
“You’ll regret this,” I said, smiling.
“Bitterly.”
Chapter 27
Chapter 27 — Twilight (1)
‘A boy dreams of becoming the protagonist.’
‘But not every boy can become one.’
***
“Kegh, kehk—!”
Meken could not believe what had just happened. His stomach twisted as he glared at the boy standing before him — the boy who had stepped forward as Fetel’s proxy warrior.
How could this be?
Exceptional swordsmanship? That, he could understand. Even back at the Academy, Meken had never been particularly gifted in swordsmanship.
Meken had always been obsessed with raising his realm alone.
In pure swordfighting — without mana — he couldn’t even guarantee victory against Academy trainees. His fundamentals had been pitiful.
And that boy — wasn’t he someone close to that thick-headed Fetel? The one foolish enough to challenge a Sword Runner like himself, all because of that dead fool?
If he was the disciple of Fetel — the so-called “Fetel the Loyal,” a man who had spent his life drilling nothing but fundamentals — then it wasn’t strange that the boy’s swordsmanship was unusually refined.
That he had blocked several of Meken’s attacks by luck? That too, Meken could accept.
He had only recently become a Sword Runner and still couldn’t control the mana flow of his wings properly.
If the boy had natural instincts and could “see the Path” like a Sword Walker, then blocking a few of his strikes would be possible.
Yes, all of that made sense.
Except for one thing.
How could he be so hard?
That hardness.
During their second clash, Meken had momentarily thought the boy had become steel.
An unyielding steel that his own blade could not even scratch.
From his heart to the Path that spread outward, every part of the boy was impossibly solid.
That was something that shouldn’t have been possible.
Was he a half-blood? No — even if he were, that level of resilience defied all logic. Even the descendants of demons couldn’t possess a heart like that at the level of a mere Sword Walker.
Meken’s vision wavered. His stomach churned, bile rising in his throat.
He knew exactly what this was.
Mana shock.
It was a phenomenon that occurred when one’s internal mana collided with a stronger, denser mana. The shock rattled the mana heart inside. It was a reaction that usually only seasoned old knights — who had spent decades tempering their bodies and hearts — could cause.
Which meant it was impossible. For Meken, a Sword Runner, to experience mana shock from clashing blades with a boy who was only a Sword Walker…
“What trickery is this? That’s impossible!”
 “……”
 “Ah… I see now. You must have paid the witches of the Sky Empire a mountain of gold coins for their magic tools! Or did you steal a dwarf’s treasure?”
Meken’s bloodshot eyes glared at me.
My answer came calmly.
“Believe what you like.”
That nonchalant reply only enraged him further. And in the boy’s steadfast gaze, Meken saw something else — the reflection of an old knight he once knew. The commander of the Knight Order 「Yellow Elephant」.
A monster with four wings, a Sword Runner who had triumphed in countless honor duels, a Judge who carved his name across many battlefields — an honorable sword.
The hardness the boy exuded reminded Meken of that old knight’s strength, attained only in the twilight of his life. That was why Meken could not accept what he saw before him.
“Don’t you dare brush this off with words.”
Grinding his teeth, Meken raised his sword high. He steadied his breathing, forcing down the surging mana within. One of his wings had been broken — but what did that matter?
He still had one left, and he wouldn’t fall for the same trick again.
Yet, no matter how much he told himself that, an unshakable unease crept up his spine. At that moment, he recalled something the commander of the Yellow Elephant had once told him long ago.
Meken, don’t pride yourself on growing your wings faster than others. I guarantee that one day, before you grow new wings, you’ll bitterly regret not having first tempered yourself.
Damn that word again. Hardness.
“I don’t need hardness, you old fool. What matters is the realm. The higher your realm, the greater your sword. That’s all that matters!”
He clenched his blade and spread his unbroken wing wide. Even so, the commander’s voice echoed in his mind.
When you meet someone harder than yourself, you’ll break — completely. Wings? Unripened wings are nothing but paper, you fool.
His Mana Heart throbbed, his Path burned bright, and his half-wing unfurled. But Meken couldn’t understand or accept that old man’s words.
He would prove he was right. By crushing this boy — this irritating reflection of that old knight — to pieces.
***
“The secret of a Sword Runner’s wings lies in their very name.”
Only after I had broken one of Meken’s wings did Liam begin to explain.
“Runner — it means one who runs.”
 “As the name implies, the wings of a Sword Runner make everything run.”
 “In simpler terms — they accelerate everything.”
Acceleration. The moment he said it, I understood the mystery behind Meken’s incredible movements.
Acceleration — at an abnormal rate. That was how he created sword strikes that seemed like teleportation.
But that raised questions.
If he could accelerate himself to such extreme speed, why hadn’t he simply decapitated me instantly instead of showing that ‘preparation motion’?
If he hadn’t shown me that downward slash in advance, I wouldn’t even have felt danger — my head would’ve been gone before I could react.
The mystery didn’t end there.
If his acceleration was truly that immense, why did he move at normal speed once he was close? If he was so fast I couldn’t even see him, he could have attacked from countless angles. And how could someone that fast fail to react to a simple thrust during our clash?
Too many things didn’t add up.
“I can guess what you’re wondering, young descendant. The answer to all those questions is simple.”
Liam answered the doubts forming in my mind.
“It’s because that fool only has one pair of wings.”
One pair. That was the answer — an immature Sword Runner.
“With only one pair, he can accelerate just one thing. And he can’t maintain it for long. If he accelerates his body, he can’t accelerate his mind. So, his body moves incredibly fast — but his brain can’t keep up.”
At last, everything made sense.
“If the mind can’t catch up, technique can’t follow. The way that Meken fights is the classic form of a rookie Sword Runner. Since he can’t accelerate multiple aspects at once, he prepares first, bursts forward to kill, and retreats again.”
 “……”
 “A true master swordsman could accelerate the mind and dominate up close with technique, but…”
Liam’s eyes glanced toward Meken with disdain.
“As you’ve seen, that man’s swordsmanship is pathetic. To put it bluntly, his body is a musclehead — but his head is still a child’s. A complete amateur.”
 “……”
 “You young ones would call that… What was it? A good-looking loser?”
A “good-looking loser,” huh.
I couldn’t quite agree.
That was something only a true Swordmaster like my teacher could say.
One of his wings is broken, but his presence hasn’t weakened.
The previous clash had drained much of my stamina. I still wasn’t used to using the Lines, and that single thrust had already left my body heavy and tired.
“Shame,” Liam muttered. “If you’d broken both wings, that would have been a perfect victory.”
 “Honestly, breaking one was already a miracle.”
I steadied my breath, watching Meken carefully while holding Twilight.
“Now comes the real fight,” Liam said. “Don’t lose your hardness. The greatness of the Karavan lies in endurance — the longer the battle, the stronger we become.”
Meken’s half-wing flared open again.
“As I always say, we only grow harder the more we’re hammered.”
 “Like Steel.”
A shiver ran down my spine.
It was starting again.
***
Meken’s swordsmanship wasn’t good. His realm was high, yes — but he couldn’t wield what he had with skill. His attacks were powerful, but monotonous. 
If it were me, I could think of dozens of ways to make better use of those wings. 
Well, that was lucky for me. But after being wounded once, Meken didn’t charge in recklessly again.
What’s he doing now?
He just stood there, swinging his sword through the air in slow preparation motions. Each time he did, my Path warned me — flashes of thunder running up my neck. The fatigue was beginning to pile up.
After about five times of feeling that electric terror, I realized what he was doing.
He’s fighting smart now.
The Path could predict a Sword Runner’s assault by detecting the mana pattern that flared when their wings activated. But it couldn’t tell if the danger was real or feigned. That was the difference in realm.
Meken swung his sword in place, over and over, as if practicing.
And I had no choice but to react to every one of those movements with my full focus.
To anyone watching, we must have looked absurd — two men standing still, swinging swords in empty air. But this was a deadly battle of wits. One slip, one false move, meant death. And in such a match, a Sword Runner had every advantage.
“Huff… hah—”
My stamina began to run low from maintaining my defense.
Seeing my heavy breathing, Meken’s eyes gleamed.
That eerie sense of danger returned — and this time, I reacted a bit too late.
He charged.
Clang—!
“Ugh!”
The metallic ring echoed as sparks flew.
My wrist trembled violently.
After one exchange, Meken retreated like a ghost again. Then, after several false swings, he lunged once more — but this time, it wasn’t his sword.
“Urgh—!”
He faked a swing and drove his plated boot straight into my gut.
It felt as if my insides were crushed to pulp. Blood filled my mouth instantly.
I thought my torso would explode. But I bit my lip and held my ground even as I staggered backward.
I couldn’t lose balance. 
If I fell, Meken wouldn’t retreat — he’d advance and cut off my head.
I forced myself upright, breathing raggedly, and raised my sword again.
Meken advanced. His wing spread wide.
Clang—!
“Huh… urgh.”
 “Oh?”
Through the clash of blades, Meken’s predatory eyes gleamed.
 Twilight trembled, being pressed down by his strength.
“So it was a trick after all. That hardness of yours — you can’t maintain it.”
 “……”
 “Of course. That kind of toughness isn’t something a whelp like you could sustain. Heh, heheheh.”
His gaze turned sharp and wild.
“Now that your limits are exposed, I don’t need to hold back.”
His remaining wing spread. He didn’t retreat anymore.
His longsword came crashing down with brutal force.
“Haah!”
I blocked with all my strength — but I couldn’t relax.
Meken’s sword didn’t stop. It hammered against my defense again and again.
There was no finesse — just raw speed and power.
“Come on, again!”
 “Ha—”
 “Do it again, you worthless brat!”
 “Haah—”
Clang! Clang! Clang!
The metallic roars filled the air as our blades clashed repeatedly.
Twilight followed Fetel’s memory, moving with the orthodox, knightly swordsmanship — rough, simple, but unyielding.
“You little—!”
Our elbows struck — locked together, so close our swords crossed at arm’s length.
At that moment, Fetel’s memories surged through the blade.
A duel isn’t some glamorous battle from a novel.
My body moved on its own. My front foot scraped the dirt as I slipped in between Meken’s legs. 
His eyes flickered — the next moment, my leg hooked behind his ankle, and his body lurched.
My honor duel wasn’t for honor. It was for you.
That’s why I did anything necessary to win.
My body twisted roughly on its own. 
Our locked arms and tangled wrists spun together, and using his weight against him, I pivoted and threw him down.
That was how I refused to bend.
It was a skilled sword grappling technique — a kind of sword-based martial art that unfolded when swordsmen came too close.
A technique etched deep in Fetel’s memories.
“Damn—!”
But Meken’s remaining wing made him tricky.
With a burst of mana, he widened the gap between us again — though not as far as before.
Half a wing… he’s reaching his limit.
No bird could fly forever with only one wing.
I clenched my teeth and poured the last of my strength into my legs, charging again.
Meken’s wing was nearly finished. He would need time to unfold it again.
This was my only chance.
“You little bastard—”
And then, I saw it — a blue Path spreading before my eyes.
Meken’s Path.
When one ascends to a higher realm, one doesn’t lose what they had before.
Becoming a Sword Runner means one has already mastered the Path of the Sword Walker.
“I take back what I said about sparing your life. You die here.”
Countless Paths filled my vision, devouring the world. It was the same phenomenon I had seen when I first met Fetel — waves made of infinite Paths, impossible to dodge or escape.
Beyond that storm of Paths stood Meken.
He spat on the ground. The wings behind his back folded shut — both of them.
For this moment, he was no longer a Sword Runner.
He had become a perfect Sword Walker.
But was that truly a good thing?
Meken might have been an immature Sword Runner — but as a Sword Walker, he was likely at the absolute peak. Maybe a complete Path was more dangerous than a broken pair of wings.
I clenched my teeth and gripped Twilight.
And then—To protect something, I had to become strong.
Fetel’s memory surged through me with overwhelming force.
That’s how my sword was born.
For that moment, it felt as if I had become Fetel himself.
There may be many swordsmen who have lingered in the realm of the Sword Walker longer than I. But I can take pride in one thing.
Dust swirled in the air.
In this Iron Kingdom, there isn’t a single swordsman who’s struggled more desperately, more wretchedly, at the edge of the Sword Walker’s path than I. And that’s why I’m certain of one thing.
As the storm of Paths rushed toward me, my own new Path began to unfold.
In a battle between Sword Walkers… I will not lose. Ever.
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The Paths collided and tangled together.
Straight lines twisted into curves, scattering into chaos before gathering once more.
Meken walked forward slowly, sword in hand.
But it wasn’t me standing against him now. The one holding Twilight in this moment was not the boy, Arhan Karavan — it was the sword’s true master: the honorable knight, Fetel.
Hair slicked neatly back, lips pressed tight, posture stiff and earnest — the noble knight who stood against his enemy in dignified silence.
My hands became Fetel’s hands.
My arms became his arms.
The complete knight unclaimed by disease — Fetel as he once was — stood firm, far harder than the man I had known.
『Lord Arhan.』
This wasn’t the Karavan Line. In that moment, a different Path spread within my heart.
『I simply wished to leave more of myself behind in this world.』
 『Perhaps that too is greed.』
To my eyes, the Path shimmered strangely. I couldn’t tell whether it was the mana of a Sword Walker… or the footprints of a man named Fetel, engraved by his life’s journey.
『Even if the world forgets me, I hope you remember.』
One thing was certain.
『That one knight struggled against this cruel world until the very end.』
That Path was every bit as firm as the Karavan’s — unyielding and solid. And then, a flood of memories surged into my mind. Fetel’s final memories.
『I won seventeen honor duels. I protected you amidst flaming arrows and the bombardments of mages. When five hundred starving refugees stormed the gates, I defended them alone.』
 『I devoted myself to you.』
 『And the world rewarded my devotion with an incurable disease.』
***
I barely won that first honor duel — the one I began solely for your sake. Even after, other knights came to challenge me, saying I had sinned. Seventeen duels in total. I won them all.
Everyone called me a fanatic.
“Do you really think you can protect that fallen noblewoman? You’ll regret it.”
 “……”
 “The great powers of the continent call us knights ‘dogs.’ And they’re half right. Without masters to give us food and shelter, we’re nothing but sword-wielding strays.”
 “……”
 “Change your allegiance. Why cling to a master who can’t feed or house you? Find a new one, you stupid bastard.”
The words were barbed, yet hard to deny.
 I ate meager food, lived in a shabby inn, and when funds ran low, I took mercenary jobs behind a mask.
It wasn’t the glorious life of a knight I once dreamed of. But I couldn’t leave.
“Sir Fetel, please. Leave.”
Even when she was dragged into the blood feud between the Iron Kingdom’s princes — forced into war — I couldn’t abandon her.
“Why won’t you leave me? Why?”
Flaming arrows, mage bombardments — chaos and screams filled the battlefield. Amidst it all, I protected her. Even atop her trembling horse, she shouted over the din:
Leave, Fetel. You can live. Even if I die here, you’re already an honorable knight. Many orders would take you in. Living that way would be worth far more than dying pointlessly here.
Leave me. 
Live your own life.
“Fetel, please…”
I still remember her tears outside the silent war tent, beside the restless horses. 
She looked at my bloodied, burnt face — struck by spells and explosions — and wept like a child.
Just like back then, when she’d fallen learning to ride for the first time.
“Why… why are you still here…”
The war destroyed her family.
My employer — her father — died in the chaos, his head mounted on an enemy banner.
Her mother took her own life as a prisoner.
Her brothers were buried in the mud.
She was no longer a nobility.
No longer beautiful.
No longer my master.
The contract her father had once held — the one hiring me — had long since burned.
She hadn’t been able to pay my wages in years.
But I didn’t leave. Before her, crying softly outside the stable, I spoke.
“Because I am Fetel the Loyal.”
She survived the war. Her once-delicate beauty — worthy of her name, Daisy — faded under its cruelty. Her laughter vanished, her skin roughened, her hair tangled, and small scars marred her once-fair face. But she regained her noble rights.
Through the second prince’s purge, meant to secure his throne, she was made Countess Daisy.
She became a Countess — yet she didn’t seem happy. Burdened with duty, she bore the anger of a nation. When starving peasants rioted, hammering on the gates of her estate, I stood before them alone.
I didn’t kill them.
I endured the stones, fists, and insults hurled my way, armor dented and bloodied — thinking, if this will soothe their rage, it’s worth it.
After being beaten nearly to death, I staggered back to her. She’d returned from her duties, exhausted. And though I had not kneeled before five hundred men, I knelt before her.
“Fetel…”
She no longer needed to call me Sir.
She was noble again, wealthy again, mistress of a domain and castle.
“I’m sorry, Fetel. I’m so sorry.”
Why did she still weep like a child? I couldn’t hate her.
I could only watch as she clung to me, sobbing, staining her gown with my blood and dust.
I wanted to embrace her — but didn’t. Instead, I spoke, clumsy as ever.
“…It has been my greatest honor to serve as your knight.”
She used her wealth and connections to heal my scars, repair my armor, and even recommended me to a reputable knight order.
Peace followed. But my realm did not rise.
The step to become a Sword Runner was too high. 
Those who began later than I, even some who’d started with me, sprouted wings — but I stayed grounded.
More knights joined her service, all tested Sword Runners.
 Yet she kept me closest.
“Sleeping with him, perhaps?” they whispered.
The rumors turned vile. Still, she never pushed me away.
She grew greater — brighter — while I stayed the same, aging and stagnant.
Perhaps it was then… that the seed of inferiority began to rot within me.
“I don’t know why that useless dog still stays by her side.”
I was no longer her sole protagonist.
Now she stood among true heroes — knights of brilliance and prestige.
She became the protagonist of her story. And I… I was a pathetic extra, refusing to leave the stage. All I could offer her was loyalty — to never betray her.
And that made me feel smaller than ever.
“……”
So I clung to my sword and to my wings. Desperate not to be discarded — afraid she might one day cast me aside — I devoted myself even more blindly.
Maybe the gods thought my struggle was too pitiful, and so they decided to take me.
Enough, Fetel, they said. This is how it ends.
In human words, that meant:
“We don’t know what disease it is. The only thing I can tell you is that you don’t have long. The marks will spread across your body, and nothing can stop them.”
 “……”
 “I’m sorry. There’s nothing more I can do.”
The world sentenced me to death.
Not by a knight’s duel.
Not protecting her in glory.
But by a pitiful, wretched illness.
I spent three days awake — no food, no sleep — in a haze.
The Knight Order exiled me.
Priests and healers barred me from temples, fearing contagion.
Even villagers I’d once protected shunned me.
The healer who diagnosed me for pay gossiped that Knight Fetel was diseased, and soon everyone treated me like a leper. In one night, everything fell apart.
That evening, Daisy came.
“Don’t go, Fetel.”
Don’t go, Fetel.
Even if you die, you’ll always be my greatest knight.
I’ll spend everything to find a cure. And if you still die, I’ll honor you with the grandest funeral.
So please — don’t leave me.
Stay by my side. Until the end.
Don’t leave me. Let’s finish our stories together.
She, who had always told me to leave — now begged me to stay, eyes the same as when she was still a young girl.
“I love you, Fetel.”
Perhaps we had always known.
Perhaps I had waited my whole life to hear it.
It was a forbidden, disgraceful love for a knight — but it had always lingered in the corner of my heart.
If I hadn’t been ill… maybe I would’ve kissed her.
Maybe we would’ve shared that night, ignoring everything else.
But that couldn’t be.
She was radiant. And I had already fallen into shadow.
My role was done. If I stayed, I’d only tarnish her light.
Once a character serves his purpose, he must leave the stage. That’s the most beautiful ending.
I still remember her face — her tearful eyes — and the sunset behind her, painting the world crimson. That twilight felt like my own life.
I could not drag her — my rising sun — into my twilight.
For after twilight, only darkness follows.
So I left. Because I was Fetel the Loyal. And I wanted her to remember me forever as her knight — her protagonist.
After she returned home, I slipped away quietly, whispering to the empty air.
“I loved you too, Daisy.”
I wandered the remote villages of the Iron Kingdom.
Avoiding people.
Seeking isolation.
I wanted no one to see my corpse.
Even if beasts devoured me, it was fine — as long as you didn’t see what I’d become.
I tried to forget you. But every evening, as the sky turned red, I couldn’t help but remember your gentle gaze.
One day, I arrived at a village. There, I met a strange boy.
“I don’t ever want to give up out of fear again — not before I’ve fought.”
For some reason, I couldn’t look away from him. His sword, his hardened heart — but most of all, the will burning in his eyes.
A will that suited the word protagonist far more than mine ever did.
So I became his neighbor.
Time passed quickly.
The marks spread, rotting my body and clouding my mind. And then one day, I saw a knight arrive.
The boy was in danger — and I took his crime upon myself.
“I killed him.”
It wasn’t pure selflessness. It was also selfishness.
“Didn’t you hear? A knight from the Green Deer Order — victorious in seventeen honor duels, the ever-honorable ‘Fetel the Loyal.’ I killed your deserter knight.”
It seemed like a fitting end for me.
Looking at that knight’s wings, jealousy burned again.
To die by the sword of someone who possessed what I’d always longed for — wings — wasn’t a bad fate.
And perhaps I was laughing at myself, still thinking of Daisy even as I stared at those wings.
If only I had wings, I thought, I could have stayed by her side without shame.
That my misery came from that — from being a man without wings.
So I drew my sword. And, as always, the world was merciless.
“I’ve always loved twilight.”
I died before the duel even ended.
“When the day ends and the dark night begins, that red glow that covers the world — I find it beautiful. It reminds me of us humans, leaving traces before the darkness takes us.”
The truth was, I loved twilight because it reminded me of you.
I smiled at the boy before me, though I couldn’t tell him all this.
I couldn’t confess my story or my love — not to anyone.
I was always a stubborn, foolish man — not good with words.
If that boy remembered me as a wandering knight dying of disease, that was fine.
But I hoped — just once — that someone would remember my struggle.
That much was enough.
“Take my sword.”
And I saw my true death.
As the distant sunset painted the world crimson, I thought of you again — the warmth of your hand, the scent of flowers, your gentle smile and voice, your tear-streaked face begging me to stay, your flushed cheeks whispering love.
Even dying, I smiled. Perhaps, like you, some part of my heart had remained a boy’s — forever dreaming.
I — Fetel, the boy — had dreamed of being the protagonist. But when I grew into a man, I could not be one. At my pitiful end, I finally saw the light. The twilight was beautiful — just like you.
And that… was the end of one knight named Fetel.
***
“……”
Countless Paths intertwined again.
The sword born of Fetel’s memory was honest — and unbreakable.
My Twilight did not falter, nor get lost among the countless Paths.
It walked on its own.
Meken’s Paths shattered one by one.
It wasn’t swordfighting anymore — it was proof of life itself.
Like when he’d won seventeen honor duels, like when he’d protected his master amid war, like when he’d endured the fists of starving refugees to defend a gate alone —He fought to protect what mattered, without bending —like the will of a man who’d long since left this world.
The Paths spread, stretching in every direction, then converging — many roads returning to one destination.
When all those winding paths became one, it turned thin as thread —a shimmering filament of light.
I drew a deep breath.
“Haa—”
I inherited Fetel’s Path. And through the Karavan blood, it turned to Steel — hardening into a single shining Line.
Following that Line, I gripped Fetel’s sword —stepped forward, and charged, heavy and fierce, swinging down like a giant axe.
Crude. Brutal. Perfect.
And for a heartbeat, my mind went blank.
“Ha—”
When I came to, I was standing behind Meken.
Red blood spattered the dirt.
With a dull sound, Meken’s sword fell — broken.
Two severed arms rolled across the ground.
“Gaaaah—!!”
Meken screamed — both arms gone.
I steadied my ragged breath, staring down at him. Around us, the surrounding knights looked on in stunned silence.
I lifted my sword high, then drove it into the earth.
Thunk.
The ground trembled.
 I squeezed out the last of my strength.
“Announce the winner of the honor duel.”
The dumbfounded squire’s mouth hung open.
 Above him, I saw Liam’s face floating serenely — smiling.
『Splendid.』
I had proven my kind neighbor’s life was not in vain.
 Yes.
“Go on,” I whispered.
The Karavan way.
***
『Designation: Twilight』
 『A long, sharp sword once wielded by Knight Fetel.』
 『A traditional longsword, typical of knights.』
 『Ingestion complete.』
 .
 .
 .
 『The Steel Blood is hungry.』
 『Ingest a new sword.』
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There was no need to even announce the victor of the honor duel.
My limbs were still attached, while Meken — face red and trembling — was being carried away by his knights to the temporary barracks.
Everyone present already knew the truth.
A Sword Runner had been defeated by a Sword Walker.
 A seasoned knight recognized as a strongman anywhere on the continent had been bested by an unripe country boy from a rural backwater.
“Impossible! It’s impossible! How could this be—!”
Even as thick, sticky blood dripped from his arms, Meken glared at me and screamed. The knights restrained him, dragging him toward the barracks, but even after they entered, his voice echoed loudly from within.
“Trickery! That damned brat used trickery in a sacred honor duel against a knight!”
While the commotion refused to die down, the young squire acting as referee turned to me and spoke in a low, subdued tone.
“…What do you wish to claim as the victor’s reward?”
He did not speak to me condescendingly.
 I couldn’t tell if that was because I had defeated his order’s vice-captain — or because he was simply a polite man by nature.
But one thing was certain: I now had the right to demand my reward as the victor.
And in cases like this—“I’d like to know what I can claim.”
It was best to assert oneself firmly.
Standing before the squire, I carried the air of many people.
The mercenary swordswoman Mary, who survived countless commissions in the Free City; the assassin of Crowley, hardened by the underworld; and Fetel the Loyal, who stood unshaken to defend his master.
That presence — that pressure — was not something a mere squire could withstand.
“All of it. Without exception.”
The squire let out a long sigh. But he didn’t call me arrogant, nor accuse me of bargaining like a merchant. In the Iron Kingdom, after all, strength was law — and no one could look down on a victor who had just defeated a Sword Runner.
No one cared that I looked young, or that my build was slight — almost feminine.
As always, in the Iron Kingdom, only power mattered.
And I had proven mine. Even covered in blood, gasping for air, my limbs shaking from overexertion — none of them could dismiss me.
“I’ll explain,” said the squire.
Yes, this was the Iron Kingdom.
“As victor, my lord, you may claim one of three things. Whichever you choose, Sir Meken, the vice-captain, is honor-bound to surrender it.”
In the Iron Kingdom, the strong took everything.
“First, you may—”
***
After finishing the talk with the squire, I returned to the mansion and rested.
 I had no idea how long I slept.
 When I finally awoke, the exhaustion that had weighed me down was somewhat lifted.
The damage to my body had been greater than I realized.
 The duel with Meken had been brutal.
 The result was good, but the process… nearly fatal.
 If I had faltered even once, it would have been my arms lying severed on the ground.
The stress of that extreme tension, the strain of wielding Fetel’s sword beyond my limits, the punishment of forcing my heart to its threshold — all of it had taken a massive toll.
That toll left me so drained I could do nothing but sleep. When I sat up from the bed, pain stabbed through my entire body — deep, pounding muscle aches. As I struggled upright, I felt a weight pressing on my thigh.
“Seol Yoon?”
There she was — fast asleep, resting her head on my lap.
Beside the bed, a small pot of steaming white porridge sat on the table.
While I stared blankly at the scene, Liam’s voice spoke.
『While you slept like the dead, the girl took care of you.』
 “……”
 『Quite devoted, I must say. She worried about you a great deal. Tell me, does she fancy you, perhaps? Ha! If young men and women start falling for each other already, life will only get harder—』
 “Stop saying weird things.”
I glared at him. Seol Yoon remained asleep, breathing softly against my knee. I gently brushed her light hair aside.
‘Come to think of it, she said once… she couldn’t just ignore someone who was hurt.’
That was when we’d first arrived here — when she’d helped me support Fetel.
 It seemed Seol Yoon had her own reasons, things she didn’t talk about.
“Still… she really is just a girl, isn’t she.”
She wasn’t wearing her usual fighter’s garb today — just something soft and simple. Like this, she looked less like a prodigious swordswoman, and more like the young, innocent girl she actually was.
Without thinking, I reached out to touch her hair — but stopped myself.
 There were more important things than indulging youthful impulses.
『Yes, best to stop right there.』
I sighed and came to my senses.
 Carefully, I laid a blanket over her and began to eat the porridge she’d prepared.
“…It tastes awful.”
It was bland — watery, even.
Clearly made by someone with little experience cooking.
But I finished every spoonful anyway.
 Poor taste meant clumsy skill — and clumsy skill meant sincerity.
 I was suspicious and cautious by nature, but I wasn’t heartless.
Of course… checking for poison with a silver spoon had happened, but let’s pretend it hadn’t.
After eating, I changed clothes and stepped outside.
 When I returned, Seol Yoon was awake, rubbing her eyes.
“…You’re up?”
 “Yes. Thank you for the meal.”
She blinked at me drowsily.
“It was good, right?”
I didn’t answer.
“I said, it was good, right?”
Persistent.
***
We walked outside together. 
After eight rounds of “Was it good?” she finally asked a question I could answer.
“You remember our promise, right?”
“Of course.”
If I survived, we’d cross swords. And I survived.
A promise must be kept.
But first—“Before that… I’d like to hold Fetel’s funeral.”
My kind neighbor deserved to be laid to rest with respect.
“Alright. He was a good man.”
Seol Yoon nodded with her usual calm expression.
My first neighbor had left this world.
“And you’re a good person too, Seol Yoon. You cared for me while I slept. Honestly, I was moved.”
Those who leave deserve a proper farewell — so the living can move forward.
 I smiled at my second neighbor.
Seol Yoon stared at me for a moment — then let a small smile slip across her stoic face.
“Don’t even try it. Like I said, you’re not my type.”
 “Is that so?”
 “So? Was it good?”
 “……”
Light teasing passed between us as we climbed a hill.
 At the top, beneath the crimson sunset, stood Fetel — now still as a statue.
“…You’ve done well, Fetel.”
We had chosen The Rest of Fire for his funeral.
“I tried to honor your life, my friend. I hope you saw.”
It was an old rite of the Goddess Marcia, whom Fetel had once worshiped —a ceremony of burning the body, so the soul could rise to the heavens as smoke.
Neither Seol Yoon nor I were believers.
“May the Maiden of the Sky embrace you.”
 “May the Maiden of the Sky embrace you.”
But as we set the pyre alight, we clasped our hands and prayed — just as Fetel himself would have done. 
May he rest peacefully beside his god.
“…Beautiful sunset tonight.”
 “Yeah. This village is good for that, at least.”
 “There’s plenty else good about it too.”
The sky blazed red as the funeral ended — today’s twilight deeper, richer than usual.
 We watched it in silence.
『How peaceful, young descendant.』
…Unaware of what was unfolding below the hill.
『It seems the reward you chose from the honor duel has stirred quite the storm.』
 “I didn’t think what I picked was anything that dramatic.”
 『Oh, it was dramatic — though you may not realize it yet.』
I frowned slightly.
『It seems your fate won’t grant you much rest.』
I couldn’t yet understand what he meant — not until later.
***
In the temporary command tent of the Knight Order, Meken lay writhing in pain.
“You mustn’t move for at least a month. Thankfully, your opponent was merciful — the cuts were clean enough for me to reattach your arms. But you’ll never wield a sword the same again. The nerves will be dull.”
The elderly healer, summoned hastily from a nearby city, gave his diagnosis.
 Meken’s face flushed even redder — but not from pain.
“…Merciful?”
 “Yes. Whoever your opponent was, he clearly understood chivalry—”
 “Haha… hahahahaha!”
Meken’s laughter turned feral. With a low growl, he awakened his Mana Heart, the air vibrating with its harsh pulse. His voice was a growl between his teeth.
“You mock me, old man? You dare? Do you want to die, you gutter rat healer?”
 “Sir Vice-Captain! Please, calm yourself!”
 “Get off me! That bastard—”
The knights rushed in, barely restraining him.
 The healer fled pale-faced from the tent.
Meken glared at the empty entrance, panting heavily.
“You don’t believe that either, do you?”
 “……”
 “This wasn’t a sacred duel! That brat must have cheated! No mere Sword Walker could have such hardness! He used a magic tool — or maybe, yes… a black magician! There were rumors of one nearby!”
 “Sir Vice-Captain—”
 “That wasn’t a boy! It was a golem — a puppet crafted by a black magician! Yes, that must be it! Or perhaps the magician cursed me from the shadows—”
The more he ranted, the darker the knights’ faces became.
 They knew it was nonsense.
 Even Meken probably knew — but he couldn’t accept it.
He couldn’t accept that he, a Sword Runner, had been defeated by a boy.
 That he had lost both arms to someone so insignificant.
As his breathing grew ragged, killing intent flooded the air — and all fell silent.
 For all his injuries, Meken was still a Sword Runner, and his murderous aura was terrifying.
Then—“Pathetic.”
The feral pressure vanished in an instant.
“I warned you, didn’t I? Unripened wings are nothing but paper.”
“……”
 “I told you what would happen when you faced someone harder than you — that you would shatter completely.”
“…You— how…”
At the soft, resonant voice, all the knights turned to the tent’s entrance.
An old man stood there, bearded and dignified, wearing gleaming silver armor. His eyes shone sharply — the aura of a master.
The very air of the tent revolved around him.
Meken’s aura, once fierce, had utterly vanished before him.
The meaning was obvious.
“You thought yourself godlike in this provincial hole? How arrogant. The world is vast, Meken — and full of fangs sharp enough to tear your unripe wings.”
Only another Sword Runner, or someone beyond that realm, could suppress him so easily.
“Why… How are you here, Sir Vermartin?”
Sir Vermartin.
“The illustrious commander of the Knight Order himself — why come all the way here…”
Vermartin, the commander of the Yellow Elephant Knight Order, snorted.
“I came because of your incompetence, you fool. My vice-captain runs off to duel unsanctioned — and loses, no less?”
 “B-but how could you have arrived from the capital so quickly?”
 “You think I came alone, boy?”
With that, Vermartin flung open the tent flap.
Outside, ranks of knights stood in full armor — their helmets concealing their faces, their warhorses clad in steel barding. Behind them stood robed mages beneath banners, magic pulsing faintly in the air.
It was a force fit for war.
As Meken gaped, Vermartin continued.
“You idiot. The vice-captain’s position isn’t a toy. Power comes with responsibility — responsibility our whole Order bears, not just you.”
He exhaled heavily.
“The boy who broke your wings spared your life. In return, he demanded our Flag.”
“…What?”
Meken’s eyes trembled.
In the Iron Kingdom’s dueling tradition, if the victor chose to spare the loser’s life, he could claim one of three rewards.
First, to seize all of the loser’s wealth and possessions.
Second, to brand the loser with a mark of shame — enslaving them in eternal dishonor.
Most chose one of these two; they brought the greatest gain.
The third, however, brought little material benefit — and was such a burden on the defeated that almost no one chose it.
“Why… why that one?”
 “Because he’s a fool, that’s why.”
The Flag.
In detail: the loser must restore all honor to the victor — and beyond that, use every means possible to elevate the victor’s name. Every connection, every resource — everything.
It was an old tradition, mocked by the practical knights of today as “a relic of foolish chivalry.”
“But the boy who defeated you,” Vermartin said, “has a conviction hard as steel.”
It was the most knightly of all choices.
“I’m intrigued. To think such a romantic swordsman still exists in this age.”
 “……”
 “A boy who fought as a proxy for a fallen knight, won the duel, and claimed the Flag for that man’s honor — doesn’t that sound like the opening to a tale of knighthood? Ha!”
Vermartin smiled broadly.
“I’ll have to meet him myself.”
Then he stroked his beard, chuckling.
“Oh — and there’s one more guest.”
“Guest?”
“You think I gathered this many knights and mages alone?”
Vermartin cleared his throat.
“After the Flag was claimed, the squires sent word to us — that we now bore the duty to raise the name of Knight Fetel the Loyal.”
 “……”
 “And as we prepared, a most distinguished visitor came to see us.”
At his words, the gathered ranks outside parted neatly to the sides.
“It seems that Knight Fetel the Loyal was no ordinary man.”
From the center of the path came the rhythmic click of heels.
“To think someone so influential would travel from the capital to this remote corner of the kingdom…”
 “In-influential? A noble?”
 “You’ll see soon enough. Show respect — if you value your neck.”
As everyone bowed, a woman entered the tent.
Immediately, Vermartin’s tone shifted — formal and solemn.
“Bow before the Lady Duchess Daisy White — mistress of the Watchers who safeguard the Iron Kingdom. Show respect, Vice-Captain Meken of the Yellow Elephant.”
Daisy. Fetel’s former master — the woman who had searched for him so desperately, who had once loved him.
But the Daisy who entered the tent was no longer a girl.
She was a refined, mature noblewoman — and her house was no longer fallen.
White.
At that name, Meken’s eyes widened in shock.
Of course.
“So,” she said, voice cool as glass,
 “You're the one who challenged my Fetel to an honor duel?”
One of the five most powerful houses on the continent.
“You’ll regret not dying in that duel, Meken.”
The House of White — guardians of order.
There wasn’t a soul on the continent who didn’t know their name.
“I’ll make certain of it,” she said softly.
 “Gladly.”
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I hadn’t known much about the final reward I’d chosen — the Flag.
When I recalled what the young squire had told me, it went something like this:
“You may request that the fallen knight’s honor be restored and made radiant once more. We call this request ‘the Flag.’”
After his formal explanation, I had answered without hesitation:
“Then I’ll choose that.”
Now that I thought about it, the squire had looked rather taken aback by my answer.
It made sense — the first two options were vastly more practical and rewarding.
Meken was the vice-captain of a knight order and a Sword Runner. He must have been wealthy, and to take such a powerful man as my slave — to command him as I pleased — would have been an immense prize. But none of that could have eased the fundamental discomfort I felt.
All I wanted was for Fetel’s soul to be remembered — even a little. So I cast away greed, and asked for the Flag.
Well.
“That knight would’ve been happy to see this sight.”
I hadn’t expected it to turn into something so… grand.
“This is the first time I’ve ever seen anything like this.”
I was overwhelmed by the scene before me.
Night had fallen, the sky black and vast, while countless mages — visitors from afar — filled it with shimmering magical fire.
 It was the first time in my life I’d ever seen a mage.
 They shaped flames as if molding clay, sculpting them into dazzling patterns that drifted across the heavens.
It was like watching fire spirits dance, or witnessing one of the continent’s mythical visions come to life.
Amid the blossoming lights, songs of valor and the beat of drums rang through the air.
At the heart of the village, a festival was being held — a festival to honor the death of a single man, Fetel.
There were no villagers to celebrate, no crowd to watch — only this lonely countryside hamlet holding a ceremony for one departed soul.
“It’s proof that the knight lived rightly,” said Liam, his eyes faintly sorrowful.
 “Proof that someone still wishes to remember him, even after his passing. It doesn’t matter how grand or small the ceremony is — what matters is that someone remembers. That is the greatest gift the dead can receive.”
Liam gazed at the fires with an uncharacteristic melancholy.
“You can see it, can’t you, young descendant? Even one as great as I, and the house I came from — no one remembers us anymore.”
Knights on horseback raised their swords in salute, while at the entrance of the village, a massive stone monument was erected bearing Fetel’s name.
All of this had been done in a single day — the work of many knights and mages.
Watching the almost otherworldly beauty of it all, I found myself murmuring:
“Master.”
“Yes?”
 “What happens to people after they die?”
What happens to the dead? It was a question asked in every religion across the continent — one the living could never stop wondering about.
 My question was a philosophical one, but Liam did not answer immediately.
So I rephrased it.
“…Do you think Fetel can see this?”
Liam remained silent for a long while. Then, drifting through the air like a phantom, he finally replied.
“Only the sword knows.”
As always, he spoke like one of the witches of the Sky Empire — elusive and difficult to grasp.
Yet his words lingered, heavy and profound.
Fetel had left behind only one thing: His honest, steadfast sword — Twilight.
That blade carried every step of his life within it.
Perhaps Liam’s answer was the truest one.
While I was lost in thought, a woman approached me — someone I’d never met, yet somehow felt familiar. When she drew close enough for me to see her face clearly, I understood why.
“…You’re the one who became my Fetel’s proxy warrior, the one who protected his honor.”
I had never met her, but I knew her well.
 I had seen her countless times within the memories sealed in Fetel’s sword, and had felt waves of his emotions like tides through the blade.
For a long moment, I stood there blankly — then spoke before I realized it.
“…Daisy.”
Fetel’s former master.
The woman he had thought of even as his life faded with the twilight — the girl he had loved.
No longer a girl now, but a graceful, dignified woman — Daisy stood before me.
***
“My Fetel’s honor will be restored. Every bard in the Iron Kingdom will sing songs of ‘Fetel the Loyal’ until people grow sick of them. Every academy my husband sponsors will teach his name to aspiring knights. I’ll use every resource I have to make Fetel’s death glorious.”
Cold night wind swept through her hair as she spoke fervently about what she would do.
 She had become far more formidable than in the days Fetel knew her.
The House of White — even a backwater peasant like me knew that name.
 A noble family so powerful that the entire Iron Kingdom bowed to them, and Daisy was now the Duchess — the lawful wife of the White family’s patriarch.
I didn’t know what had happened in her life, but it didn’t matter.
 As she spoke on and on, I began to hear sorrow creeping into her voice.
So I said quietly: “You don’t need to go that far. Sir Fetel will remember you.”
 “……”
 “Honoring his spirit is enough. That would satisfy him.”
She fell silent at that.
Then whispered: “…He wasn’t a man who should have gone that way.”
 “……”
 “My Fetel was loyal and wonderful beyond words. If not for him, I wouldn’t be alive today.”
Daisy smiled faintly. But even as she smiled, tears shimmered in her eyes.
“The life he showed me was light itself — the proof that if you stand firm against the world, happiness will someday come. Fetel was my proof of life… and my eternal companion.”
A tear rolled down her cheek. In that moment, her noble title and her power meant nothing.
Whether she was a duchess, a fallen noble, or simply a woman who couldn’t let go of her past — right now, she was just Daisy.
“You’re a kind child,” she said softly.
 “Thanks to you, Fetel didn’t die alone. I’m so grateful for that. So unbearably grateful.”
She wiped her tears, and I waited silently until she composed herself again.
“Just a moment.”
Daisy stepped toward Fetel’s grave — the one Seol Yoon and I had built. She knelt, kissed the dusty stone, and left a faint red mark on it. Then, folding her hands, she prayed in the way Fetel had — a gesture of the Goddess Marcia’s faith, wishing peace for the departed beneath the open sky.
After a while, she turned and approached me. From her breast, she drew a small white medal — different from the Arena tokens used to prove identity.
 It shimmered faintly and chimed like glass when it swayed.
“Take this,” she said.
 “What is it?”
 “A token of gratitude — for sending my beloved friend off in peace.”
Smiling brightly, Daisy pressed it into my hand.
“The Watchers of the White family never forget their debts — whether kindness or vengeance, they always repay. I am no exception.”
 “……”
 “If you ever find yourself in desperate need, break this medal. When it shatters, I’ll come to you — no matter what danger you’re in.”
Her eyes hardened, gleaming like steel.
“The Watchers will guard your future.”
I stared, stunned, at the medal in my hand.
A boy from a forgotten corner of the kingdom couldn’t begin to understand what kind of power or promise this represented.
Only Liam chuckled.
“Haha… young descendant, you have no idea what you’ve just received.”
He was right. I had no idea. But one thing, at least, I knew.
“Thank you.”
That I wasn’t the only one who mourned Fetel sincerely.
“Sir Fetel was a good friend to me too.”
And so I spoke simply, honestly.
“If you ever need my help, Lady Daisy, just say the word. We shared the same friend — that makes us friends as well. I’ll do what I can.”
Daisy smiled — warm and amused.
“You’re adorable, child.”
Her hand brushed my cheek.
“But for some reason, I feel you’ll become truly great one day. Someone who won’t tremble even before the name of White.”
I couldn’t tell if her words were heartfelt or polite. But I found myself remembering another voice:
“For some reason, my lord, I think your name will be remembered in this continent’s history.”
The precious words my kind neighbor Fetel had once said.
Daisy and Fetel were alike — walking different paths, yet still the same in spirit.
***
For two days, Daisy gathered every knight and mage she had brought and held ceremonies in Fetel’s name before departing.
“This was just a formal rite,” she said. “The real event will be held once Fetel’s body is recovered — in his homeland. Everyone there will remember his name.”
 “……”
 “His honor will shine brighter than ever. I’ll make sure of it.”
I would never see that grand event — I had no ties to the capital, nor any interest in courtly society. 
Here, nothing would change.
Fetel was gone.
That was all.
Except — his death was no longer stained.
That alone was enough for me.
“All humans die someday,” Liam murmured.
 “That’s why the way one’s death is remembered — the way the living choose to carry that memory — is what matters most.”
His words struck deep.
Death is the destination of every life, after all.
“Alright,” I said quietly. “Let’s go.”
Setting emotion aside, I hadn’t gained much from the duel or Fetel’s death. 
I had defeated a Sword Runner, but claimed nothing tangible — no gold, no slave, no glory for myself. All of it would go to Fetel.
Still, it wasn’t as if I’d gained nothing.
“Your gear’s awful,” Daisy had said before leaving.
 “It’s not much, but take these. We’re friends, after all.”
She’d given me fine gifts — a mithril armor and boots used only by the Watchers of White, and a razor-sharp dwarven steel sword capable of cleaving plain iron like paper.
I accepted them gratefully. But even if she hadn’t given them, I wouldn’t have minded.
My revenge had never been about practicality. It had begun with emotion — and if I couldn’t find emotional peace through it, I’d lose the very reason I’d started down this path.
Becoming Fetel’s proxy warrior and avenging him — that was, in the end, also for myself.
With that in mind, I watched them depart.
Daisy’s party left first.
Then came Meken’s order, trudging behind like defeated soldiers.
Meken himself looked deathly pale, like a man condemned to die — and honestly, that suited him fine.
He was never someone I liked anyway.
Once all the guests had gone, quiet returned to the village.
 But as I stood there watching the last of them leave, an old knight approached me.
“Hmm. Smaller and younger than I expected.”
 “…Who are you?”
 “Yet fascinating in so many ways. No wonder that fool Meken lost.”
The bearded old man ignored my question, speaking as if to himself.
 Clad in silver armor, he examined me closely, smiling.
“What an unusual body. A hidden gem in the middle of nowhere.”
 “…?”
 “Your heart seems newly forged, crude even — yet its hardness is like steel hammered for decades. Only one bloodline I know carries such traits…”
His keen eyes ran over me. After a silent moment, he chuckled.
“No — impossible. The blood of steel can’t still exist in this age. You’re merely similar, that’s all.”
Steel Blood.
At those words, my composure nearly cracked. I forced an awkward smile, trying to steady my face.
The old knight grinned, showing his teeth.
“Still young, I see. You’ve no poker face.”
He suddenly leaned in — his face inches from mine.
 I stammered instinctively.
“I-I don’t know what you mean.”
 “Be careful, boy. I’m letting this slide because you’ve done something admirable — a knightly deed, romantic even, in an age that’s forgotten such things.”
He clapped my shoulder — heavy as steel.
“I came here because I had to see you myself — and I’m glad I did. Seems this old Vermartin’s instincts haven’t gone dull after all. A descendant of Steel Blood, hidden in the outskirts of the Iron Kingdom… ha!”
“Like I said… I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I tried to sound calm. But then his face hardened.
“If you can’t hide it perfectly, say nothing. A clumsy lie is worse than silence. Remember, boy — steel does not speak.”
His gaze turned beastlike — predatory and terrifying.
“Hide yourself better. If the Prince’s Executioner discovers you, you’ll die.”
 “……”
 “The Executioner shows no mercy to men over eighteen. Learn to conceal yourself perfectly while you still can — if you want to live.”
I understood everything he meant.
The clues were enough.
My eyes widened.
The Prince’s Executioner.
The man who showed no mercy to grown men.
The old knight was speaking about my enemy —Swordmaster Carlos.
“You should be thankful,” Vermartin said gravely, “that I am a swordsman who reveres Steel.”
Then, relaxing again, he added lightly:
“Proxy warrior of the honor duel — you seem to have many questions.”
 “……”
 “But it’s too early. You wouldn’t understand yet.”
He smiled faintly.
“When you’ve grown wings…”
 “……”
 “…come find me.”
He stepped back, and finally answered the question I had asked at the start.
“You’ll find me in the Iron Kingdom’s capital — the Blade City, Cherville.”
 “……”
 “Ask for Sir Vermartin.”
As he turned to leave, his voice rang out one last time:
“They’ll know me by another name — Vermartin the Steel.”
And with that, every visitor who had come to our quiet village was gone. Yet I stood there for a long while, unable to move.
For a very long time.
***
The death of my first neighbor, Fetel.
 The battle with the deserter knight.
 The honor duel against a Sword Runner.
 The visit of a duchess from one of the Five Great Houses.
 The sight of mages and their solemn rites.
All of it had been new, bewildering — but that final meeting had overshadowed everything.
The words of that old knight named Vermartin shook me deeply, and confusion lingered for a long time.
Well.
“What are you brooding about?”
Of course, I didn’t stay trapped in confusion forever.
“Nothing’s changed, young descendant. You still have one thing to do.”
My goal was clear.
“To grow stronger. To keep moving forward.”
No matter what happened, that never changed.
So there was no reason to waver.
When I realized that, I looked up. Liam was floating above the shabby house as always, watching me with his stern, dignified face.
“In the way of the Karavan.”
There was no need to overthink.
 I had a great teacher who always pointed me toward the right answer.
 And once again, he did so now.
“It’s time to consume a new sword, young descendant.”
Chapter 31
Chapter 31 – Wild Instinct (1)
Sweat poured down my entire body like rain.
How had things turned out like this?
「Hey now, don’t go left. Go there and you’ll die.」
 “Just… shut up.”
 「Is that any way to speak to your master?」
Liam had clearly suggested I eat a new sword. As always, I agreed without hesitation, and simply did as he told me—like I was under some kind of spell.
But why—
「Ah, you’re about to fall.」
 “F***.”
 「Be careful. And mind your language too.」
—had I ended up in this mess?
「Didn’t I always tell you to stop at ‘shi—’? Tsk.」
I glared at my teasing master and grabbed a rock with a harsh crunch. Then, with a deep sigh, I looked around. There wasn’t a sword in sight.
All I could see were sheer cliffs and cloud-draped mountains towering above me.
“Just… cut me a break today. Seriously, f***.”
To explain how this had happened, I needed to go back in time a bit.
***
It had all begun with a question from Liam.
「My young descendant, what level would you say your sword has reached now?」
After a brief pause, I answered,
“I’d say somewhere between the early and middle stages of a Sword Walker.”
Liam nodded, then asked,
「And do you think your body matches that level?」
My body. That was an unexpected topic.
「A Sword Walker is one who may finally call himself a swordsman and possesses the minimum qualification to become a knight. Does your body fit that description?」
Hearing that, I looked in the mirror. The reflection staring back was far more developed than when I’d first picked up a sword—solid muscle formed all over, my body firm and balanced.
My once-scrawny shoulders had broadened to an average width, and my arms had thickened thanks to the muscles honed through sword training.
But—“No, I don’t think so.”
That was only because my body had been pitifully weak to begin with.
「Then what do you see now?」
 “About average for my age. Maybe like a guy who likes to work out.”
That was the honest truth.
If I went to the nearest town—or even a random city—I’d see plenty of people built like me. 
Maybe even some country bumpkin who just liked running around would have a better body.
A body is largely a matter of what you’re born with, after all.
「Exactly. To put it bluntly, your body is still far too lacking to be called that of a Sword Walker.」
 “……”
 「You’ve survived so far thanks to the toughness of your Mana Heart and a few strokes of luck, but you’ll soon feel the limits of your flesh more keenly than ever.」
Liam’s eyes scanned me up and down.
「You already feel the strain when using the Karavan Line, don’t you? You can’t even draw on the memories of the swords you’ve ingested all at once—only one at a time.」
 “……”
 「In truth, a Sword Walker should be able to extend the Lines through their entire body like veins, forging a body of steel. That is the true power of the Karavans. But, my young descendant—you cannot.」
He was right.
Liam had carefully chosen swords suited to me, given me countless lessons, and elevated my realm through doubt itself. But my body had failed to keep up.
「The Karavan Line isn’t some ultimate technique. It should come as naturally as breathing.」
 “……”
 「If the balance between your body and sword collapses like this, you’ll break down completely later. Do you think the Karavan’s uniqueness lies only in the Line? No. Our uniqueness extends from our wings, to our armor, and finally, to our ultimate sword.」
Listening quietly, I asked,
“Then… what should I do?”
 「You must build your frame now.」
He looked at me with cold eyes.
「The sword you’ll eat next will solve your immediate problem.」
A sword. Of course—that was the Karavan way.
I looked at my great master and asked,
“What sword am I eating this time?”
Liam smiled faintly.
「First, there’s a place we must go.」
***
The place Liam wanted to go was quite far from our village—The northern region of the Iron Kingdom, where rough, towering mountains stretched endlessly. The locals called it the Grave of Swords.
“That’s going to take a while to reach.”
 「Indeed. The journey will take at least ten days. But knowing you, you won’t be able to leave this place unattended. Judging by the uninvited guests you’ve had so far, leave it empty long enough, and the Karavan mansion will surely be defiled.」
 “Isn’t there somewhere closer?”
 「That place is the best. To form the foundation for your wings, there’s a process you must go through first.」
It was a crossroads. But I couldn’t abandon this estate—never.
‘I miss Fetel.’
Until now, I could leave because my honorable neighbor had protected it. But Fetel was gone from this world. As that lonely thought flickered, Liam spoke.
「You have another neighbor, don’t you?」
I looked to the side.
“Little Gladiator.”
It was Seol Yoon.
“It’s time to fulfill our promise,” she said, her tone sharp.
 “Let’s cross blades—for real.”
***
Seol Yoon unsheathed her sword and began stretching, her body elongating gracefully. It was her way of warming up before a swordfight. Watching her, I said,
“Seol Yoon, I have a favor to ask.”
 “What kind?”
She lifted her head slightly, eyes locking on mine.
“I plan to leave this village again to aim higher. But I can’t bear to leave it unguarded. I’d like you to protect it while I’m gone—just as Fetel once did.”
 “……You want me, who left Ferma to follow and watch you, to stay alone in this countryside and stand guard?”
She wasn’t wrong.
 I hesitated, and she added,
“It doesn’t look like you’re just trying to get rid of me, though.”
 “……Yes. I mean it sincerely, not as an excuse.”
 “Then I have one condition.”
“Condition?”
She exhaled softly and said,
“Give me enlightenment. Make it so that even if I stay here instead of following you, the time I spend focusing only on the sword will still have meaning. Give me a hint worth devoting myself to—with your sword. Then I’ll stay and guard this village without complaint.”
 “……”
 “That’s fair, isn’t it?”
She spoke as if she were already being generous.
 I turned to Liam with a helpless face.
My expression said it all: ‘How am I supposed to enlighten a genius like her?’
Liam chuckled, clearly amused.
「You’ll have to figure that out yourself, my young descendant.」
Thankfully, he added one more line, stroking his chin like a benevolent teacher.
「Just give it your all when you swing your sword. That should lead to a good result.」
Damn it. As usual, no clear answer.
“Are you ready?”
Seol Yoon cracked her neck and stared straight at me.
I sighed, then drew my sword. This time, I’d use Fetel’s sword—Twilight. Of course, that wasn’t all. Four Fangs were ready at my side, and Needle hung on my opposite hip.
Always be ready to use every weapon you have.
No point in hesitating.
I nodded.
“Yes, I’m ready. Let’s begin.”
The moment the words left my mouth, Seol Yoon stepped forward and thrust. Her sword shot out like an arrow—long, sharp, and precise. The move resembled Mary’s Needle, yet it was even more refined and threatening.
‘She’s already making it her own.’
I clenched my teeth and inhaled deeply. My second heart began to pulse, hardening my blade. 
At the same time, the thin lines spread around me.
Seol Yoon’s breathing deepened as superhuman strength filled her body. I moved the same way. I was also capable of using the power of a Sword Walker now.
As she became a superhuman, I matched her, creating a Road following her sword’s trajectory.
A brief but fierce clash followed.
Clang!
Sparks flew as our swords collided and deflected.
Clang!
The blades slid against each other, twisting, parrying, and striking again. The metallic shriek rang out as our faces nearly brushed. My front foot snapped forward, hooking her leg—Sword Wrestling, a knight’s technique from Fetel’s memories.
Seol Yoon frowned for an instant, then spun midair like a cat to land on her feet. Immediately, a serpentine road wrapped toward me. I countered by spreading my own Road, blocking it.
Right after, I drew a Fang from my thigh sheath and thrust. She tilted her head to dodge. Her hair whipped across my face, momentarily obscuring my view—then her sword bent unnaturally downward. I raised my blade to block, but her weapon suddenly froze mid-swing.
A heartbeat later, her foot slipped between mine, pulling at my knee joint and breaking my balance.
‘Sword Wrestling.’
She’d stolen Fetel’s technique in an instant.
I rammed Twilight into the ground, pressed its hilt with my palm, and used it to spin midair. 
Dropping Twilight, I grabbed Needle from my hip and stabbed with acrobatic precision.
Seol Yoon deflected the attack with the slanted face of her sword and immediately pressed forward again.
And—“Haa—”
At the tip of her blade, I saw a faint line.
That ended it.
With one breath, I drove Needle forward with all my might.
The Line pierced through everything between us, shattering the air. When the dust cleared, Seol Yoon knelt on one knee, clutching her broken sword.
“……That’s basically cheating.”
The match was decided.
Among Sword Walkers, the Karavan Line was almost unfair—an unstoppable road of steel. 
Even in its earliest stage, it had once defeated a Sword Runner. There was no way Seol Yoon could block it.
Looking at her, I asked,
“Did you gain any insight?”
 “Hmm.”
Despite losing, she smiled proudly.
“Not from you… but your Immortal had some good words for me.”
Immortal?
I turned my gaze from her to Liam.
 He only shrugged.
「What are you staring at, my young descendant?」
 “……”
 「Let’s go. As I said, a good result.」
What had the two of them talked about?
I hadn’t heard Liam’s voice during the fight. He’d seemed to do nothing at all.
Well… he was always a mysterious being.
“As I promised, I’ll guard this village. Travel safely, Little Gladiator.”
At least things had ended well.
「That girl would be worth teaching. If only she had Karavan blood.」
 “……”
 「Next time, she won’t be so easy to beat with the Line. A genius grows rapidly with even the smallest hint.」
……That was a bit unsettling.
「It’d be nice if you and that girl had a child someday. With the Karavan blood and a genius for swordsmanship combined, our family might finally see another prodigy.」
 “Please stop saying weird things.”
Anyway—That was how I left the village once more.
***
And thus, the story circles back to where it began.
“F***!”
After more than ten days of changing carriages and paying hefty fees for a mage’s portal, I finally reached the northern frontier.
「Careful, careful.」
But before I could even enjoy the northern cityscape, Liam ordered me further north—and further still.
That’s why I am like this now.
「We’re almost there.」
 “Stop saying that alrea—Aaaah!”
 「You nearly died there, child.」
I’d been climbing for hours—no idea how long.
Even my Road-enhanced strength was nearly drained, yet for over two hours Liam had repeated the same infuriating lines: “Almost there,” “The destination is in sight.”
Damn it.
The Grave of Swords in the northern Iron Kingdom. A mountain so dangerous that even seasoned rangers vanished here by the dozens every year. Compared to the cliff behind my village, this was another world entirely.
If I hadn’t learned to handle the power of a Sword Walker, I’d probably already be dead—floating around like my master’s ghost.
「You’re still too weak to wander as a spirit, my young descendant. Only those who’ve achieved divinity or transcendence like me can roam the Middle Realm as souls…」
 “I didn’t ask…!”
 「Hmph. The witches of the Sky Empire would pay ten thousand gold coins to hear such stories, yet you cut me off? You’ll regret that later.」
 “For the love of—just stop talking, please.”
Maybe it was because he’d been dead so long, or maybe it was that old man's habit of never shutting up, but Liam just kept chattering while I risked my life climbing.
And finally—“Haah!”
After who knew how much suffering, I reached the top. I collapsed immediately, gasping for air.
“I seriously thought I was going to die…”
 「One in three who come here do die, actually.」
 “……”
 「Don’t give me that blasphemous look.」
I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not—though it felt like he might be serious this time.
While I was glaring at him and trying to rest, he spoke again.
「I understand you’re exhausted, but don’t relax too much.」
 “……You don’t like me lying down?”
 「That too, but mostly because it’s dangerous here.」
The moment he said that, my sharpened senses caught something heavy—an oppressive presence. Instinctively, Doubt flared within me.
Footprints in the mud.
Blade marks in the grass.
And an unfamiliar language whispered in the wind.
I sniffed. A foul stench wafted from the distance.
「The masters of this mountain despise intruders.」
Immediately, I forced my tired body upright and steadied my breath. My second heart began to beat faster.
“Just to confirm… the owner of the sword I’m eating this time—it’s not human, is it?”
 「You’re quick as always.」
Rustling echoed through the surrounding bushes.
「To strengthen you quickly and raise your body’s level as fast as possible, I deemed human swords insufficient.」
 “Then…”
 「A race that grows faster than any human, born purely for battle—creatures who evolve through endless struggle.」
A harsh, rasping breath echoed around me.
「Among the seven races of this continent—the fastest to grow. The green nightmare.」
 “No way.”
 「Exactly.」
And then, from the bushes, emerged muscular monsters with green skin—colored like the forest itself.
Each one held an axe in one hand, and the severed skull of a beast in the other.
「The sword you’ll eat this time—is an Orc’s.」
Chapter 32
Chapter 32 – Wild Instinct (2)
Orcs. 
Among the seven races that existed on the continent, they were the most monster-like—wandering people scattered across many regions, rarely staying in one place. Instead of settling down to farm or live peacefully, orcs found joy in endless battle.
There was even a saying: “An orc’s blood is always boiling.”
Born with tremendous muscles, dense bones, and massive bodies, they fought one another from the moment they could walk. By the time they reached adulthood, every orc had become a seasoned warrior. To them, battle was nothing more than play.
Of course, because of their near-maniacal love for combat, there had once been a proposal across the continent to classify orcs as monsters and exterminate them entirely. But that motion never passed.
For orcs were undoubtedly intelligent beings. More than that, their love for fighting didn’t stem from cruelty. They didn’t revel in trampling others, destroying, or tormenting the weak.
They were a proud race—one that despised cowardice, kept every oath spoken, and never took the life of a defeated foe who had acknowledged their loss.
That was what it meant to be an orc.
Well, except—“Human! Dared! To climb! Our! Mountain, chrrrk!”
—their beast-like temperament made them very sensitive about “territory.”
“Rip his head off! And eat it for dinner!”
 “F***.”
Damn it.
Nothing ever came easy for me.
“You! Take up! Weapon! You entered our territory! You fight—or you die!”
Yeah, just my luck. Absolutely cursed.
「This looks fun, my young descendant. I used to spar with orcs from dawn till dusk when I had time to spare. There’s nothing quite as joyful as crossing blades with those who truly love battle…」
 “Please, just shut up.”
Haa—I sighed and drew my sword.
“Fine then. Let’s fight, you green bastards.”
***
Heavy footsteps thudded as an orc approached, axe in hand. The gait was unmistakable—an orc’s stride, meant to intimidate and proclaim its presence. That fighting race feared no ambush; they welcomed every battle head-on.
“Ready yet, chrrrk?!”
Their rough speech was odd at first, but when I listened closely, I realized it was a broken form of the continent’s common tongue. The accent was rough, but I could understand it.
“If I’m not ready, will you wait?”
 “Of course! Orcs always wait until their foe is ready! To fight an unprepared enemy—coward’s act!”
That was… surprisingly reasonable for someone who’d just said he’d eat my head. Still, it worked in my favor. With my stamina nearly drained, taking on a hulking green brute wasn’t ideal.
“Then give me a moment.”
I steadied my ragged breathing and filled my body with mana. The Karavans’ steel heart wasn’t just durable—it recovered mana at a rate unmatched by any other 「Mana Heart」.
Energy surged through me in seconds.
And all those long runs across my territory had done wonders too. Constant training hadn’t just made me faster; it had boosted my endurance, stamina, even the rate my strength returned. I’d always trained until collapse, then run again the moment I could stand. Now, that effort is paying off.
When my energy had mostly recovered, I said,
“All right, I’m ready. So how do we fight? Am I taking on all of you?”
 “No! You look weak! So fight one-on-one! Fairly!”
The orc’s booming voice rang so loud it hurt my ears.
“Do we fight to the death?”
 “No! You look weak, so no need to die! But if you lose—your shiny weapon, give it to us! Then leave the mountain!”
A duel for weapons, then.
The rules were clear enough.
“And if I win?”
 “I give you mine!”
I looked at the weapon he held—a bloodstained, battered axe so worn it looked like it would fall apart if I sneezed on it.
“…You don’t have to.”
 “Bastard! Die!”
 “You insulted Kerdrak’s mother’s fourth axe—she forged it with love!”
 “Kill him! Kill!”
Ah. I’d accidentally insulted a family heirloom.
「That was rude, my young descendant.」
Well.
“Too late now. Let’s fight.”
Not my problem anymore.
“Kill!”
The orc roared and charged, raising his old axe with terrifying momentum. As his nasal breath hissed, I matched him with my own rhythm. With a sharp exhale, my second heart pulsed—thump!—and lines spread through my body, flooding me with superhuman power.
In an instant, I drew Twilight. The Road stretched beneath the orc’s feet, snaring him slightly. I read the flow of his movement—the twitch of muscle, the rotation of his joints—the future a few breaths ahead.
This was one of many reasons why stepping into a Sword Walker’s Road without equal power was suicide.
Anyone below a Sword Walker couldn’t possibly win inside that domain.
My Twilight moved fluidly, slicing into the center of the axe’s trajectory. Clang! The weapon bounced off. The metallic crack echoed, and the orc staggered back, eyes wide with shock.
He hadn’t expected that.
He’d thought me weak—yet my sword had parried his brute force.
Keeping my stance, I planted my front foot and kicked upward into his gut. The blow carried the full strength of a Sword Walker’s superhuman might.
But the sensation underfoot was… unsatisfying.
It wasn’t flesh—it was like kicking a slab of iron.
「That’s the orc body. Insanely tough green skin.」
 “……”
 「That’s also why strong orcs don’t wear armor. Their hides are thick and tough enough not to need it—like the ogres of the Sky Mountains.」
An unexpected trait—though not one that changed the outcome.
“Urgh… gghkk—”
The orc before me couldn’t even see the road.
“W-what was that? Just now, something flashed—”
…Or maybe.
「You’re not someone who gets beaten easily anymore, my young descendant.」
Maybe I’d just finally reached a decent level myself.
“S-stop…”
The duel ended as expected—with my victory.
“Hrrrk… chrrrk… You win, so take it! My precious axe!”
 “I told you, I don’t want it.”
And thus I left with a useless, battered axe.
***
Further north even than northern Cherville, deep in the mountains that few Iron Kingdom residents even knew existed—This was orc territory.
「Orcs have lived here since ancient times. Normally, they don’t build homes, but this place always had them.」
 “Is there a reason?”
 「Because all orcs in this region undergo their coming-of-age ceremony here.」
A coming-of-age ceremony—a sacred rite where an orc became a true warrior.
「The difference between orcs who’ve undergone the rite and those who haven’t is enormous.」
 “Why’s that?”
 「Those who pass it inherit their ancestors—just as you ‘eat’ swords.」
That was new to me. But then again, orcs were among the least-documented races on the continent. They rarely mingled with others and were seen as brutish, almost beast-like.
「An orc who completes the rite engraves a fragment of an ancestor’s soul into their body, inheriting some of their power and experience.」
 “…That’s a fascinating tradition.”
 「Indeed. That’s why orcs always recover their comrades’ bodies and consider desecration of the dead a horrific insult. To them, death is not the end.」
I glanced at the orcs walking ahead of me—the ones who had challenged me earlier and their group.
「And the shamans who conduct that ancestral inheritance can only perform the ritual high above the ground—close to the sky. That’s why you often find orcs in remote mountaintops. Even in the Sky Empire’s Sky Mountains, you’d likely encounter them.」
 “……”
 「To them, such peaks are sacred ground.」
So I’d basically trespassed on holy land.
No wonder they’d lost their minds when I showed up.
‘I really jumped the gun there.’
I asked the orc I’d defeated to guide me up the mountain.
He was reluctant at first, but I insisted that a defeated orc was honor-bound to heed the victor’s request.
‘Feels a bit like I just tricked a strong but gullible fool…’
The orc moved confidently through the rugged path, clearly used to the terrain. Following them, I listened to their chatter.
“W-we’re not supposed to guide outsiders! But I lost the duel! So I will guide faithfully! If the shaman cuts off my head, so be it! I’m scared! But a true orc must not fear death!”
 “Brave!”
 “But if I’d won the duel, I wouldn’t need to be brave!”
 “Shut up! Empathize!”
What a strange conversation.
Watching them bicker, I asked Liam,
“So why did you tell me to go all the way to the summit?”
He’d told me to climb even higher—to the very peak of this absurdly tall mountain. And so I had.
But I couldn’t help questioning it.
The answer came quickly.
「Because that’s the true sacred ground of the orcs.」
 “…Sorry, what?”
For a moment, I thought I’d misheard him.
「At the heart of the sacred ground lies the sword you must eat next—a blade that will not only make up for what you lack, but grant you great power.」
 “…Wouldn’t something at the center of their holy ground be… important?”
 「Most likely a holy relic.」
Liam said it was completely deadpan.
“There must be a ton of orcs there—shamans wielding strange powers, warriors guarding the place…”
 「A swarm, like ants. It’s their sacred ground—of course it’s full of them.」
“Of course,” I muttered bitterly.
“So how am I supposed to take a relic from a mountain crawling with orcs? Wouldn’t they just kill me if I—”
「Don’t worry.」
Liam’s face didn’t change in the slightest.
「As you just saw, they won’t kill you if you win. I told you, orcs decide everything through duels. As long as you win, they won’t care if you take their relic—or burn their holy land to ashes.」
 “…And if I lose?”
 「You’ll either die or get your limbs chopped off and be thrown out.」
He said it so matter-of-factly I was lost for words.
“F***.”
Yeah. When I was with my master, swearing was inevitable.
As I cursed under my breath, the leading orc shouted,
“We are here! That way, summit!”
Where he pointed stood a colossal rock surrounded by countless stone statues—and an endless sea of green.
Orcs. A countless tide of them, stretching farther than I could see.
…Once again, that damned master hadn’t lied.
““Human! Why! Come! Here!””
The roar of a thousand orcs thundered like an earthquake, nearly bursting my eardrums.
I squeezed my eyes shut and muttered inwardly—‘Seriously… f**.’*
Chapter 33
Episode 33 – Wild Instinct (3)
For ages beyond counting, there were those who had tended and protected a sacred ground—the orcs.
They had lived there so long they even remembered spirits lost to history. They had reason for their traditions, kept to themselves, and had never brought harm to outsiders.
Even intruders upon their holy ground were not slaughtered or ambushed without warning—they settled everything by duel.
Fair and square.
Compared to the Iron Kingdom’s capital, Cherville, where killing a trespasser on private land could still be ruled as “justified,” the orcs were arguably more merciful than humans.
Now then—here’s the problem:
On one side stood the orcs—keepers of their sacred land, ancient, justified, and fair. On the other side stood me—a human who knowingly trespassed upon that sacred land, coveted their holy relic, and even threatened an innocent orc to guide him here.
Who, then, was the villain? Honestly, there was no need to ask. Anyone could see it—I was the villain this time. Not just any villain, but a downright bastard who’d forgotten the basics of decency.
But luckily—“A duel!”
Orcs weren’t a race that cared about right or wrong.
“Draw your sword, human!”
For these simple, green-skinned folk, duel was the solution to all things.
Strength was their logic, and the victor was law—the creed of a people who revered battle itself.
I looked at the orc snorting heavily through his nose, gripping a brutal-looking axe.
‘Damn, he’s huge.’
This one was much bigger than the orc I fought earlier—towering over me. The sheer size made me hesitate for a moment, but Liam’s voice came.
「This one’s different from before.」
 “How so?”
 「He’s no youngling. He’s a warrior—a true adult orc who’s completed his coming-of-age.」
A warrior. Yes, that word fit him perfectly.
The sword I drew this time was the dwarven blade Daisy had gifted me—sharp enough to cleave through most steel with ease.
「Be careful, my young descendant. A true orc warrior is never to be taken lightly.」
 “……”
 「Most beings on this continent call orcs a stupid, battle-obsessed race. But tell me—if that were all they were, could they really have survived for so many ages?」
Thud!
The ground shook beneath the orc’s step.
“WAAARR—!”
A roar erupted as his green muscles bulged like coiled steel. That raw, barbaric power flowed straight into his axe.
As the massive blade came crashing down, I exhaled. My second heart pulsed, flooding my body with superhuman strength. My sword moved to meet the falling axe head-on.
At the same time, the Road unfolded. And through it—I saw his movements.
The near future, as clear as day.
Then—‘…What?’
The orc’s path split into two. It was as if his body had doubled.
In that moment of confusion, his movement broke out of my prediction.
Instead of slamming the axe down, the orc threw it.
“—!”
A feint.
I twisted my sword to deflect the flying axe—but the orc was already upon me.
Mid-leap, he caught the spinning handle and swung again.
Clang!
Metal clashed with a heavy shock that rattled my bones.
“Sword Walker, huh? Human. Chrrrk.”
Through the clash, I saw his eyes—wild, blazing blue flames full of ferocity.
 He didn’t use technique. He simply pressed down, swelling his muscles to their limits, forcing raw strength into his attack.
Crude, yet courageous.
Utterly orcish.
If anyone saw our fight, they’d say, “That’s an orc for you.”
I couldn’t help but grin.
Always head-on, never back down—the orc way.
“A Sword Walker’s style—I know it well. Many of our warriors use it! But orcs don’t fight like that. Such style—not brave! Not cool!”
I gripped my sword tighter, drawing on Fetel’s memories.
Twilight. The knight’s swordsmanship that thrived in close binds unfolded—delicate footwork, shifting balance, refined precision.
The orc didn’t dodge—he met it with his thick hide, swinging his axe even as my blade cut into him.
Offering flesh to take bone.
A thrilling, reckless exchange.
That’s when Liam spoke again.
「Never let your guard down against a true orc warrior. You might read their movements, but you can’t read the movements of the ancestors dwelling in their bodies.」
 “……”
 「That’s why adult orcs are called ‘Knight Killers.’ Half-baked Sword Walkers fall helplessly before those masters of combat. So, my young descendant—don’t be blinded by what you see.」
I fixed my eyes on the charging orc.
「Don’t stop doing what you do best—doubt. Don’t rely only on what your Road shows you. See through the world with every sharpened sense. Question everything. Never be certain. That attitude toward the world itself will become your steel.」
I stepped forward.
The orc roared and swung down.
I raised my sword, catching his axe at the very tip.
A metallic shriek split the air. The axe slid along my blade—I turned with the flow and slashed. 
The orc twisted back, narrowly dodging.
His balance broke. I stomped his front foot, switched my grip, and thrust long.
Needle.
The orc, still leaning backward, let go of his axe and planted a palm into the dirt, flipping over to evade.
But that wasn’t enough.
I drove my heel deeper into his foot, dropped my sword, and drew a Fang from my thigh. The blade bit into his knee joint, then his thigh, his ribs, his chest—moving like a serpent devouring prey.
Pinning his leg down, I reached out, seized his neck, and pressed the Fang’s tip beneath his throat.
The assassin’s art—perfectly blended into my body now.
The subdued orc froze, then turned his head toward me and grinned.
“I lost.”
 “Yeah. You—”
 “If I lost, I must go to my ancestors.”
Then, without hesitation, he leaned into the blade himself.
The Fang pierced his throat.
Warm blood spattered out, and the orc collapsed—lifeless in an instant.
‘What the…’
I froze.
I’d meant only to subdue him—to find a way to reach the relic afterward.
But he had killed himself the moment he accepted defeat.
No fear, no hesitation.
Just… as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
Before I could even move, a roar erupted from the countless orcs beyond.
“Ooooh!”
But it wasn’t anger. It wasn’t hatred for their fallen kin.
“Brave human!”
Their voices rang with mad excitement.
Covered in the dead warrior’s blood, I stood there as the sea of orcs cheered. And in that moment, I understood them a little better.
In simple terms—‘They’re completely insane.’
***
I had trespassed into their sacred ground, disrupted their coming-of-age rites, and slain one of their warriors.
And what did I get in return?
“Orc beer! Drink deep, human, and speak!”
Incredibly, I now sat face-to-face with the Orc Elder—the highest-ranked among them—being treated to food and drink.
A situation that defied all common sense.
“Yes, thank you.”
But I was beginning to learn: Common sense didn’t apply to orcs.
For these green-skinned muscle-brains, this was common sense.
I gulped down a mug of murky yellow beer. Without exaggeration, it was the worst thing I’d ever tasted. If someone boiled together scraps from a garbage heap, it would still be better.
‘Disgusting.’
It might as well have been poison.
But seeing every orc around me chugging the same sludge, I decided their taste buds were simply broken.
I set my mug down with a heavy thud and looked at the Elder, who was laughing heartily.
He wore a necklace made of bones, earrings dangling thickly from both ears, and skull-shaped ornaments covering his eyelids and lips.
「A shaman. Likely the high priest overseeing the orcs’ Ancestral Inheritance. His spiritual power is… impressive.」
A shaman—In other words, the orcs’ equivalent of a magician. A wielder of mysteries through ritual, not logic.
Liam muttered,
「That one could banish you from the physical realm with a flick of his fingers. If he challenges you, just surrender an arm and flee.」
 “……”
 「Tsk. What a shame. If you had even a spark of spiritual talent, I could help you. But you’re utterly talentless—in body and spirit…」
I ignored his grumbling and looked back at the Elder.
“So! Why have you come here, human?!”
His voice was thunder itself.
He might have sounded brutish, but he was no fool. Just as Liam said, his presence was overwhelming.
My sharpened Sword Walker senses told me plainly—This was not someone I could ever defeat.
He could crush me like an insect.
The only reason he treated me amicably now was the orcs’ code: I had won a duel and proven my strength.
Their tradition demanded that I be granted an audience.
If they’d been human—or elf—I’d already be dead.
“If your reason is foolish, you’ll duel every warrior here, one by one! So speak, human!”
Orcs were simple-minded.
Which also meant they didn’t lie.
I could tell—he meant every word.
If I said something stupid, I’d end up fighting every single orc in this place.
They’d grant fair duels, rest breaks, and all that, of course—but still, one by one.
‘Terrifying.’
Such simplicity was terrifying in its own way.
 Which meant—I had to choose my words carefully.
My master, being a born warrior, would’ve gladly fought them all. But I wasn’t him.
So I had to do what I did best.
“Long ago, one of my ancestors left a family heirloom here, in the orcs’ sacred ground.”
Now then.
“That blade—our family treasure—is as precious to me as my own life. It bears our honor and the belief we’ve upheld for centuries. I heard that orcs recover their comrades’ bodies to honor their spirits. Likewise, I must recover my family’s treasure, to honor my ancestor’s unfulfilled wish. That is why I braved this perilous mountain—alone.”
Let’s see if I could talk my way past these innocent greenskins with a silver tongue.
***
『Name: Orc (Orc)』
 『One of the seven races of the continent.』
 『A wandering race spread across various regions. Rather than living in peace, they thrive on endless conflict, ever fighting to claim what they desire.』
Chapter 34
Chapter 34 – Wild Instinct (4)
Liam always used to praise my silver tongue, saying, “You could’ve been a successful bard.”
He wasn’t wrong. I’d talked my way past Tom, the Arena manager, with sweet words before—and in plenty of other situations, I’d relied on wit rather than brute strength. It was one of my specialties. So, having fooled clever humans before, I thought dealing with orcs would be easy. But I’d overlooked one crucial fact.
“What’re you babbling about?! Too many words!”
Orcs did not do logic.
“Summarize in one sentence! Talk more, and I’ll banish you to the spirit world!”
F***.
***
Was it even possible to survive this situation with a single sentence? Not even a scholar from history could manage that. Not the Great Witch of the Sky Empire, who was said to have mastered all truths, not the legendary clown of the Free City who once stopped a war with his speech—none of them could.
“Summarize!”
Anyone—no matter how brilliant—would be struck dumb before this green bastard.
Orcs didn’t understand logic or persuasion. They solved everything through battle, and though they seemed naïve enough to be scammed easily, I realized something vital.
An orc can never be swindled—because words simply don’t work on them.
“You think I make empty threats?! Orcs do not bluff!”
I stared at the elder’s raised finger and felt genuine danger.
My instincts screamed—if he snapped his fingers, I’d be banished somewhere by some power I couldn’t comprehend.
I didn’t even know what being “banished to the spirit world” meant, but I could feel the truth in his tone.
If that finger moved—I was done for.
That much was clear.
So I thought as fast as I could.
And then—“I want the sword in your sacred ground. Who do I have to beat to get it?”
In an instant, I’d said the one thing that an orc most wanted to hear.
The elder froze for a moment, then looked at me with a solemn face…and a slow grin spread across his lips.
“Straight words without decoration—I like it!”
The elder burst into roaring laughter.
“Good! So the human wants the holy sword—the relic! You came here out of greed for it!”
 “Yes.”
 “It is precious to us! But if a human wins in fair combat, we would not deny him!
 Your boldness pleases me! You remind me of our warriors!”
I had no idea if that was praise or an insult.
 I forced a smile anyway.
By now, I’d fully picked up their speech patterns. There was no point in dressing things up anymore. If I couldn’t avoid it, I might as well lean into it.
“So, who do I fight? Hurry up and tell me, I’m dying of boredom.”
 “Wahaha! A human whose blood boils for battle!”
The elder laughed again, booming like thunder. Then he slapped his knee—slap!—and the air itself shuddered. Not just the air. My Mana Heart trembled violently inside my chest.
That single motion had shaken the mana of the entire area.
Liam’s warning had been true—if the elder snapped his fingers, I’d really die.
I could feel the terrifying force in that vibration.
 The elder bared his tusks and said,
“Human! You come to our land, wanting to take what is ours!”
 “Yes.”
 “Then you must follow our way!”
His eyes gleamed, and in those massive pupils, I saw my reflection.
“Human! Take the orc’s coming-of-age trial!”
 “…Excuse me?”
 “Pass it, and you shall have the relic you seek! Fail, and I’ll tear apart your soul and carve it into the younglings!”
He grinned wickedly, and his laughter rolled like thunder.
Then his tone changed—his enormous voice suddenly shrank to a low murmur, quiet yet echoing directly in my skull.
“I like your unusual soul.”
The words resonated inside my head rather than through my ears.
“Heir of the Steel Blood, you already carry three blades of iron within your spirit. If you cannot overcome this trial, I myself shall shred the soul of steel within you.”
 “……”
 “Endure the trial. Triumph, and you will find glory. Fail, and despair will consume you.”
My whole body wavered—vertigo surged through me.
The elder stared deep into me and whispered,
“This is the way of the orcs.”
***
The coming-of-age trial.
The ancient rite through which orcs proved themselves worthy of being called true warriors. 
Those who passed received Ancestral Inheritance—the fragment of an ancestor’s soul—and were reborn far stronger than before.
Little was known about the orcs’ ceremony. Few people cared enough to study them; even learned historians ignored the subject. Only eccentric scholars, driven by strange curiosity, ever bothered.
When I heard the elder’s words, I actually felt relieved.
I’d been half expecting him to challenge me personally to a fight.
With orcs, there was no predicting anything—they didn’t do reason.
At this point, if one of the many orcs here suddenly challenged me just because he didn’t like my face, I wouldn’t even be surprised.
Honestly, I was already sick of this race.
 I wanted to go back to my quiet village.
「A coming-of-age trial, hm? That’ll be a good experience.」
 “You know about orc trials?”
 「Of course. There’s nothing I don’t know, my young descendant.」
I shot him a look.
“Didn’t you not know you needed a medal to register for the Arena?”
 「…I know everything from my own era.」
 “There were Arenas back then too, weren’t there?”
 「It’s unbecoming to get hung up on trivialities.」
Watching him shamelessly deflect, I thought—maybe being that brazen was part of becoming a Swordmaster. Perhaps the Karavan line’s true trait wasn’t just steel, but having a face made of it.
As I was having that useless thought, Liam said,
「Don’t get too relaxed. You’d better stay tense.」
 “I should?”
 「Why wouldn’t you?」
Simple enough reason.
“I already fought and beat an orc who passed his trial. Whatever this trial involves, if I beat someone who’s completed it, doesn’t that mean I can too?”
A straightforward logic. But Liam shook his head.
「No. You can say that only because you don’t know what the trial is.」
 “…?”
 「The orcs’ trial tests a warrior’s will—whether he can surpass fear and his own limits.」
A warrior’s will? Another one of those vague explanations. I stared at Liam until he continued.
「My young descendant, who have you fought so far?」
 “Unwelcome guests at the manor, gladiators at the Arena, knights like Fetel, the Black Bride Seol Yoon, the orcs here…”
 「Exactly. You’ve fought many battles.」
Listing them out, I realized I really had come a long way.
「But in this trial, you’ll face an enemy you’ve never fought before.」
 “What do you mean?”
 「Every foe you’ve faced until now was a being of reason—a thinking creature that wielded weapons and could meet you in a clash of minds and blades.」
Liam’s eyes turned sharp.
「This time, you’ll face a monster.」
 “…A monster?”
 「And in that battle, you must learn to fight not with reason—but with wild instinct. Fitting, isn’t it? It’s the same name as the sword you’re meant to eat next.」
Liam chuckled softly.
「You can look forward to it. It’ll be quite the experience.」
***
Wild Instinct. A word meaning raw, untamed nature—the essence of primal ferocity.
It didn’t sound like something that belonged beside swordsmanship.
When I thought of the memories contained in the blades I’d consumed—Needle, Fang, Twilight—they all fought with calculated precision, not savagery.
Their lives had passion, but their combat was always cold, disciplined.
To wield a sword forged of cold metal, one must also become cold—That was what I’d believed.
To always keep reason—that was the truth. It was an extension of my philosophy of doubt.
But Liam had said that wildness was just as vital.
The primal heat, the instinct of the beast.
Thinking about it, the orcs fought with precisely that—feral energy, unrestrained savagery.
Could wild instinct truly serve the sword? I couldn’t understand it. But then again, not everything I’d learned with the sword could be understood with logic.
Some things only made sense once I experienced them.
Maybe this would be another of those times.
With that thought, I stepped forward toward the orc elder.
Surrounded by countless orcs, I blended naturally into their ranks—less as a human, more as one of them.
The elder grinned, revealing his tusks, and placed a massive hand—like a cauldron lid—over my head.
“The orc’s coming-of-age trial proves oneself as a warrior!”
 “……”
 “Here, close to the sky—human, prove that you are worthy as a warrior! I, the shaman Sherdik, shall bestow the traditional trial!” As he spoke, the mana around me began to shudder violently.
My Mana Heart throbbed in resistance—an instinctive defense.
 The Steel Heart awakened, fighting to protect me.
But the elder pressed harder, mocking its struggle.
 Power surged through his palm, and my second heart abruptly stopped.
Then he whispered,
“Heir of Steel, face an indescribable terror and prove how unbreakable you truly are.”
Something slammed into me—and suddenly I was falling away.
When I opened my eyes, I was floating. It felt like swimming underwater. 
Below me, I saw—my own body.
…What?
「He’s temporarily banished your spirit. Your soul and body have been separated.」
Liam’s voice echoed around me, though I couldn’t see him.
「You won’t be able to perceive me in this state. The gap between us is too vast.」
 “……”
 「Don’t bother looking for me. Focus on the battle ahead, my young descendant.」
His voice faded in and out, distant yet resonant.
Then—Boom.
A tremendous sound shook the air. The ground—no, the world—vibrated.
Following the sound, I turned my head—and saw a giant.
Its head rose above the clouds, its torso rivaling a mountain in size.
“What the hell…”
I stood there dumbfounded, until Liam’s voice reached me again.
「That is your trial.」
Boom. Boom—Each footstep thundered like an earthquake.
It didn’t sound like footsteps.
It sounded like the world was collapsing.
My mind went blank, overwhelmed by the sheer absurdity of it—until Liam’s calm voice cut through the noise.
「Draw your sword, my young descendant.」
Chapter 35
Chapter 35: Wild Instinct (5)
A shuddering vibration shook the heavens and earth.
The presence of the Giant was overwhelmingly unreal. Perhaps calling it “unreal” fit this situation exactly. I had been banished into the Spirit World by the spell of the Orc Elder. This wasn’t reality but the Spirit World, so the logic I knew wouldn’t work here.
But I didn’t know how to fight in the Spirit World. The Middle Realm, the Spirit World, the soul and the flesh—such things were studied by the Witches of the Sky Empire. What I knew was only how to wield a sword and how to fight. That was why, instead of hesitating, I did what I could do right away.
Just as my teacher had said.
 I grasped my sword.
A measly, insignificant blade compared to the colossal Giant before my eyes.
This was all I could do.
***
What sword should I choose to fight a Giant? Right now I have 「Needle」, 「Fang」, and 「Twilight」. These three swords each had their own traits and had always helped me in my moments of crisis. But in this moment, my swordsmanship had turned into nothing more than petty tricks.
「Needle」—which pierced vital points from countless angles to subdue an opponent instantly. Useful against humans, but meaningless against a Giant as big as a mountain.
Then what about 「Fang」, imbued with the dark techniques of the Assassin of the Free City? Of course, useless. Assassinating a Giant hundreds of times my size with a dagger was impossible. This wasn’t something for blades—it called for siege weapons or a corps of magicians.
And the last, Fetel’s knightly swordsmanship, 「Twilight」? Even that couldn’t be expected to do much. Fetel’s sword was exquisite and solid, combining fundamental swordsmanship with wrestling techniques to effectively subdue foes. It was a weapon meant for humans. Wrestling down a Giant like that was impossible. Not even the most advanced forms Fetel had practiced in life could block a Giant’s strike.
Then how was I supposed to fight? What weapons remained to me……?
“Hoo.”
The Giant was getting closer. I exhaled. My second heart, the 「Mana Heart」, surged, bestowing superhuman strength upon my entire body. Starting from the heart, countless 「Paths 」 spread out to seize my surroundings. The Giant stepped into my 「Path」 without hesitation. In that instant, I could read the details of the Giant’s power.
‘Insane.’
The Giant’s body was made of muscles with terrifying power, its skin like rock. Thankfully, suspicion found a weakness within the presented information. Endurance.
‘It can’t move for long. An inefficient body.’
Such was the trait of large species like the Giant. Beings with abnormally massive bodies couldn’t move for long. The larger the body, the more resources it consumes. Even if this was the Spirit World, that law would still apply. Watching the Giant inside my 「Path」, I decided to act.
「Fight back.」
Pit— I kicked off the ground and ran. Then, like climbing a mountain, I ascended the approaching Giant’s body. Its skin was as hard as a rocky path. Underfoot, its skin didn’t feel like a living creature’s but like stepping on stone. Could something like this even be stabbed and wounded? Grimacing, I drew 「Fang」 from my thigh and stabbed hard. It went in a little, but the blade didn’t sink deeply.
「Would a mountain collapse just because children dug holes into it?」
Liam’s metaphor was correct. I retrieved Fang and began climbing upward again. Even a Giant needed to breathe to maintain life. Its heart beat, oxygen flowed, blood circulated—without those, it would return to the earth. Reading the Giant’s biological signals through the 「Path」, I confirmed this information. Even a Giant would die if its airway was severed. And no matter how enormous it was, it would still have vital points. The neck, the windpipe within the throat, lungs, heart, the temple near the brain, the eyes……
I had to fight cleverly.
I clenched my teeth and climbed the Giant’s body. This time wasn’t for the three swords I had consumed. This was the time to unleash my sword. Suspicion—my innate way.
“Uh, ugh…….”
Just as I was climbing hard, a huge murmur echoed like a reverberation. The Giant’s voice. With a grand sound like rocks crashing together, the Giant’s face slowly emerged from behind the clouds. It was lowering its head. As it did, a massive eyeball, a blunt nose, and a snout protruding with fangs came into view. That enormous eye fixed squarely on me, as if looking at an insect clinging to its body.
“Uu, ah. Aaah.”
Its irritated voice spilled out. The volume alone made my ears feel like they would burst. As I struggled to endure the roar and climb, the Giant’s massive hand swung at me. If I got hit, I’d die. If I tried to block it, I’d die. If I could fend off a lump of flesh swinging at that mass and speed, I’d have become a 「Sword Runner」 or 「Sword Expert」 long ago. I had to dodge.
At that moment countless 「Paths」 spread out. I moved along the clearest of them, like performing acrobatics. Spinning once in the air, I dodged the Giant’s hand and gripped its skin tightly to avoid being blown away by the gusting wind that followed. The strong wind felt like it would tear the skin from my face. Damn it.
‘If that had hit me directly, my body would’ve exploded like a fly.’
It was a monster. Even without being hit directly, I could tell from the indirect impact of its power. 
This was a monster on a different dimension from me. My fingertips began to tremble instinctively. Not just my fingertips—my entire body trembled wildly. It was primal fear.
But I didn’t despair.
「Are you afraid?」
 “Yes, I am afraid.”
 「But you won’t run away, will you.」
 “There’s no escape now that I’ve come this far.”
Afraid as I was, I had to face it. As I always said, yielding to fear and being unable to act even once was enough. Never again in my life would that happen. Even if I broke, even if I was crushed, I would face it. Head-on.
Hoo— I inhaled once. The Mana Heart pulsed hard, calming my tension and flooding my body with vitality. I gripped my sword and steadied my heart.
The Dwarf-made steel sword Daisy had given me was an excellent weapon. It could slice through ordinary iron blades like radishes and contend even with knights in full armor. But cutting up a Giant’s body was impossible. That wasn’t the weapon’s fault—it was mine. My strength to swing the sword was lacking, and the difference in size between me and the Giant was too great. Then what should I do?
With my strength alone, I couldn’t break the Giant’s bones, tear its muscles, or pierce its skin. But what I had wasn’t only the raw power from my muscles. Special blood flowed within me—the blood of the 「Karavan」. The talent left behind by the greatest Swordmaster who had once engraved his name in history. I ran with all my might toward the Giant’s head.
“Huup!”
I drew in a deep breath. Gripping the sword with both hands, bracing the end of the hilt, I opened my eyes wide. Along with it, the 「Paths」 I saw converged, thinning and sharpening. A 「Line」. The path of steel handed down to the Karavan, capable of breaking anything. There existed a great weapon that had even shattered the sword of a 「Sword Runner」.
Crack!
As I expected, the Line pierced the Giant’s hide and broke beyond it with force. When I’d climbed up to its chest, I succeeded in boring a hole as big as my head into its chest area. But even that wasn’t a fatal wound to the Giant.
‘I need to pierce its neck. Make it unable to breathe.’
A wound of this level was no more than a mosquito bite to a Giant. Even if I pierced its chest, it was impossible to reach its heart through the muscles and ribs. I couldn’t yet draw such a line. I was still immature.
“Ugh.”
I felt the Giant’s cold gaze falling on me. Moving this way and that, I avoided its hands, clinging to its body like hanging from a cliff to keep from being blown away by the gusts. One mistake meant death. This was like the treacherous climbs up the mountain ranges to the Orcs’ Sacred Ground. I had to keep climbing and struggling. To survive, to win.
「Be more cautious, young descendant.」
Amid all this, danger struck.
The Giant shook its whole body and swung its arms. The Giant’s thrashing was like an earthquake, transmitting a shock so powerful I could barely endure it. The skin on my palms tore, my fingers felt like they’d be ripped off due to my weak grip. Yet I endured. With all my strength.
Upward, higher still.
The Giant’s hand reached out. I narrowly dodged.
Its fingers brushed my torso. Swinging my sword from below upward, I extended the Line  to deflect it. It would’ve been great if I could’ve cut the Giant’s hand, but after using the Line  once and with my breath shallow, its power didn’t come out properly. All I could do was parry.
My breath rose to my throat. With bloody hands, I climbed the Giant’s body.
Heading for its head was a brutal path. It grew steeper and steeper, and when I could no longer ascend on foot, I began using Fang like a climbing tool. Stabbing the tip of Fang into the Giant’s hide—pok!—to support myself as I climbed. My arm muscles strained, the strength in my grip faded, and I felt like I’d fall any moment. The sensations were so vivid I could hardly believe this was the Spirit World.
If I died here, what would happen? If my soul disappeared, would my body die too? Or would my soul return to my body and be acknowledged as a warrior for having fought well enough? If so, would fighting to this point already count as a worthy fight?
Liam had said: the Orcs’ Coming-of-Age Ceremony was a test to verify a warrior’s will to surpass fear and limits. Wasn’t a warrior’s will simply courage? Then didn’t I only need to fight enough without necessarily winning? If so, wasn’t this enough already? Even if I were crushed by the Giant now, couldn’t I still be acknowledged……?
Trivial thoughts rose in my head. It was human instinct. My steadfast heart was weakening under the crisis. “This is enough, I did my best, I want to stop now.” Such thoughts kept arising in my mind.
This was the difference between humans and Orcs.
Orcs were simple. They feared no death and faced any enemy bravely. For them, death wasn’t the end.
But humans weren’t simple. They thought too much, worried too much, and weakened easily before death. I was one of those humans too.
I feared death. I had reasons why I must not die. For me, death was the end, and everything must not end here.
“Hoo!”
Yet precisely because of that, humans became strong. Because they feared death, because they held reasons in their hearts why they must not die, they could become stronger than the other six races.
— Whatever happens, don’t dream of revenge.
Me too. I couldn’t die here.
That was why I had to struggle. Like a beast.
— I’ll spare you. So forget today and live your life.
That terrible moment when a monster far more terrifying and mighty than any Giant took everything from me. Yet I had only frozen in fear, trembling. The rage of that day forced my exhausted body to move.
Even if this Coming-of-Age Ceremony was only a test of courage to verify a warrior’s will, even if winning wasn’t necessary, I would fight to the end. I would not let go of my sword until the very last moment. That was the proof of my life.
And the proof of the life I would walk from here on.
The memories and emotions contained in the three swords I had swallowed, the countless years of memories piled up within those figures, faded away. In their place remained only my rage as Arhan Karavan. Only the boy who lost his family, neighbors, friends, and hometown, who longed for revenge.
“Hhh, hhh, uaa, uaaaah!”
I let out a beastlike shout. A meaningless shout. A roar filled only with rage and resentment. Pouring out emotion like blood, I stabbed upward with Fang, higher and higher. Before I knew it, the Giant’s face was close. So close I could feel its breath. Its single eye glistened. At that moment I gripped Fang with one hand and drew the sword at my waist with the other. I inhaled, gathered Mana, and prepared to form the Line .
But—“Ah.”
The Giant, instead of grabbing me with both hands, was protecting its neck. As if it already knew that as long as it guarded that part, I couldn’t harm it.
‘After using the Line  several times and losing output, there’s no way to pierce through that hand and puncture its neck. Absolutely not.’
The moment I saw it, I judged.
I could see the end of this fight. Defeat.
I looked blankly up at the Giant’s face. It stared down at me with cold eyes. A face as if mocking me.
***
“Uhhuhhu, phuuh. An amusing one, this.”
The Orc Elder watched Arhan’s Coming-of-Age Ceremony unfolding in the Spirit World with interest.
“A Giant larger than a mountain, huh. This human carries quite a monster within.”
The monsters appearing in the Ceremony were manifestations of the ‘monster’ the participant held within. For young Orcs, it was usually fierce wolves, ogre warriors, or beasts of the deep forest.
“His momentum is good, but that is all it is, phuhuhu.”
The Orc Elder had sufficiently confirmed Arhan’s fighting spirit. He had clearly seen his warrior’s courage. It was admirable enough not to be outdone by any other Orc. He could already consider him to have passed.
Originally, the Orcs’ Coming-of-Age Ceremony was proof of a warrior. They risked life-and-death struggles in this Ceremony, dying at the hands of monsters and being reborn anew. That was why this Ceremony was designed from the start to be unwinnable. It was a test evaluating the process within a predetermined outcome.
The Orc Elder watched Arhan struggling in the Spirit World. Even if he died to the Giant like this, the Elder intended to give him a passing grade. He disliked that his race was human, but he had shown enough ‘Orc-like’ courage.
“Hmm.”
But the Orc Elder didn’t end the Ceremony.
Because—“Show me more.”
From what he saw, Arhan hadn’t yet revealed everything he had.
“Prove to me you’re harder.”
Arhan still had something left. And the Orc Elder wanted to see it.
“Are you not the successor of steel who reappeared after hundreds of years?”
He wanted to see the greatness of the forgotten 「Karavan」 once more.
“Prove you’re unbending no matter what adversity. Do that and…… I’ll give you a gift even more special than the holy relic you desire.”
The Orc Elder felt his heart beat for the first time in a very long while.
In that far-off past, now forgotten in history, when the seven races of the continent all looked up to the master of steel. He longed for the thrill he had felt facing them. If he could feel that again, the Orc Elder was willing to give this human anything. Any treasure, no matter how precious.
“Come on.”
***
The hand holding the sword trembled. My stamina was almost gone. Unconsciously, I looked down. An insanely dizzying height. This fight was almost over. Even if the Giant’s active time was short, it would outlast me. If it simply kept shaking its body over time, I would collapse from exhaustion. If I lost Fang and fell, I’d die instantly from the fall. That was the rational conclusion.
But I wouldn’t give up. My suspicion didn’t stop.
I swung the blade in my hand with all my might. A blue light scratched across the Giant’s hand. Bone and muscle spurted up. But it still didn’t reach the neck muscles.
Still, I doubted. How could I win? What must be deployed to kill a monster of that overwhelming size? My brain spun taut. My head burned as if it would explode.
“Uaa, uaaaaa-!”
I roared. Straining my arm muscles to the breaking point, stabbing Fang as I crawled like a beast toward the Giant’s nape. Then wedging my knee between its fingers, leaning my body, I stabbed my sword with all my strength. Somehow, to pierce a hole in its neck.
“You, damn—”
In that process, the memories of the swordsmen I had consumed or their exquisite swordsmanship didn’t accompany me. There was only one boy holding a blade, wanting to kill his enemy. Reason was gone, leaving only a human filled with rage and resentment. Yes, only wild instinct.
A formless sword stabbed and swung, thirsty for blood. My breathing grew rough, my strength drained. Yet I didn’t stop and kept repeating the same actions. When the Giant’s body shook in the process, I matched its violent movements and kept stabbing the sword in.
The Giant’s body shook. My body slammed against its rocklike flesh. Losing balance, the Giant’s hand swept through the air with a whoosh. A wind strong enough to rip the skin from my body blew. I tasted blood in my mouth. Thud, my body jolted. The tip of the Giant’s swung hand grazed me. Even
just that rattled my bones and flesh with a thunderbolt-like shock. My consciousness nearly blacked out.
Why was I suffering like this, fighting here?
What meaning was there in continuing a fight I could never win? My reason kept asking me, urging me to run, to give up. “Who would even know if you did this?” it whispered. “Even now it’s so hard—do you really think reaching that sky called Swordmaster is possible?”
Reasonable, rational questions tormented me.
Yet I couldn’t stop.
Within the blurring consciousness, I still moved somehow.
I swung my sword. From my unconsciousness poured out the swordsmanship I had devoured. Twisting my wrist’s angle, I stabbed the Giant’s hand. Pchit— I felt the sensation of skin breaking, but shallow. The Giant roared. My eardrums felt like they would burst. A piercing ringing—beeep—filled my ears.
Again and again I stabbed my sword. Then, pulling Fang from my thigh, I stabbed madly. Using the Fang embedded in the Giant’s hide as a foothold, I unleashed Fetel’s 「Twilight」. But nothing changed. Like a cat scratching a fortress wall, I only left small marks. A wall wouldn’t collapse from mere claw marks. No matter how much I unleashed my swords, nothing changed.
— Young master, you must forget. Otherwise, you won’t survive. You must……
It was as if the world itself mocked my efforts. At that point, I completely abandoned reason. Only instinct and wildness remained. In that moment, I was no longer human but a beast. A beast obsessed with victory.
Rage erupted. Anger surged. Fiery emotions stormed through my chest.
When I let go of reason, strangely the world slowed, my senses sharpening. Every thought and sense focused solely on battle.
I lifted my head.
I saw the Giant’s face. The one-eyed Giant, looking down on me mockingly as it guarded its neck. Over its face overlapped the face of Swordmaster Carlos. No— not only Carlos’s. The face of my mother who told me not to seek revenge, the face of the butler who sobbed as we left the territory, the faces of the townsfolk who fled with their belongings. And they all told me the same thing.
To give up, to forget, not to think of fighting back. That I could never win.
I still couldn’t obey their words.
I simply gripped my sword in silence.
And in that moment when my consciousness seemed about to fade away.
“…….”
One 「Path」 began to appear.
Different from all those I had seen before.
A streak of light, flickering like a comet piercing through the night sky—a shining 「Path」.
-----------------
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Chapter 36: Wild Instinct (6)
What was the reason? Scholars said the reason was the ability to distinguish right from wrong. Some called it composure, and others described it as the most important weapon a human could possess. Thus, reason has always been regarded as one of humanity’s greatest virtues.
But—Was being rational always necessarily the right answer?
The flame that rose within my heart at that moment said otherwise.
If I had acted rationally, continuing to fight this Giant would have been a foolish act. A mere Sword Walker novice holding a single blade couldn’t possibly defeat a massive being as tall as a mountain. Since the previously mentioned ‘Orc Coming-of-Age Ceremony’ was meant to prove a warrior’s courage, the rational thing to do would have been to stop fighting once I had struggled enough. That would have been wise.
But was that the right answer?
If I had acted rationally and logically, I should never have obeyed Liam’s call to enter the Orcs’ Sacred Ground. That would have been the prudent and safe decision.
I shouldn’t have stood before the Orc Elder, who could separate my soul from my body in an instant. I shouldn’t have dueled within their Sacred Ground. When the 「Sword Runner」 appeared in my territory, I shouldn’t have rushed forward recklessly. I should’ve ignored whether Knight Fetel lived or died. Taking the place of Fetel’s proxy warrior and dueling the 「Sword Runner」 was an irrational choice from the start.
When I entered the Arena of the Iron City to fight as a contender and faced the Black Bride, Seol Yoon, I should’ve fled. That would’ve been the rational and logical thing to do. Yet, at every decisive moment, I had chosen the irrational path. Liam had said my talent lay in cold, analytical suspicion. But whenever I stood at a crossroads, I had never been cold.
Even shoving a blade into my mouth, trusting only the words of Liam—who had appeared like a ghost—had been a reckless act. Had Liam been a hallucination and not my true ancestor, I would’ve died long ago. My life has always been hung by a thread.
Why had I walked such a path? Perhaps because I had made the wrong choice from the very beginning.
— I’ll spare you. So forget today and live your life.
Thinking rationally, a countryside boy who had never even held a sword seeking revenge against the greatest 「Swordmaster」 on the continent was absurd.
— Whatever happens, don’t dream of revenge.
 — Swear you’ll never pick up a sword again. Swear you’ll never return here.
Forgetting the dead and living quietly in gratitude for having survived by luck—that would’ve been the rational choice.
A talentless boy seeking revenge against the continent’s greatest sword could never succeed. That was common sense. That was the rational conclusion.
— Young master, you must forget. Otherwise, you won’t survive.
Yes. From the moment my revenge began, my life had ceased to be rational. From the moment I chose this path, I had become an irrational man.
Climbing stone mountains without safety gear for training; plunging into the Iron City’s 「Arena」 and betting my life when I had barely learned to hold a sword; facing the duel with the Black Bride head-on without fleeing; taking the fallen Knight Fetel’s place as his proxy warrior to fight the 「Sword Runner」— every single one of those moments had been irrational.
But I didn’t regret them. They weren’t wrong choices. From the moment I resolved to take revenge, there had never been another way. To me, who craved vengeance, all those choices were proof—things I had to do. Even if everyone else called them wrong, to me, they were right.
Had I been rational at every moment, my journey would never have begun. I would’ve submitted to the world, abandoned my vengeance, and lived a meaningless life in silence instead of grasping my sword. That would’ve been a disgusting, loathsome life.
Yes, I could never live like that.
Never.
Once again, a question arose.
What was the reason?
Was the rational path always necessarily the right answer?
No one could ever truly know that answer.
Because—“Hoo.”
This world had been wrong from the very beginning.
The world was not rational. It was unfair, unreasonable, irrational. It took from humans what they held dearest, without hesitation—so easily, so indifferently.
From the moment I resolved to take revenge, I had decided to fight against such a world. Instead of submitting to absurdity, I had chosen to face it head-on. Because I could not accept it, I would fight until the world offered an answer I could accept.
“Hoo—hah.”
That was why I didn’t let go of my sword now.
Compared to the Swordmaster I swore vengeance upon, that Giant meant nothing. Compared to the irrational world itself, that towering brute of low intelligence could never inspire fear within me.
“Hoo—hah!”
I steadied my breathing. My lungs expanded until they felt ready to burst. My vision blurred as my heart pulsed, flooding my body with strength. My abdomen burned. Then my chest burned. It was as if a furnace had ignited inside me. As if flames ran through my blood.
The comet-like shining 「Path」 in my vision began to shift shape. The beam of light swelled, then flared into the form of a flame. It became a flaming Path, a road that would burn away anything that dared block it.
“Hoo, hah.”
I moved along that 「Path」. Like a moth diving toward the bonfire at midnight. Without hesitation, I charged toward the blindingly bright road of flames. The heat surging through my body scorched my muscles and bones.
I could feel it. My body was hardening. Like steel being forged within fire and hammer strikes.
In that moment, I felt as though I had become a single sword.
“Wrrr—oooh!”
The one-eyed Giant moved. The blazing path cutting through it wavered dangerously. It wasn’t the calm, rational, or logical 「Path」 I usually saw. It was precarious, perilous—a single misstep could send me plummeting to the depths. But that was precisely why it suited me. It resembled the life I had lived, and the life I would continue to live.
“Ugh—aaah!”
I screamed, blood bursting from my throat. My knees nearly buckled as I sprinted, then kicked off the Giant’s massive body and leapt into the air, spinning. Mid-rotation, I drew 「Fang」 and plunged it into the Giant’s outstretched wrist. Using the rebound, I kicked the hilt and launched myself again. It was a movement more beast than man.
「How wild you are.」
The Giant, having lost sight of me, furrowed its single eye and reached out again. Between its spread fingers were gaps. Without hesitation, I dove through, slipping past between them. The wind flaying against my skin felt like it would tear me apart, but I ignored it. Even if I lost something, I would gain what I sought. I would never bow. Never.
「That’s it, young descendant.」
The more I ran, the hotter my body burned. It felt as if fire—not blood—flowed through my veins. The flames heated my entire body, and along with that, the 「Paths」 stretching through my body also began to burn. The flaming path I saw outside now ran within me. At the same time, the world seemed to slow. No— the world didn’t slow.
I became faster.
「That is the Path of Steel.」
The 「Paths」 inside me kept thinning, narrowing, until they became Lines. The superhuman strength granted to me surged madly. If my previous body had been wood, now it was metal. Lines traced through my body like veins, circulating astonishingly dense power. Mana wove through my muscles like threads, and with every beat of my 「Mana Heart」, a power close to a miracle erupted.
I sprinted madly, reaching the Giant’s nape. Then, instead of striking the hand it guarded its throat with, I leapt again—up to its face. The Giant’s single eye locked straight on me. I could see confusion trembling within it. Gripping my sword, I leapt into the slightly open jaws of the Giant.
Not because it looked hungry.
Not because I had given up on life.
But because the 「Path」 led there.
“Wrr—”
The moment I entered its mouth, I kicked off its tongue and swung my blade wildly, slashing the palate, gums, and tongue without mercy. Unlike the outer hide, the Giant’s insides were soft.
My blade tore through its inner flesh. Blood splattered, and I plunged past its writhing tongue. Then, following the 「Path」, I slashed again and again without hesitation. My thrusts pierced through the mucous flesh, carving Lines that bored through from the inside out. Not just one—over and over, until my arm muscles tore and bones cracked.
The Giant’s body convulsed as an earthquake-like roar erupted. Through the gaping holes I’d opened, blood gushed, air burst outward. I wrung every ounce of strength I had left and swung my sword again. Along the blazing Path, along my own Path—to prove the life I had lived.
「Do you remember, young descendant? I told you—you lacked the talent to be a genius.」
My whole body felt like it was breaking apart.
One lapse of focus, and everything would collapse. I clung to consciousness, consumed by the heat, moving like flowing fire.
「But I also said—you have the talent to become a Hero.」
It felt dreamlike.
I could no longer tell whether I was wielding the sword, or the sword was wielding me.
「Those who, though unable to find perfect answers amid hardship, never give up. Those who do not retreat despite despair. It is they who possess the talent to create legends incomprehensible to reason.」
When I came to, I was drenched in thick blood and torn flesh.
「Great legends are not written by reason.」
 「They begin with the irrational, the unreasonable, the seemingly foolish.」
 「They begin with the resolve to uphold one’s will and fight, even when the world laughs.」
I gasped, lungs ready to burst.
My body felt as if it were melting.
「Is the hero who charges into ten thousand soldiers with a single sword rational?」
 「Is it rational to fight monsters that defy human description?」
 「Is it rational to set off on expeditions into lands filled with the unknown, following the stars?」
 「It is not. It is irrational. But that is what makes it great.」
I stared blankly up at the sky. The clear blue heavens shimmered under the sunlight. I inhaled the fresh air and slowly lowered my gaze.
「Remember that Path, young descendant.」
There lay the one-eyed Giant, its mouth agape, dead with a gaping hole in its throat. The Giant had fallen, and I stood tall. Yes— in the end, the one still standing was me. The boy who had faced the Giant with nothing but a meager blade had at last triumphed.
「That is the Path of a Hero.」
The thrill I felt from that battle—I engraved it deep within my chest.
Today, I discovered another new path. Perhaps the very path I was meant to walk from now on.
“……”
As I stood silently before the fallen Giant, cheers echoed faintly from afar.
“Waaah… waaah…!”
The echoing roar of celebration grew louder, clearer. They were the shouts of Orcs— the highest praise given to a warrior who had proven his valor. Hearing that, I closed and opened my eyes again, only to find an unfamiliar scene before me.
The Giant’s corpse was gone. The mystical landscape vanished. In its place stretched a vast, white expanse. The echoing cheers had also ceased, leaving only a cold silence. As I stood amid that uneasy stillness, I heard footsteps approaching.
“Congratulations, successor of steel.”
There stood the Orc Elder, smiling with satisfaction.
“Human, you have passed the Orcs’ Coming-of-Age Ceremony splendidly.”
The Orc Elder approached me with his usual hunched gait.
The moment the white world had unfolded, the fatigue and damage that had filled my body seemed to vanish. The exhaustion that had nearly crushed me was gone, leaving me refreshed. I met the approaching Orc Elder’s gaze squarely and spoke.
“Then, about our promise……?”
 “The Holy Relic? A promise must be kept, of course. I will gladly give it to you, whatever it may be.”
Thank goodness.
The Orc Elder didn’t suddenly change his tone or demand I pass another trial. I had been tense— they were unpredictable beings, after all. I let out a silent sigh of relief.
“Ah, thank—”
 “There is one more gift I will give you.”
Then.
“I cannot give only a Holy Relic to such a splendid warrior who inherited the great blood after hundreds of years. The warrior’s blood flowing within me would not permit it. Human, your struggle was so exhilarating it made my blood boil.”
“……”
“You’ve given me joy. So, I must offer you another gift in return.”
The situation took an unexpected turn.
“I shall give you a very special gift, successor of steel.”
The Orc Elder smiled meaningfully.
“I am certain you will find it most pleasing.”
Chapter 37
Chapter 37: Wild Instinct (7)
“Out of the way!”
The Orc Elder strode forward with majestic steps. Everywhere he walked, young Orcs bowed their heads in respect or greeted him with wild cheers. It was a different kind of reverence from the applause nobles received in human cities. The Orcs had their own way of welcoming their Elder.
“Uwoo!”
 “Chwik, chwik!”
 “Silence! You little brats! Too noisy!”
 “Wahaha! Let’s shout louder! It seems his deaf ears have opened again!”
 “I said shut up, you fools!”
Laughter erupted here and there. The Orcs scattered along the path made ridiculous noises, filling the area with chaos, and though the Elder grumbled, he wore a wide smile. The Orcs, often called a barbaric race, were indeed crude—but impossible to hate.
“How is it, human? You see now that even among Orcs there is warmth.”
After a long walk, the Orc Elder suddenly said that.
At his quiet words, I paused briefly and answered honestly.
“Yes. They can be quite overwhelming… but they’re a race I’d like to befriend.”
 “Cluck-cluck, an honest one, aren’t you. True enough— we Orcs can be a bit much.”
The Elder chuckled, leaning on his staff as he continued onward. As we walked, the sounds of other Orcs gradually faded away. Soon it was only the Elder, me, and a few elite Orc warriors serving as escorts. The path grew rougher.
The trail steepened until it was less a mountain path and more a cliff face. Before a slope no human could climb on two feet, the Orc Elder lifted his staff and struck it to the ground.
“Here we are, you arrogant human.”
At that moment, the steep slope rippled like waves. Moments later, the hill covered in trees and brush vanished entirely. In its place appeared hills bristling with countless embedded weapons—swords, spears, axes, bloodstained helmets. A mountain made of steel.
A mountain forged of weapons and war.
As I stood dazed by the mysterious sight, the Elder spoke.
“This is our Orcs’ Fourth Sacred Ground —『The Land of Bitter Cold』.”
Before the mountain radiating sacred power, the Elder turned slowly toward me. His blue eyes glinted sharply as he spoke in a weighty tone.
“Now then, arrogant human. Choose the Holy Relic you desire from here. You have proven your worth through rightful battle. You have the right. Choose whatever you wish.”
After a long journey, I had finally arrived here.
“The weapons embedded here once belonged to great heroes who fought glorious battles. We honor those who fell first, preserving their blades so their descendants will remember them forever. This is the glory we gift them—so they may reach close to the heavens.”
Every weapon in the Sacred Ground looked rough and worn. Compared to the Dwarf-forged steel sword I carried, their quality was abysmal. Of course, that was only natural. The Orcs’ smithing skill was poor, and their weapons were crude compared to those of other races.
“These blades carry the wills of the warriors who wielded them. Human, as a descendant of steel, you must know my words are not a metaphor, but truth.”
 “……You’re really giving me something so precious?”
 “Phuhuhu, of course!”
The Elder burst into hearty laughter.
“They’d consider it an honor to become part of you. Having died before they could fight more, their blood must still boil. Merging with your soul will give them a chance to fight once again.”
 “……”
 “All descendants of steel live within an endless struggle. To join such a soul would bring joy even to those warriors. Truth be told, even I would gladly join you myself.”
It truly seemed the Elder meant it. Though old and steeped in wisdom, he was still, at heart, an Orc—fiery eyes still burning with the warrior’s spirit.
“Now then, which sword will you choose? I’m very curious.”
Urged by the Elder, I walked straight to the center of the Sacred Ground without hesitation. The weapon I would take had been decided from the start. Following the direction Liam had once pointed, I approached step by step until I found it—an absurdly massive sword.
Without hesitation, I grasped its hilt.
“Hoooh.”
Gripping the handle of the deeply buried blade, I pulled with all my might. After a deep breath and clenched teeth, the weapon finally came free. It was unbearably heavy. Soil burst upward as the blade was pulled free, revealing its full form.
“You’ve chosen quite the interesting one.”
It was too large to even be called a sword.
***
The weapon Liam had once called 「Wild Instinct」 was classified as a greatsword. Even among greatswords, it was extraordinarily large and thick—so big it could have been mistaken for a war club rather than a sword. With my current physical ability, lifting it was difficult enough—wielding it, impossible.
「It is a very old weapon, young descendant. Among all that lie within this Sacred Ground, I chose the one that suits you best.」
Struggling, I lifted 「Wild Instinct」 and examined it. Its surface was covered in scratches, and an unmistakable metallic scent of blood lingered along its blade. The chill it radiated told of countless lives taken in its lifetime. While studying it, I asked Liam,
“I have a question.”
 「What is it?」
 “How can you tell what memories lie within a sword just by looking at it? No, beyond that—even though you’ve never seen 「Wild Instinct」 before, how could you know it was here?”
 「Phuhuhu, quick to ask, aren’t you. So that’s what you’re curious about?」
It truly was strange when I thought about it. Liam could read a sword’s history and emotions just by looking at it. And this time, he had even pointed me to a blade lying far away in the Orcs’ Sacred Ground, saying it would suit me best. When I asked about this mystery, Liam paused briefly, then answered.
「Because I am the master of all swords.」
 “…What?”
 「You won’t understand yet. It’s too early. But one day, you will know.」
Liam’s eyes sharpened like a blade. They felt distant—cold.
「When you reach the level where you can step into the Land of Swords.」
For just a moment, Liam no longer felt like the familiar ancestor I could banter with. He seemed far removed—an absolute existence looking down upon all creation. Like a being revered as divine.
Overwhelmed by that presence, I stayed silent. Then Liam smiled lightly.
「Don’t dwell on it for now. You still have a long way to go, young descendant.」
Then, with a flick of his finger, he gestured somewhere behind me.
「You’ve another old man to speak with, don’t you? Go receive your gift.」
 “……”
 「It seems he’s prepared something quite fine for you.」
As the tent flap opened, the Orc Elder entered with his usual “phuhuhu” laughter. His heavy steps echoed as he sat down with a thump, looking straight at me.
“Human, do you like the sword of our great Orc warrior?”
 “Yes, well enough…”
 “Then you should receive your other gift.”
Right. My promised reward here wasn’t yet finished.
“Hold out your hand, successor of steel.”
***
The Elder’s hand was enormous—big enough to crush my skull in one grip. Taking my smaller hand in his, the Elder began muttering an incantation.
“Hmm. As I thought, it's not an easy path.”
 “What isn’t easy?”
 “Your fate.”
His eyes glowed faint blue.
“Successor of steel, the path ahead of you will be filled with blood and battle. Well, I suppose that’s only natural—since you’ve taken up the sword to slay such monstrous beings.”
 “……”
 “The successors of steel have always walked such roads. That’s why we Orcs have loved them. We revere warriors who challenge impossibility and defy injustice.”
I couldn’t see what the Elder was looking at.
There was something mystical about him. Truly mysterious.
“You’ll soon stand against Mystery.”
 “Mystery…?”
 “One of the most wicked and dreadful Mysteries that exist on this continent. Those who dwell in the shadows feared by all races—they will reach for you.”
The Elder muttered words hard to comprehend, then let out his usual phuhuhu laugh.
“It would be rude to offer great aid. But a little help— that’s fine. Human, I know exactly what gift to give you.”
He released my hand and slowly reached up to rest his palm on my head. Instantly, a burning heat surged through me, as though my head were on fire. From my crown, the heat spread inward, then to my eyes and nose. I gasped, breath caught in my throat, as the Elder spoke.
“Successor of steel, with your immature sword, you cannot yet cut down Mystery. So when darkness falls beyond your control, let this aid you. This is the gift bestowed by the Orc Shaman Sherdik upon the descendant of a great warrior.”
With that, the Elder lifted his hand.
The heat vanished as if it had never been. As I sat blankly, he handed me five blue stones.
“Take them—these are Guardian Stones.”
 “Guardian Stones?”
 “When I looked into your fate, I saw you clinging to useless remnants of the past, unable to move forward. These will help. Bury them around your land—the will of your ancestors within the soil will drive out any profane intruder.”
Guardian Stones.
I’d heard of them. In the Sky Empire, Witches sold them to nobles for exorbitant prices, or placed them in their labyrinths to repel invaders. Rare and powerful magical tools—and he was just giving them to me?
“I–Is it really fine to just give me these?”
 “It’s fine. Useless to Orcs anyway. Those stones are for the other six races who fear battle and death. Phuhehel.”
It made me feel unexpectedly warm inside.
「You seem happy to get something for free, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「You’ll go bald for that greed.」
If Liam hadn’t added that last remark, I might’ve enjoyed the moment longer.
“And if you wish, you may return anytime. Having proven yourself a brave warrior, showing us your Orc-like spirit, you shall now be treated as one of our kin! Not as a weak human, but as an honorable Orc warrior!”
The Elder’s face was full of sincerity.
“If you ever face trouble, climb to the mountain’s peak. Call for our aid from the place closest to the sky. Wherever we are, we will come to help our friend! As you know, we never fear a fight—be it against dragons ruling the Sky Mountains, sea kings ruling the vast oceans, or emperors of mighty empires!”
The word “friend” carried weight. Orcs might be crude, but they never lied. They were foolish, but their loyalty was unshakable. I could feel the truth in his words. No matter what hardship came, these beings would stand as allies. That was the greatest lesson I had learned from them.
There could be no sturdier friends than the Orcs.
“Yes, thank you.”
 “Ah, human, since you’re so Orc-like, how about settling here for good? My daughter, Sherizik, is very beautiful—strong muscles, over three meters tall already! A fine woman—I could trust you with her—”
 “Oh, um, I just remembered something urgent! I must leave right away, I can’t miss it!”
 “W-wait! Human! At least have some Orc beer first!”
…Well, I supposed there were some things about them that could drive a man mad.
I fled from the tent in a hurry. Behind me, the Elder stretched out his thick arm, calling after me in desperation.
“Human! Human! Hey!”
And beside the tent stood an Orc maiden with braided hair, dressed neatly in silk-like garments—likely the Elder’s daughter.
「That was one of the closest brushes with death you’ve had.」
 “If I’d let my guard down, everything could’ve ended here. I can’t believe he kept such a hidden weapon.”
Liam and I shared the same thought as we looked back at the Elder’s daughter.
She was stronger, more commanding, and more majestic than any elite Orc warrior I’d seen. Without a glance back, I ran—faster and faster.
“Come again, human!”
 “Next time, duel me! A human who passed the Ceremony sounds fun!”
 “Visit anytime! I’ll keep my axe sharpened!”
Their farewells were as fierce as they were warm.
 Annoying, exhausting—but somehow…
It hadn’t been such a bad time after all.
“Still, there’s no place nearby to temper this new sword. I’d rather just devour it now than carry something this heavy…”
 「I wouldn’t recommend that.」
 “Eh? Why not?”
As we descended the mountain path, Liam gave a rare warning.
「The digestion process for this sword will be harsh. Better to eat it once you’re back home.」
A harsh digestion process.
 It was the first time Liam had ever used those words.
“I see. Sounds like more shitty trouble ahead, then.”
 「……」
He didn’t deny it. So it was true.
 Damn it.
And so, we took the long road back home to my domain once again.
 And then—“…Hm.”
The territory I returned to after so long was… different.
「The scent of blood is strong.」
I could tell the instant I arrived.
“Not a single peaceful day, huh. Figures.”
There was never an easy day in my life.
“What the hell is this?”
 「A residue of malice. A herald of disaster. To put it simply— the mark of a Black Magician.」
Of course. Naturally.
「It seems a damned unwelcome guest has entered your land.」

-----------------
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Mana. The mysterious power that filled this vast continent— the divine blessing bestowed by the gods. It was the source that allowed the world to exist, and the one thing absolutely necessary for all seven races, humans included.
Those who wielded this mysterious power weren’t limited to swordsmen. The mana overflowing through the continent had infinite possibilities for interpretation, and thus, those who handled it were divided into countless branches. Among them, if one were to name a special case, everyone would agree on a single answer.
Magicians. Those most familiar with mana— who invoked miracles in the mortal realm through incantations and ritual formulas. They were the kind of people who could bring forth miracles with their bare hands.
「So, magicians have set foot on my land.」
They were the sort who spent their lives locked away studying magic, preferring the company of dust and books in dark chambers over seeing the outside world. For that reason, magicians who stepped beyond their towers were extremely rare— and extremely dangerous. They lived unbound by order or law, disconnected from human society.
「In my time, they wouldn’t even have dared dream of such a thing.」
In simpler terms— they were unsociable, curious troublemakers. Especially the black magicians exiled from the magic societies.
“Ugh.”
So of course, I couldn’t help but sigh.
***
As soon as I returned, I inspected the entire territory. From the outskirts to the central district, I found nothing drastically different from before. There were faint black wisps drifting in the air that bothered me, but nothing seemed physically damaged. Just… unpleasant.
After finishing my brief inspection, I headed toward the mansion to unload my heavy belongings.
In the yard, Seol Yoon was swinging her sword with her usual expressionless face. Her movements looked almost like a dance set to silent music, yet at the same time, it seemed as if she were locked in an invisible battle against unseen foes.
As always, her sword was breathtakingly beautiful— not the brutal act of wielding a weapon, but an art form in itself.
「The girl’s sword has grown again.」
 “……”
 「Geniuses are always delightful to teach. Unlike you— you talentless, dull-witted young descendant.」
Liam, satisfied at first, soon jabbed me with his usual scolding tone.
I didn’t have much to say in return. Even to my untrained eyes, Seol Yoon’s swordsmanship had improved remarkably. Her form, her rhythm— everything was sharper than when I had left. 
Compared to the time when she had fought in the arena as the Black Bride, her current swordsmanship was leagues apart.
“You’re back?”
Lost in watching her sword, I hadn’t noticed her gaze until she spoke first.
She looked at me, indifferent as always. Despite my long absence, she didn’t ask how I’d been or say she was glad to see me. It was just… typical of Seol Yoon.
“Yes, I’ve returned.”
 “You get stronger?”
 “More than before.”
 “Good. Then we’ll spar again soon.”
She gave a faint, almost mischievous smile. Sweat glistened across her face, catching the sunlight.
 I almost smiled back, entranced, before snapping out of it.
“Was there any trouble in the village while I was gone?”
 “Yeah. There was.”
There was. I waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t.
Given the context, this should’ve been the part where she explained what happened. Instead, she just blinked and went back to swinging her sword, as if that one word was all the explanation I’d get.
I blinked. Then asked again.
“That’s it?”
 “Yeah?”
Seol Yoon stopped mid-swing and looked at me with innocent confusion.
Ah, I had momentarily forgotten— she was the type who had put every ounce of social skill and speech into swordsmanship.
“……?”
Her face, utterly sincere as if wondering why I was even asking, made me feel dizzy. For a fleeting moment, I missed Fetel— that friendly man who could talk endlessly even without being asked.
‘If the Orc Elder had seen this, he’d have called her more Orc-like than me.’
Her mindset wasn’t all that different from the Orcs I’d just been living among. Of course, I couldn’t say that aloud unless I wanted a sword to the head. So, suppressing my frustration, I forced a smile.
“I’d like to know what exactly happened while I was gone.”
 “You should’ve said that from the start.”
Even back in my village, it still felt like I was talking to an Orc.
At last, Seol Yoon lowered her sword.
***
Talking with Seol Yoon was never easy.
She truly only answered what was asked— nothing more. Still, by carefully crafting ‘detailed questions,’ I managed to piece together what had happened while I was away.
“So, to summarize— two incidents with roe deer, and a group of bandits showed up, which you wiped out. That’s it?”
 “Yeah. That’s about all that was interesting.”
To Seol Yoon, there was no difference between startled deer and axe-wielding bandits from the mountains. Both were weak, pitiful beings that cried out in fear and could be cut down in a single strike. In this remote place, Seol Yoon was the wolf among sheep.
“And there was a weird kid who came begging once.”
 “A weird kid?”
 “Yeah. Looked like one of those slum rats. Filthy rags, starving face— asked if we had any food to spare.”
 “Where’s that poor child now?”
A beggar child from the slums. Not an uncommon visitor. When such kids came by, I usually gave them bread or a potato before sending them on their way. But Seol Yoon answered bluntly:
“I chased them off. Told them to get lost if they didn’t want to die.”
 “……You didn’t give them anything?”
 “No. Everything here belongs to you. I’m just a guest in your domain— I can’t give away your things as I please. My duty is to protect what’s yours. Isn’t that only right?”
Her reasoning was perfectly logical.
I looked into her cold eyes, about to tell her she could’ve at least given the child a crust of bread— that there were many unfortunate souls around here—But then.
“Besides, they felt… off.”
 “Off?”
 “Yeah. Just this uneasy feeling. My instincts were warning me. Ever since I was young, whenever I’ve felt that kind of ominous energy, bad things always followed. So I told them to leave. Immediately.”
Perhaps… her response hadn’t been wrong after all.
「She must’ve sensed the presence of a black magician.」
 “……”
 「It happens often. Black magicians, being exiles, lack servants or test subjects supported by their guilds. So they usually take in orphans or cheap slaves as familiars. That child was likely one of those.」
Seol Yoon tilted her head slightly at my silence.
「And the girl has spiritual sensitivity, doesn’t she? She carries Eastern blood, which attunes her soul— so she instinctively sensed that foreboding aura.」
As I stayed quiet, Seol Yoon suddenly said,
 “Oh, right. When the kid left, they glared at me really hard. Said I’d regret not showing mercy— said they’d come back one day.”
 “That sounds like a threat.”
 “I mean, it felt weird to chase after a kid and cut off their arms and legs just to shut them up.”
 “……”
As always, Seol Yoon had a way of leaving people speechless.
Still, thanks to her, I had a lead.
A black magician’s servant, disguised as a beggar, had come to our village and been turned away. The promise to return was surely not an empty one. Magicians— notorious throughout history for their pettiness— were known for repaying even the smallest slight.
“I don’t know why shit like this keeps happening to me.”
I muttered, half to myself. Liam responded.
「Because you insist on living in a village where shit tends to gather.」
 “……”
 「A place with no population, no proper faction nearby— perfect for those who need to hide. Frankly, it’s a miracle only small fry have shown up so far. Black magicians love turning places like this into labyrinths.」
Right. Rumors had already spread of black magicians and plagues.
This wouldn’t be the last trouble to find me.
“What should I do?”
And once again, I chose not to run. I would face whatever came.
「Since ancient times, there’s always been one cure for those antisocial magic bastards.」
 “……?”
 「A good beating.」
***
I discovered something peculiar while talking with Seol Yoon.
“What do you mean, do I see anything? No, I don’t see a thing right now.”
She couldn’t see the strange marks that were obvious to my eyes. Even before Liam had pointed it out, I’d sensed something wrong. Yet even after I told her, Seol Yoon couldn’t perceive it.
Why? Our abilities shouldn’t be that different.
The answer came from Liam.
「It’s because of your paranoia— your compulsive suspicion.」
 “My… suspicion?”
 「Yes. Your sword has evolved in that direction. A sword’s nature always mirrors its wielder. Your obsessive need to question and dig deeper— your sword has taken after that. That’s why you noticed the faint traces of the black magician’s presence so quickly.」
Suspicion. The same trait Liam had once called my greatest talent.
「Detecting such faint traces instantly isn’t easy. Fascinating— your suspicion shines even in domains beyond swordsmanship.」
 “Really?”
 「Yes. Perhaps it’s also due to your recent experience of being cast into the spirit world by that Orc shaman. Your spiritual sensitivity may have sharpened.」
Spiritual sensitivity, huh. I didn’t know if that was a good trait for a swordsman, but better to have it than not. Who knew what kind of enemies I’d face next? Whether they’d carry swords or staffs— or fling spells like falling rain— there was no shortage of shit in the world.
Anyway, with the black magician’s ominous traces lingering around my land, I decided to start by burying the Guardian Stones I’d received from the Orc Elder.
「That’s a good temporary measure. Once buried, magicians won’t be able to perform their tricks easily.」
 “What kind of tricks?”
 「Well, for example— turning this area into cursed ground, or reshaping it into a labyrinth where spells run rampant. Against that, you’d stand no chance.」
 “……”
 「Unless you can draw Paths strong enough to repel curses, or fly beyond their reach, a swordsman cannot win against a magician.」
In other words, at my current level— impossible.
I silently buried the Guardian Stones around the perimeter of the village. Nothing changed outwardly. For a moment, I even wondered if the Elder had played a joke on me. But Liam soon spoke.
「That Orc gave you something quite good. With this, most magicians won’t even dare enter.」
 “Really?”
 「Yes. If they force their way in, the shamanic curse within those stones will activate and destroy their souls. That brute may look crude, but as a shaman, his skill is exceptional—equivalent to a swordsman at the entry level of a Sword Expert.」
That comparison made it clear. And realizing that I had stood before such a being and talked so confidently— a chill ran down my spine.
「And don’t forget, he gave you another gift as well.」
 “A gift?”
 「You may not realize it, but that gift slumbers within your soul.」
He must’ve meant the burning sensation I’d felt when the Elder had laid his hand on my head.
 I still didn’t know what it was, but it made me curious.
After carefully burying the Guardian Stones, I returned to the manor.
Under the bright sunlight, I asked Liam,
“So, what should I prepare next?”
 「Do you have any preparation other than one thing?」
Liam smiled slyly down at me.
「Let’s eat your new sword, young descendant.」
His gaze turned toward 「Wild Instinct.」
「As I said, this sword’s digestion process will be… far from gentle.」
That blade— too massive to even be called a sword— gleamed under the light.
Chapter 39
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“So, you brought back nothing?”
Far from Arhan’s village, deep in a mountain hollow veiled by tall trees, a chilling voice echoed within a decrepit hut.
The source of that voice was an elderly man— his face furrowed with countless wrinkles, his frail frame rocking gently in a creaking chair.
“Yes, y-yes. They said they didn’t have a-anything to give me. T-treated me like some kind of leper…”
 “Hmm. You dressed yourself pitifully to stir up human sympathy, and yet it didn’t work. Manipulating emotion truly is difficult. A wretched orphan, a beggarly appearance, a starving young girl— I thought those three would be sufficient.”
 “I-I’m sorry. I’m so sorry…”
Before the cold-voiced old man, a small girl was bowing her head in fear, apologizing over and over. Her dirt-stained face and emaciated limbs made her look fragile enough to snap if touched.
“Still, you’ve learned something useful. I thought that village was deserted, but it turns out someone’s living there. And contrary to rumors— that a monster lurked there, or that another black magician had already claimed the place— it’s merely a girl who happens to know how to swing a sword.”
The old man tapped the armrest of his chair with his finger, smiling faintly.
“From what my scattered eyes have seen, she’s at best a ‘Sword Walker.’ I’ll remove her and build a new labyrinth there. I’ve grown sick of this filthy shack anyway. I’d like to bathe in hot water again.”
 “Th-then, will you forgive me…?”
 “No. Even if you brought back good information, you still failed the task I originally gave you.”
The old man leaned forward and flicked his finger. In that instant, the girl who had been kneeling jerked upright as though pulled by invisible strings. His cold gaze swept over her trembling form.
“My command was to bring me food— and you failed. That means you must receive punishment for your failure. My dear child, that’s the way of a magician.”
 “Ah… ah…”
 “Just one more week without food. I was curious what happens to a child’s body after more than ten days of starvation. I’ll examine it carefully, piece by piece, for magical study.”
The girl’s eyes trembled violently. Tears welled as the old man’s wrinkled hand reached out and patted her head. His voice turned almost gentle.
“Why that face, Hailyn? You should thank me when I’m done speaking.”
Under that touch, the girl— Hailyn— forced her lips upward into a brittle smile, ignoring the shaking of her body. It was the only thing she could do before the old black magician.
“Yes, y-yes… th-thank you.”
To stay alive.
“If you endure the week, I’ll let you eat that girl who drove you away. I’ve always wondered— what happens when a human eats another whole, uncooked? What emotions might arise…?”
Even as he spoke those grotesque words, Hailyn could only keep smiling— cursing her own pitiful fate in the hands of this terrifying black magician.
***
I lit a fire and placed 「Wild Instinct」 atop it to heat. Warming this monstrously large sword was torture in itself. Lifting it with both hands was already a strain; getting even a single piece into my mouth in one go was impossible.
「Looks like you’re roasting a whole beast for a feast.」
 “If it’s a feast, it’s one I have to suffer through alone— more torture than celebration.”
「Wild Instinct」— the sword once wielded by an Orc warrior— was enormous.
Even the greatest knights would struggle to swing something like this. That such a thing had ever been crafted as a weapon was unbelievable. A blade this size seemed more suited as a ceremonial relic or a prop for a statue.
“Phew.”
Once the sword was heated, I broke it apart into pieces I could manage. Then, I slowly placed one of those fragments into my mouth. The instant the shard touched my tongue, agony surged through me.
“Urgh…”
I couldn’t swallow it in one go. I had to endure that pain— chew, swallow, then repeat. The agony was several times worse than during any of my previous ingestions.
“Ugh— ngh…”
My throat tore, my tongue bled, and it felt as though I’d swallowed a ball of molten fire. My whole body burned. My brain felt like it was boiling to sludge, but I clenched my teeth and forced myself to stay conscious. Even as the clear blue sky turned yellow and the bright sunlight dimmed, I endured. Bit by bit, I chewed and swallowed until no fragment of 「Wild Instinct」 remained.
It felt like being cast alive into a furnace.
The pain spread from my stomach to my heart, brain, and even my eyes. Each breath felt like flames dancing inside me. My fists clenched so tightly that my nails cut into my palms and blood dripped to the floor. My body hair stood on end— and amid the searing heat, memories began to surge forth.
Not mine— but those of the blade’s former owner.
『There is no paradise where you run.』
 『That belief guided my entire life.』
***
There is no paradise where you run.
That belief guided my entire life.
“Beric!”
My mother gave birth to me under the blazing sun, on the vast plains bordering the Sky Mountains.
She was a brave Orc warrior who wished that her child’s first sound would not be a cry of pain.
So she gave birth without a midwife, sweating and biting her lip, smiling when she first laid eyes on me.
“Beric, my son.”
My mother wanted me to become a courageous warrior— the dream of all Orc mothers.
She endured her pain without a scream, greeting me with laughter instead. It was a noble act. But nature was cruel. Whether because of her age, the harsh environment, or simple fate— my mother passed away not long after giving me life, returning to the ancestors.
“It’s all right, Beric. She will always be with us.”
The shaman’s words at the funeral brought me no comfort.
If I could no longer hold her, eat with her, or hear her say she loved me— how could she still be “with me”? As the others danced around the fire, I felt only confusion.
I questioned everything—when my brothers fell in battle against the beasts of the plains, when my friends challenged imperial knights and returned decapitated.
Despite the pain my mother had endured to bring me into the world, I was a cowardly Orc.
I feared death. I lacked courage. And an Orc without courage… was no Orc at all.
“Beric! Again, you— tch!”
An Orc should never question.
A warrior must face even the mightiest foe head-on and accept death with dignity. To protect one’s kin, an Orc must be willing to defy the world itself.
But I couldn’t. So everyone called me “Coward Beric.”
“Ran away again, did you, Beric?”
I fled before a giant wolf.
I trembled before a stone-skinned giant.
When my friends fell to an imperial knight, I bowed my head in silence, too afraid to avenge them. Because I feared death.
Once, I asked my father: “Father! Are you not afraid of death?”
He was a mighty warrior, respected by all. Since my youth, his broad back had seemed immense, unbreakable. Even his fanged smile was magnificent.
After I asked, I braced myself to be scolded, or shamed as a disgrace. But he didn’t do that.
“I fear death as well, Beric.”
He spoke kindly.
“They say we return to our ancestors, but who truly knows what lies beyond? Being pierced by a spear hurts. When I catch a fever and cough all day, it’s miserable.
If such small pains hurt so much, how terrible must death be? When I face monsters or knights in armor, I feel fear— fear that I might lose.”
He whispered words he would never have said before others.
“So I understand your fear, my son.”
That honesty made him seem even greater that day.
“But even so, we must not run.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because there is no paradise where you run.”
His heavy words struck straight into my heart.
“Even if monstrous foes appear before you, even if endless armies come, even if thunder and lightning rain down— there are moments when you must not flee.”
 “……”
 “Because only then can you protect those precious lives behind you.”
His eyes shone clear and blue— like the boundless sky above the plains.
“You’ll understand someday. You are a fine Orc, my son.”
 “……”
 “Until then, you may hide behind me. I fight in front so that you can. So don’t be ashamed, my treasure.”
And with those words, my father took up his axe. His stride was bold and proud— his back broad and strong as ever.
I never forgot that sight.
That night, he died defending the plains from a Monster Wave.
That was the last time I saw his back.
It was a night of thunder. Many had fallen, and the funeral was grand. After the rites, I sought out the weary shaman. Amid the roaring storm, he looked at me with a strange smile.
“What is it, coward?”
At that moment, my father’s words echoed in my head.
“I… I want to undergo the coming-of-age ceremony!”
There is no paradise where you run.
“I’ll fight! I’ll take up the axe— at the front line!”
There was no longer a strong back to hide behind.
“Just like Father!”
A boy cannot remain a boy forever. You can’t run forever. When childhood ends, you must step into the world— even if it terrifies you.
“So, you’ve finally become an adult.”
That stormy night, I completed my coming-of-age. Within me was inherited the soul of the greatest warrior I knew— my father.
“You are a warrior now, Coward Beric.”
As the years passed, my body grew astonishingly large. The strength passed down from my parents never stopped expanding.
I became larger and stronger than most Orcs, my mighty frame fit to protect my kin at the front lines. And so, I wielded a weapon suited to that body— a colossal sword.
Thicker and heavier than any on the battlefield, it was a blade forged from the will never to flee.
To stand firm, even beneath crashing waves and lightning.
My Wild Instinct.
In time, my kin came to call me Beric the Great Warrior.
And then, once again, a Monster Wave struck.
***
“Hm.”
After following the Little Gladiator, Arhan, to the village, Seol Yoon’s daily routine had remained simple. Wake at dawn, stretch, jog, then train with the sword.
There were no amusements here— and Seol Yoon had never needed any. Her whole life revolved around the sword. But today, during her routine, her gaze kept wandering toward the mansion on the hill.
It had been three days since Arhan returned from his journey— yet he hadn’t stepped outside even once. No training, no appearances. Nothing.
“Something happened?”
Though indifferent by nature, even Seol Yoon could worry. 
After all, he’d fallen ill for days after his duel as Fetel’s proxy warrior. 
He was fragile— glass-boned, almost. 
Traveling like that… he could’ve easily caught a fever.
‘It’s bothering me.’
She couldn’t ignore someone who might be hurt. Not out of politeness, but because of her own scars— remnants of her past. Eventually, she decided to check on him herself.
And then—“Hu… huu—”
Seol Yoon froze at the sight before her.
“What… are you?”
“Ah, Lady Seol. What brings you here? Did something happen?”
 “Well… you hadn’t come out for three days.”
“It’s already been that long? You must’ve been worried. As you can see, I’ve been… focused on training.”
The boy she once knew was gone.
“My apologies. I got completely absorbed.”
Arhan now stood taller than Seol Yoon. His shoulders had broadened, his frame dense with tightly knit muscle fibers— as if he had skipped adolescence and stepped straight into adulthood. His body looked like that of a seasoned warrior who had faced countless battles— forged of steel itself.
“I’ll explain everything later. Right now, I can’t waste even a single minute.”
The boy had become a man.
***
「Name: Wild Instinct」
 「A massive, heavy greatsword once wielded by the Orc Great Warrior, Beric.」
 「So large and weighty that few can even lift it.」
 .
 .
 .
 「Ingestion Effect」
 「Acquire Beric’s swordsmanship and warrior’s physique.」
 「Your body will be reforged to match the great warrior’s swordsmanship.」
 「Current physical capacity far below that of the original wielder.」
 「Reforging process will proceed intensely to ensure proper digestion.」
 .
 .
 .
 「The body that carries Steel Blood grows stronger with every strike.」
 「While digestion proceeds, continue striking your body without rest.」
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Chapter 40: Digestion (3)
Even after I had completely devoured 「Wild Instinct」, my body still burned as if it had been thrown into a forge. Heat boiled through me, not the fever of sickness, but the blazing heat of molten metal.
There was no dizziness or headache.
Instead, an overwhelming urge filled my mind— a craving to move, to test every fiber of the dense muscle newly forged within me. I wanted to swing, strike, and fight like a berserk Orc.
Liam gave me the answer.
「You are being forged.」
 “Forged?”
 「Yes. Just as heated steel is hammered and tempered into a sharp blade, your body too is undergoing that process. The Steel Blood within you boils, reshaping itself to suit the sword you’ve consumed.」
Forging.
Yes, if my body were a weapon, it would be the perfect term.
「This is the process of becoming true Steel, my young descendant.」
I looked at Liam and asked,
“What should I do, Master?”
 「Do not ask me.」
 “Then what?”
 「Do as your body commands. Follow your Wild Instinct.」
Liam gave me a faint glance.
「Do not rest, not for a single breath. Move until you feel you’ll break. Drive your body until your lungs scream and your heart feels ready to burst.」
 “……”
 「Do not stop until the heat dies down. While your flesh is still aflame, your weak body will grow at an astonishing rate. Do not waste this rare moment.」
Thump, thump— my heartbeat echoed all the way to my head.
「The body that carries Steel Blood grows stronger the more it is struck, my young descendant.」
At those words, I gripped my sword. And began to move exactly as my body demanded.
***
Have you ever seen the process of a blade being forged to its limit? A piece of glowing iron bends with each strike of the hammer, then straightens again, over and over, until it is reborn as a hardened weapon.
That was what my body was experiencing. Like steel in the forge, even the smallest movement brought dramatic change. Time felt compressed— with a single swing, I could feel muscle weaving into place.
The grinding of bone echoed from within. My frame twisted, muscles tore, and agony flooded in as though my body were being dismantled. I wanted to scream but didn’t. Even the time it would take to write and cry out felt wasteful.
Even now, I could feel it— my body was evolving. That knowledge burned brightly in my mind.
This was different from the empty days before I met Liam. Pain that could shatter body or soul was nothing compared to the despair of losing everything— compared to the hollowness I’d once felt when I failed my revenge.
『Even before waves of countless foes, I could not retreat.』
 『Not because I was unafraid of death—』
 『But because there were too many precious things behind me to abandon.』
I moved as the sword commanded. 
Even when it felt like my arms would rip apart, I swung.
 I thrashed like a beast driven by instinct.
 It felt as though I were dancing within flames— and yet I refused to stop. To stop meant the end of my ascension. I could not allow that. If there was even the slightest chance to become stronger, I would throw myself into the fire without hesitation.
『For those I must protect, I cannot run.』
 『I must move forward.』
 『Because only by fighting can one seize what they desire.』
I twisted my waist, gripped the sword with both hands, and swung. My hair whipped through the air, sweat flew like sparks, and in that fleeting instant, the sword’s memories flashed before my eyes— a dusty plain beneath a wild sky, an endless tide of enemies, and an Orc Great Warrior, Beric, charging forward with his enormous blade.
He did not flee from impossible battles. His fierce face burned vividly within me. I could feel the heat that had once filled his heart and his flesh. For that brief moment, it was as though his spirit had merged with my body. The pounding of my heart— every beat echoed with the strength of the Great Warrior Beric.
『I still remember my father’s words.』
At that moment, I was no longer a boy. I was an Orc warrior. As I swung the heavy sword, steam burst from my body. Sweat poured down in thick drops, and beyond the rising mist, a clear mirror shimmered into view.
Through the steam, my reflection no longer resembled the boy I once knew.
『There is no paradise where you run.』
And thus, my sword had reached the end of its boyhood.
***
The first change I noticed— my height. My eyes now looked down on the world from far above.
“Looks like I’ll need new clothes.”
 「Good. Those old ones made you look like a backwater farmer anyway.」
 “……”
None of my old clothes fit anymore. While searching for something wearable, I caught a whiff of the stench clinging to my body— the result of days spent moving and sweating without rest.
I stepped into the bath and let the hot water wash over me. With my eyes closed, I scrubbed away the grime and exhaustion, and a refreshing clarity filled me. When I stepped out and dried off, I reached into the closet and found my father’s clothes.
They were larger, built for a man far broader than I had been.
Now, they fit perfectly. As I slipped on the slightly tight shirt, a faint, nostalgic scent reached me— a smell that stirred memories.
Memories of my father placing me on his knee, telling stories with a boyish smile. The image flickered briefly before fading. After that brief moment of longing, I gathered my sword and stepped outside.
Sunlight bathed the yard.
Seol Yoon was there, holding a wooden sword.
When she saw me, her eyes widened for a moment, as if entranced. Then, realizing I’d caught her staring, she quickly turned away, her cheeks slightly flushed.
“You finally came out.”
 “Yes. Have you been waiting long?”
 “Not really.”
Her tone was awkward— different from before.
 I noticed the change but decided to speak first.
“Ah, I suppose I’ve changed quite a bit. To explain this—”
 “No. Don’t explain. I prefer conversations through the sword.”
She gripped her wooden blade tightly.
“Tell me later— with that. I think that’ll be enough to answer.”
 “If that’s what you want.”
That was fine by me.
Words often failed where blades spoke clearly— especially with someone like her. Besides, sparring with Seol Yoon was always valuable. She was a genius. And right now, there was another matter to settle.
“By the way, has anything happened while I was inside?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “That child who came before— did they return? Or any suspicious magicians appear?”
The pitiful orphan, suspected servant of the black magician, had promised to come back. And magicians— especially those kinds— never made idle threats. History proved it. Those who held supernatural power always repaid grudges, no matter how small.
“No one’s come. Not yet.”
Good. I wasn’t too late.
「A sluggish one, that magician.」
Liam smirked faintly.
「Let’s head out beyond the village, my young descendant. Don’t you want to test that new body of yours?」
For once, I agreed entirely.
Power coursed through my new limbs like surging rivers. Though the fever had cooled, my heart still beat wildly. I wanted— no, needed— to swing this strength.
Desperately.
***
As Liam suggested, I went to the village outskirts. Since I had buried the Guardian Stones, no more black energy lingered within the estate. But outside the boundary— beyond the buried stones— the air was thick with dark, malignant presence.
「So it’s not that the magician’s sluggish— they simply couldn’t get through.」
 “Seems the stones worked.”
 「Didn’t I tell you they were fine gifts, my young descendant?」
Apparently, the black magician who had approached my land wasn’t ready to give up.
 I decided to check each site where I had buried the Guardian Stones.
“Something about this place feels… wrong.”
Perhaps because the black aura was thicker now, even Seol Yoon looked uncomfortable.
She drew her sword and held it ready as we walked.
Then—“What’s that?”
In the distance, someone was moving oddly.
A small figure. A child, in filthy rags, dirt clinging to her face— the same pitiful appearance seen often in the slums.
The child was muttering frantically, digging into the dirt with bare hands. When I saw where she was digging, realization hit.
“Could it be—”
 “Yes. The same child from before.”
Just as I suspected. And the place where she was clawing at the earth—‘The Guardian Stone. She’s digging it up.’
I immediately understood.
‘The black magician sent her.’
There could be only one reason.
 Their vile magic had been blocked by the Orc Elder’s Guardian Stones.
I frowned and started walking toward her.
She must have heard my footsteps, because she froze mid-dig and turned her head toward me.
Our eyes met— mine and the ragged child’s.
“A-ah…”
Her pupils trembled violently.
“D-don’t come. Don’t come near me. Don’t.”
Her muttering was faint but clear.
 “Don’t come”? What did she mean?
Suspicion— that familiar instinct of mine— flared up.
I scattered my 「Paths」 in all directions.
The invisible threads spread outward, brushing the air— and from one of them, I sensed it.
‘Three presences. In the thicket ahead.’
Liam had once said my 「Paths」 were sharp with sensitivity— and he was right.
 I shouted instantly.
“There are three unknown entities hiding ahead! Be careful!”
The brush rustled violently. And the intruders revealed themselves.
“What in—”
They were grotesque. 
Not assassins with daggers, not knights in armor, not barbarian raiders— nothing so simple.
「It’s been a long time since I’ve seen those.」
They were towering— larger than my newly grown frame. Their crushed, uneven faces were sewn together with thick black stitches, their bare chests crisscrossed with crude seams like patched dolls. Veins bulged beneath stone-colored skin.
I felt it instantly— they weren’t human. In fact, they didn’t even feel alive in a natural sense.
Through my 「Paths」 came an alien pulse, something far removed from ordinary life.
 Its wrongness stirred a primal unease.
Liam spoke.
「Golems. The ugly puppets made by magicians with too much time and too little taste.」
Before his words even faded, a flash burst beside me.
 A swift, beautiful streak— Seol Yoon’s sword.
“Focus, Little Gladiator.”
Her strike hit the creature’s chest— fast, precise. But instead of a clean cut, a metallic clang rang out, like a blade on steel.
She instantly sensed something was off and leapt back.
“They’re tough. Like they’re wearing armor under their skin.”
Lowering her stance, Seol Yoon shifted her grip into one I hadn’t seen before— perhaps a technique she’d developed during solitary training here. I felt a fleeting curiosity— but now wasn’t the time for admiration.
「Golems are disgusting constructs— stitched together from pieces of beasts and men by depraved magicians. And yes, they’re hard. Very hard.」
 “……”
 「But they’re simple to deal with.」
I drew my sword.
「Break them apart. Like cracking an egg.」
At that moment, my 「Mana Heart」 throbbed— and power surged through my body.
「Perfect meat shields to test your new strength, my young descendant.」
This power— it was incomparable to anything I’d ever felt before.
“I’ll handle them.”
-----------------
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While I was away, Seol Yoon spent her time meaningfully. In this quiet domain, she immersed herself in the sword and achieved a level of personal growth. Seol Yoon’s genius was exceptional; even just by swinging her blade, she could seek enlightenment.
Moreover, before I had left, she had received teachings from an Immortal.
Thanks to that, Seol Yoon had become an even more remarkable swordswoman than before.
That was why she instantly recognized that the grotesque lumps of flesh appearing before her were not easy foes. Though their movements seemed clumsy, their bodies were as hard as if clad in full armor.
Soulless beings, devoid of reason—terrifying in their unnaturalness. Seol Yoon knew well how dangerous such creatures could be.
And yet—
“……?”
For some reason, the sight of Arhan stepping forward felt entirely different from before. Yes, his appearance had changed—but that wasn’t what mattered.
The decisive change lay in the way he stood before those monstrous enemies—his figure warped, distorted—just as it had the first time they fought in the 「Arena」.
Like that moment when the small boy radiated murderous intent and was reborn as the Assassin of the Free City.
‘You really are special.’
Seol Yoon lowered the sword she had been gripping and simply watched Arhan.
At that moment, his figure transformed dramatically.
His pale white skin turned green, his frame expanded with swelling muscles, and his once-beautiful face contorted into something fierce and savage. The dwarven-forged steel sword in his hand grew larger, transforming into an immense slab of metal.
The boy Seol Yoon once knew was gone. In his place stood an orc—Savage and valiant.
A warrior whose blood boiled for battle, one who would never flee, no matter the odds.
***
From the very moment I faced the giant golems head-on, my heart began to race wildly.
A burning sensation spread through my entire body.
There was no fear—only the urge to fight.
It wasn’t a human heart that beat within me anymore—it was the heart of a warrior.
The golems in front of me shimmered and shifted, their forms changing into towering stone giants—monstrous beings even more threatening than before.
It wasn’t an illusion. It was a memory—one carried by the still-undigested 「Wild Instinct」 within me. 
The memory of Beric, the Orc Great Warrior—the one who had never turned from battle.
『Another Monster Wave swept across the plains.』
His memories began to overlap with my reality.
『The beasts that had once taken my father returned—to trample everything I held dear.』
 『Half the great plain teemed with monsters.』
 『The blinding sunlight illuminated every grotesque face.』
Thud!
The tremor beneath my feet—was it from the giants or the golems the black Mage had created? The vividness of the memory blurred the line between past and present.
『Monsters whose very names evoked dread filled the horizon.』
 『But I could not retreat.』
 『Since becoming a Great Warrior, I had things I needed to protect.』
 .
 .
 .
 『A kind-hearted wife who believed in a fool like me.』
 『A son barely able to walk, and a daughter still feeding at her mother’s breast.』
 『My family, my friends, my neighbors who laughed with me over mugs of orc beer.』
But there was no hesitation.
『Time had passed, and I too had become an adult who could no longer run away.』
 『Just as my father once did.』
I knew exactly what I had to do.
『I charged straight into the horde.』
 『At its front stood the giants.』
As my sword commanded.
As my 「Wild Instinct」 whispered.
“Waaaargh—!”
A roar erupted from my chest—deep, thunderous, beastly. So fierce that I could hardly believe it came from me. At that moment, I was an orc—a born warrior who never fled from combat.
My blood burned. I glared at the advancing enemies and charged forward.
The vision of Beric’s memories vanished, replaced by the clear, vivid reality before me—The golems. The black Mage’s puppets.
Extending the 「Path」, I reached out to them. Through the web of paths, their movements slowed—laid bare before my eyes.
I would not step back.
“Huff—”
I drew in a deep breath. As I devoured more of the 「Wild Instinct」, strength surged through my body. My heart thundered, forming another Path within. It narrowed, hardened—until it became a line.
In that instant, the power of steel coursed through me.
「You’ve realized it yourself, young descendant.」
The understanding born from the orcs’ Coming-of-Age ceremony. The Line of the Karavan family wasn’t meant to be some secret ultimate technique—it had to flow naturally, like breathing. To extend beyond humanity, to forge a body of steel—that was the true purpose of the Karavan Line.
I had glimpsed that truth in the orcs’ ritual. Now, with a stronger body, I could finally wield it instinctively.
“Hoo—”
The steadier my breath, the harder my body felt.
It was as though I had become a sword myself—an unbreakable blade.
I sprinted forward like I was cutting through the great plains themselves. In an instant, I reached the nearest golem. Its massive arm swung down to crush me.
The 「Path」 extended. I could clearly see the density of its muscles, the hardness of its skin.
Seol Yoon had been right—these things were like heavily armored knights, dumb but terrifyingly durable.
Once, I would have struggled against them. But not anymore.
“Hup!”
Because now, I was no less hard than they were.
“Waaaargh!”
I tightened my grip on my sword and swung in a vast arc. It felt less like wielding a sword and more like a hammer. The blow, carrying all my strength, tore through the enemy’s body—ripping flesh, shattering bone. Thick, dark blood burst forth.
The golem’s arm was severed completely. Without pause, I kept swinging—wildly, recklessly, again and again. Limbs flew, torsos split, bones cracked, and innards spilled—monstrous entrails that reeked of decay.
I stepped forward, pivoted, and spun.
My blade cleaved the golem’s head clean off. It flew high into the air before slamming into the ground. That made one down.
I hadn’t allowed a single defense. Nor did I defend myself. Only relentless offense—crushing the enemy’s guard with sheer force. There was no refined swordsmanship here—only brutality.
But it was exhilarating and powerful—thoroughly orcish.
「Yes. None can stand in the way of the Path of Steel.」
As one golem fell, the remaining two charged fearlessly.
Their vacant eyes betrayed no emotion—they were puppets, following orders.
But my sword would not falter before such things.
I raised it high and brought it down with full force.
The strike carved deep into one golem’s chest, spraying filthy blood.
Without stopping, I spun, carrying the momentum, and sliced upward through the second.
The blade pierced its hardened hide, ripping it open. Still, I didn’t stop.
My motions were great, reckless, continuous—Like an artist painting an endless mural with a single brushstroke, my sword danced without pause.
This was the swordsmanship of 「Wild Instinct」—an unending rhythm of ferocity.
Gripping the hilt with both hands, I swung in vast arcs, pouring in all my strength.
 「Wild Instinct」 would not cease—so long as my stamina endured.
Compared to the blades I’d devoured so far, it was crude and primitive. 
No grace, no subtlety. 
In a duel of finesse, even a single misstep would be fatal. But this was a purely orcish sword.
Beric, the Orc Great Warrior, did not fight for technique. He fought to protect his kin, his loved ones, his home. That was why 「Wild Instinct」 carried no refined art—only raw conviction.
A clumsy, inefficient sword meant only for slaying monsters. But that was what made it beautiful.
A blade with no defense, yet filled with Beric’s life—his will to never flee, to face any foe, to win no matter the odds.
“Hup!”
The two remaining golems were torn apart. Their tough bodies scattered under my endless strikes. Then one lunged from my blind spot—but I already sensed it.
It was within my 「Path」.
‘And besides, for me, the weakness of 「Wild Instinct」 isn’t a problem at all.’
I shifted my grip mid-swing, holding the sword one-handed. Then, from a backward-leaning stance, I flicked my wrist and thrust. 
The blade pierced through the golem’s eye, impaling its brain and ending its life.
Right after, I kicked off its chest and leapt back. Without even looking, I drew 「Fang」 from my thigh and drove it into the skull of the final golem.
The dagger pierced through, extinguishing its life.
‘If a sword is unstable, then I’ll only use it when it counts.’
「Wild Instinct」 wasn’t the only blade I possessed.  I could always call upon 「Needle」, 「Fang」, or 「Twilight」. To digest a sword meant that its essence was already part of me.
I looked at the three motionless golems and wiped the blood off my body. With a flick, I shook the blood from my sword and sheathed it.
That was when I noticed a small girl sitting dazed in the distance.
“Wh–What the… How can someone like that exist in a place like this…?”
The girl looked utterly bewildered. 
I ignored her muttering and simply gave Seol Yoon a glance.
She immediately understood my intent.
“H-How did you take down those golems with just a sword—Agh!”
The girl stumbled backward in terror, tripping over her own feet.
 She fell, staring at Seol Yoon as if she were a monster, eyes wide with fear.
“P-Please, don’t kill me! Please!”
As Seol Yoon approached, the girl’s cries grew more frantic—until it seemed she might faint.
 It almost made me feel guilty.
‘Come on, no need to cry that much.’
Seol Yoon gestured at her. Without a word, the girl scrambled over like a frightened animal about to be sold at market.
“Stop crying.”
The instant Seol Yoon’s cold voice fell, the girl’s tears stopped as if cut by a blade.
 Expressionless, Seol Yoon’s presence alone froze her.
I scratched my head, looking at the now-quiet girl.
“I have a question.”
 “H-Hic… wh-what is it?”
 “The Mage who ordered you to dig here—where is your master?”
Her pupils shook violently. 
Her lips trembled. Clearly, her master—the black Mage—was terrifying.
I sighed. I had already slain three of his golems—he must have sensed it.
I didn’t want to give him time to prepare.
But I also couldn’t let him go. If some black Mage kept spreading his foul magic near my lands, I’d have nothing but trouble. Best to end it now, completely. But if the girl wouldn’t cooperate, this could get messy.
I frowned.
“Still not talking?”
In such cases, the orcish way worked best.
Violence wasn’t always the answer—but sometimes, it solved problems quickly.
I smiled, slowly drawing my sword.
And then—“I-I’ll talk! I’ll talk!”
Before I even fully unsheathed it, the girl screamed.
 …Well, that was faster than expected.
I smiled faintly as her face turned pale. Seeing that, she cried out again.
“I-I’ll lead you there! I’ll show you the way! P-Please, just follow me!”
So cooperative. I almost felt proud. Maybe I should’ve gone harder from the start.
Liam chuckled in approval.
「Excellent. That is the Karavan way.」
Earning my master’s praise only made it more satisfying.
“……”
…I chose to ignore Seol Yoon’s exasperated, weary look.
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The ten-year-old girl, Hailyn, had once lived a perfectly ordinary life. A curious child, she always loved to go on adventures—not grand journeys like those in knightly tales, but small, thrilling adventures fitting for her age.
She would climb the hill behind her village with her friends, chase animals and bugs, and proudly show them off. Even when the adults scolded her, she would sneak out late at night to gaze at the stars. For Hailyn, who lived in an isolated village, those little acts of defiance were her own kind of adventure.
She never understood why the adults always warned her to be careful.
What could possibly happen in such a quiet, remote place?
But that belief of hers shattered one day.
“Huh?”
While exploring the back hill as usual, Hailyn found an old man collapsed in the bushes. He wore a tattered robe stained in many places, and his face was deathly pale. He looked gravely ill. Without a second thought, Hailyn carried the unconscious man back to her village. If she had received even the most basic education, she would never have done so.
The young girl had no idea how dangerous it was to bring a stranger into an isolated village.
She didn’t know that the gray pendant around his neck marked him as an exiled Mage, nor that the branded mark on his wrist identified him as a fugitive from the Sky Empire. And thus, tragedy began.
The old man Hailyn had rescued awoke after eating some warm porridge. The moment he opened his eyes, he muttered incomprehensible incantations—and with a single wave of his hand, he brought calamity to the village.
That was the first time in her life Hailyn had ever seen magic.
And it was also the first time she realized—humans could shatter so easily.
When she came to her senses, the village was painted red. Blood and scattered entrails drenched the ground. And there, sitting among the carnage, was the old man she had saved.
He sat upon the corpses of her parents—as though they were his chair. But Hailyn couldn’t even bring herself to hate him.
She was too terrified. Terrified of the horrifying scene before her, terrified of the old man whose gestures had brought it forth, terrified of this “magic” she could not understand.
“Thank you, child. Thanks to you, I live.”
And along with that terror came self-loathing. It felt as though the dead eyes of the villagers stared at her, speaking without words.
Ah, Hailyn. Did we not always tell you to be careful? That the world was full of frightening things? Why didn’t you listen?
“I am Jerry Selfit, once of the ‘Blue Raven Tower’ and a noble Mage of the Sky Empire Velma. Thanks to you, my life has been extended beyond its destined end.”
But no matter what Hailyn was thinking, the old man—Jerry Selfit—just kept talking.
How Mage-like of him.
“You are my savior, child.”
 “……”
 “As a gift, I grant you the honor of becoming my servant. You may now serve one as noble as I.” And so, that day, the adventurous little girl named Hailyn fell into the gutter of fate.
The child who had loved the woods and stars now came to understand how wicked humans could become under the name of “Mage.”
Cruel stories could never capture reality.
To Hailyn, Jerry Selfit was no human—he was a demon wearing human skin.
Why, she wondered, did the righteous and merciful angels of life allow such a monster to roam the world? She could never understand.
Countless lives perished at Jerry Selfit’s fingertips. 
He killed in the name of curiosity, he killed for amusement, and sometimes he killed for no reason at all.
During that long, horrific journey, Hailyn was eventually brought to this remote corner of the Iron Kingdom.
“I fancy that mansion. We’ll settle here.”
From the beginning of her ordeal, Hailyn had prayed silently—that someone would kill that demon.
If not…
“Yes, Master. A fine idea.”
Then at least, that someone would end her wretched fate today.
***
“Jerry Selfit. A Mage expelled from the ‘Blue Raven Tower,’ you say. You don’t know how powerful he is? I wish we had more information.”
I asked while watching the small figure leading the way—Hailyn. She’d been chattering endlessly, telling us things we hadn’t even asked for.
I couldn’t tell if it was part of some act to gain sympathy, or if she was simply being a child.
“I-I don’t know how strong he really is. I’ve never seen another Mage besides my master. But, um… Master always goes after weak people.”
 “……”
 “B-but one thing’s for sure. He’s not weak. Once, we ran into a knight—someone in full armor—and the knight didn’t even have a chance to fight back. He coughed up blood and died before getting close to Master.”
A knight, huh.
That meant he was at least capable of instantly killing a Sword Walker-level warrior.
I frowned as I looked at poor Hailyn.
I didn’t know much about Mages myself. In this backwater, there was no way such exalted figures would appear. I had never seen one in my life.
The first being I’d met who wielded spiritual power was that Orc Elder from before.
I hadn’t even heard many stories about Mages.
In short, this was an unknown enemy.
I didn’t know how Mages fought—or how to fight one.
“B-but… must you both go see my master yourselves?”
 “Do you have a better idea?”
 “Wh-what about reporting him?”
While I was thinking, Hailyn timidly offered an alternative.
“M-my master’s a black Mage. He broke the rules of his tower and got expelled. The Sky Empire’s been chasing him ever since because of all the terrible things he’s done.”
 “A fugitive, then.”
 “If you report him, the pursuers will come and take him away! The Sky Empire will send its terrifying Judges.”
A fugitive from the Sky Empire, huh.
That wasn’t a bad suggestion.
Rather than recklessly fighting an unknown Mage, it’d be better to leave it to someone experienced—someone used to hunting Mages, someone who already knew about him. And if we reported it, we might even get rewarded. The Sky Empire was known for its generosity.
No one handled matters more efficiently than them.
The Sky Empire Velma was the strongest nation on the continent, after all.
But there was one problem.
“I don’t know how to contact them. And even if we did, do you realize how far the Sky Empire is from here? We can’t just sit around and wait.”
Hailyn’s eyes trembled at my words.
“B-but still, wouldn’t that be better than facing him yourselves?”
 “……”
 “I-I saw you kill those golems. You’re strong, I know. But… I don’t think anyone can beat my master. He’s… he’s a demon.”
The fear rooted in Hailyn’s heart ran deep. As I looked at her pale face, feeling an unexpected pang of pity, Liam spoke.
「A demon, she says. How amusing. Only those who’ve never set foot in the ‘Land of Despair’ would say such things. They’ve never seen a real demon.」
 “……”
「Young descendant, are you afraid? Of facing a Mage you’ve never seen before?」
I looked inward toward Liam and muttered silently, Yes. I am.
「There’s no need to fear. Let me tell you something interesting.」
 「The Steel Blood flowing through our veins holds the power to bring despair to tricksters like those Mages.」
It was as if he had read my thoughts.
「That’s why, long ago, Mages used to call the Karavan domain by another name.」
He smiled faintly.
「The Grave of Mages.」
***
Guided by the ragged little girl, Hailyn, we arrived near a small cabin hidden in thick undergrowth. Dark, ominous energy pulsed around it—far thicker and heavier than what had spread near the village.
I turned to Liam before stepping closer.
“What do you think we should do?”
 「What do you mean?」
 “He’s an intruder, yes—but he hasn’t harmed me directly yet. Shouldn’t we at least try to talk first? Like we always do?”
 「Hmm. True. So far, all he’s done is spy on the estate.」
My usual method was to confirm intentions through conversation before taking action.
Even if he was a wicked black Mage, killing someone just for that title didn’t sit right with me.
“But still… I’m not sure this time.”
This opponent was different. Unlike ordinary trespassers with mere weapons, this one commanded mysteries with gestures. 
Was it right to give such a foe time to act? 
Would it not be better to strike first, swiftly and silently?
As doubts swirled in my mind, Liam said,
「Do as you will, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「If you sneak in like an assassin and strike him down, I won’t blame you. If you face him openly and die for it, I won’t blame you either. Every choice and consequence will be your own.」
His tone sharpened.
「Do as your will commands you—to the end. As befits Steel.」
 “……”
 「That is the Karavan way.」
My master was the same as ever—He never imposed his will upon me.
After a brief silence, curiosity made me ask,
“If it were you, Master—what would you have done?”
 「I would’ve killed him.」
No hesitation in his answer.
「I would never forgive a Mage bold enough to covet my domain.」
 “Was that the way of the old Karavans?”
 「No.」
Liam glanced at me, his gaze colder than usual.
「That was my way.」
 “……”
 「So choose your own.」
His eyes gleamed like tempered steel—cold, unyielding… and somehow, lonely.
「So you won’t regret it.」
***
In the dark, damp cabin, Jerry Selfit gnawed at his fingernails—a habit of his whenever he was displeased.
“Why…”
He was far from satisfied with the current situation.
“Why do these pests keep appearing to interfere with me?”
By chance, he had discovered a fine mansion within this provincial estate. Compared to the home he once had in his homeland, it was modest—but after years on the run, it felt luxurious enough.
He’d been thrilled by the thought of turning it into his new haven, building a magical labyrinth, crafting his perfect lair.
But in an instant, everything was ruined.
“Why.”
The territorial control spell he had cast had been dismantled effortlessly.
The intricate magic he’d prepared had collided with some sort of spiritual power and shattered.
Jerry realized it wasn’t caused by a magical artifact—but a spiritual one, wielded by someone with power far surpassing his own.
“Why!”
He had immediately ordered Hailyn to destroy the spiritual artifact. Such tools excelled in spiritual defense but were weak to physical attacks—typical of shamanic charms.
If the girl died cursed for touching it, so be it. That wasn’t his concern.
But Hailyn failed.
He realized this when all his golems ceased functioning.
So—the one in that estate wasn’t just that young Sword Walker girl. Someone else was there.
“Who dares ruin my noble plans? Why?”
His fury boiled over. Everything he’d planned was in shambles. By now, he should’ve already claimed the mansion, washed himself clean, changed into fine clothes, and laid upon a soft bed—with wine and lamb beside him.
That was the dream he’d had last night—a dream of regaining the peaceful life he’d lost for decades, thanks to the hunters from the mage tower and the Sky Empire.
Jerry’s rage was uncontrollable. His eyes burned red, and the darkness within the cabin writhed around him. Then—through that silence—an unfamiliar voice broke through.
“I have a question.”
 “……?”
 “Are you a trespasser, or a neighbor?”
Jerry frowned and turned his head. There stood a young man of striking beauty—almost delicate enough to be mistaken for a woman.
“If you’re simply hungry, I can share food. If you need a place to stay, I’ll give you a house.
 Our village has plenty of supplies and spare rooms. So answer me.”
 “What—”
 “Are you here to threaten my village as an intruder? Or are you willing to settle peacefully as a neighbor?”
Hearing the young man’s noble, courteous tone, Jerry’s expression twisted. He could feel traces of his own mana on the boy. That meant only one thing—this pretty-faced brat was the one who’d destroyed his golems.
The one who ruined his plan.
Jerry glared coldly at him.
“Whether I’m an intruder or a neighbor isn’t for you to decide. That village is already mine—because I’ve decided it is so. So your question is meaningless.”
 “…I see. You’re not one for conversation.”
The young man sighed deeply, his calm demeanor only fueling Jerry’s anger further. Instead of shouting, the old Mage moved. He muttered a short incantation—mana surged, forming destructive magic that seized and tore living flesh apart.
The spell shot toward the young man hidden in the shadows.
He didn’t move.
He simply drew his sword.
In the pitch-black darkness, the blade shone proudly.
The sword traced graceful arcs through empty air.
He wasn’t merely practicing sword forms—Jerry could see it clearly.
Mana was flowing along the sword’s path. It surged like waves, gathered, thinned, and then formed a single Line.
That line touched Jerry’s magic—And shattered it.
Like glass struck by a stone.
“Wh—what—”
It was something Jerry Selfit couldn’t comprehend even with all his decades of magical study.
His eyes trembled violently.
Cutting magic with a sword? Impossible.
No mere Sword Walker could ever do that.
Just as one couldn’t grasp running water with bare hands—one could not slice magic.
“This cuts easily.”
Indeed—Jerry had no idea.
“Throw another one. I’ve got the feel for it now.”
That the young man before him was Karavan.
And that he—
“Go on. Again.”
—was a descendant of Steel, the ancient bane of all Mages, long thought extinct in history.
-----------------
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If a swordsman and a Mage were to fight, who would win? That question had long been debated.
Even in the Arena of the Steel City, it was one of the most popular topics—who was stronger, sword or magic? People of all ages, genders, and races argued about it endlessly. After all, throughout history, both the sword and magic had been the weapons of countless great figures.
Naturally, discussions of what was strongest always included them.
And after centuries of debate, scholars had reached one conclusion—“The most important factor is conditions.”
Just as swordsmen had five realms, Mages too had stages of mastery. If one’s realm surpassed the other’s, the higher would win. So for a fair comparison, assume they were equal in realm. Then—who would win between a swordsman and a Mage of the same realm?
Even then, there was a crucial condition.
“It depends on whether the swordsman’s level is above or below that of a Sword Walker.”
That was the consensus reached by scholars after endless discussion.
“If a novice Mage fought a Sword Beginner, the apprentice would win easily. Even against a Sword Walker, the Mage holds the advantage. No matter how experienced the knight, without wings—without stepping beyond that threshold—he cannot defeat a Mage.”
This line appeared again and again in books about sword and magic.
Those below the level of Sword Walker can never defeat a Mage.
“The Path, the unique power of Sword Walkers, grants a swordsman superhuman ability—but it only affects the body and extends perception. Mages, on the other hand, manipulate external mana to alter reality. If a swordsman cannot interfere with that magic, he’s just a fool waving a blade.”
Everyone knew this. And Black Mage Jerry Selfit knew it better than most.
He had lived it—had proven it himself.
Jerry had never gone to war nor trained in combat magic, yet he had once killed a mounted knight in moments.
The knight’s shining armor had done nothing. Before Jerry’s spell, the man had died helplessly.
A swordsman stuck at Sword Walker could never match a Mage.
Only after surpassing that realm—ascending to Sword Runner—did the balance begin to tilt.
And that was why Jerry Selfit could not believe what was happening now.
“What… what in the world…”
The old man’s voice trembled as the gleaming blade before him sliced through all his spells.
“What is that thing!”
***
When I entered the cabin, the Mage within—Jerry Selfit—looked, at first glance, like an ordinary old man. His robe was filthy, but his demeanor wasn’t shabby. Yet the ominous mana swirling around him made it clear—this was a true Mage.
Instead of killing him by surprise with Fang, I chose to face him openly.
That was always my way—and would continue to be.
But conversation proved impossible.
Mages… they were not creatures of reason.
‘Lately, I’ve been meeting a lot of people I can’t talk to.’
Seol Yoon, the orcs in the mountains—it was becoming a pattern. If Seol Yoon could’ve read my thoughts, she probably would’ve smacked me on the head. Anyway, the moment I sensed the dark mana pulsing around Jerry, I drew my sword.
And then—
“……?”
As his body shuddered with black mana, a Path flashed before my eyes. Not mine—his.
A line of energy extended from Jerry Selfit toward me. Just before it reached me, I swung my sword and cut it.
“Wh—”
The old Mage’s expression froze. As if something impossible had just happened.
“Wh-what is this…?”
He muttered another incantation, waving his hands in the air. Each time, I saw multiple paths forming. Before they could complete, I sliced them one by one. After cutting through three or so, I realized what was happening.
「Oh-ho. So your talent finally shines, young descendant.」
 “…….”
 「You’re reading the path of the magic itself.」
What I had just seen were the trajectories of Jerry’s forming spells.
「An astonishingly sharp intuition. To detect such minute fluctuations in that fleeting instant—and destroy them.」
Apparently, what I’d done instinctively was something rare.
「Of course, not just anyone could do it. Normally, a Sword Walker’s blade can’t even touch magic.」
 “Then…”
 「It’s possible because your body and sword are infused with the Steel Path.」
Liam smiled faintly.
「The hardest, most unbreakable Path in existence— combined with your suspicion—has birthed a sword capable of such feats.」
I looked at Jerry Selfit’s wide, disbelieving eyes.
“What… what are you!?”
The old Mage shouted in panic. Instead of answering, I charged, sword in hand.
He stumbled back, hastily chanting. This time, his mana surrounded himself rather than me.
“Why do you stand in the way of my noble path!?”
Darkness erupted around his body. Since his direct attacks failed, he’d wrapped himself in magic like armor. His form swelled, his small frame growing monstrous.
I held my position, watching carefully.
Suspicion.
Jerry was now within my Path. That meant I could sense every change in his body.
‘His bulk isn't an illusion—his strength truly increased. His body’s been reinforced—like he’s wearing another creature’s hide.’
I fixed my gaze on him—like a predator sizing up its prey.
***
Transformed into a hulking monster, Jerry didn’t rush me mindlessly. The darkness covering him seemed meant not for offense but protection. Whatever his plan, I didn’t care. 
As a swordsman, I had to close the distance. Keeping my distance would only give him the advantage.So I moved first.
I lunged without warning to deny him time to react—and something strange happened.
No matter how fast I ran, the distance didn’t close.
The cramped cabin around us had expanded into a vast plain.
 Jerry, who’d been within reach, was now far away.
An illusion?
「Not illusion.」
 “Then what?”
 「Something akin to what that Orc Elder did before. The old mage hasn’t banished you to the Spirit World—but he’s reshaped this space into something like it.」
 “……”
 「This is why one never enters a Mage’s lair lightly. That cabin—seems it’s his labyrinth.」
So Jerry had prepared this space in advance. He began chanting again in the distance.
I sprinted before the new spell could form.
Again, I saw Paths—thin threads of forming magic. Before they solidified, I cut them down.
Jerry’s face twisted in frustration.
My steps thundered across the distorted ground. I was running faster than any wild horse.
As the gap closed, the terrain warped beneath my feet—my balance breaking, my body pitching forward.
“Ha!”
I almost fell, but twisted midair and landed cleanly.
Jerry laughed.
“You can only cut spells aimed directly at you, can’t you?”
 “……”
 “Of course. You’re nothing but a Sword Walker.”
His crimson eyes gleamed with scorn.
“You can’t see the spells shaping your surroundings. You can break direct magic, but not ambient magic. Now that I know your trick, you’re nothing special. A pitiful little swordsman with a parlor trick.”
He was sharp—he had figured it out. And he was right.
 I hadn’t seen his spell when he twisted the terrain.
 My sharpened suspicion reacted only to direct attacks.
He’d seen through me.
“So that’s all you are! I was impressed for a moment—but no longer! Tell me—are you half-demon? Or the bastard of one of the Great Five Houses? Your body fascinates me.”
 “……”
 “Ah, no matter. A Mage finds his own answers.”
He laughed—hoarse and triumphant.
“I’ll tear you apart, lay your body out in the mansion courtyard, dissect every piece, and uncover the secret of your trick. What delightful research this will be!”
He was already celebrating victory.
 I found that irritating.
Even if he’d seen through me, the fight wasn’t over. Yet he wagged his tongue as if it was.
So I decided to show him—that nothing was finished yet.
「This is why I hate Mages.」
I drew in a deep breath, my eyes fixed on the distant Jerry Selfit.
Deeper than usual—until my chest burned and lungs ached. My heartbeat quickened, and beneath it pulsed a second rhythm.
The Mana Heart throbbed, thickening the Paths spreading through my veins.
Heat surged through me, and the world slowed.
The countless Paths I’d spread narrowed—condensing into a few slender Lines.
I raised my head slowly, met Jerry’s eyes, and charged like a beast.
“You think that’ll work again!?”
Jerry smirked, confident—but not for long.
My speed far surpassed his expectations.
Truly unbelievable speed.
I became an arrow.
Jerry hastily slammed a spell into the ground.
The earth twisted, spikes bursting upward—piercing through my soles and feet.
Pain flared, but I didn’t stop. Even if flesh tore and bone cracked, I stepped forward.
“Wha—”
Wild. Like an Orc Great Warrior who never fled.
Thud—my footsteps roared. 
Jerry shouted another spell.
The ground split, forming countless stone spears that flew toward me. But none reached me.
My sword swept them aside effortlessly.
“St-stop!”
He turned the ground into a swamp, but it was useless.
I kept running, undeterred. Even when I tripped and rolled hard enough to crack my nose, I sprang back up and ran.
Spells poured endlessly, but I didn’t stop.
Step by step, I closed the gap.
Finally—I was right in front of him.
“You beast—!”
Trusting in his magical armor, he swung his monstrous hand at me.
 A grave mistake.
 What kind of Mage tries to brawl with a swordsman?
I swung smoothly, slicing his arm clean off. Then moved with graceful precision, cutting through his torso—Fetel’s 「Twilight」, a knight’s perfect swordsmanship.
His arm flew into the air.
I seized it, threw it over my shoulder, and flipped him using his own weight—Sword Wrestling, a technique of balance and leverage capable of toppling even giants.
Boom—Jerry’s body slammed into the floor.
Before he could recover, my sword pierced his throat.
“G—ghrk.”
With that dying groan, the twisted surroundings faded—the cabin returned to normal.
 The spells unraveled. Jerry shrank back into a frail old man.
“Y-you… you’re human? Are you?”
In his trembling eyes, I saw my reflection—but it wasn’t human.
It was an orc—fangs bared, wielding a massive blade, unyielding and wild.
“I… I can’t… end like this… I’m meant for a noble life… I deserve it…”
As life faded from his eyes, he spat blood and chanted one last spell.
 I tried to end him—but the spell was completed first.
“I will not… die to some sword-wielding brute…I am… Mage… I… will never… die…”
Black smoke rose from his body, and dread swept the room.
I sensed the danger instantly.
「Damn it, the bastard’s trying to drag us down with him.」
 “What do you mean?”
 「He’s sacrificing himself to turn this area into a land of death. A filthy forbidden spell.」
My eyes widened.
“This area…?”
 「Your domain will be caught as well.」
I could read the mana’s flow—the spell he was casting as he died carried terrible power. Even with the Orc Elder’s Guardian Stone, the corruption would surely reach my lands.
That was something I could never allow.
“There’s no way to stop it?”
 「Not for you—not yet.」
Liam’s eyes were cold.
「Don’t be foolish, boy. Run.」
 “……”
 「Tch. These damned Mages… If you were at least a Sword Runner, I could’ve taught you how to cut through darkness…」
As Liam cursed, Jerry began laughing.
“Gh—hahaha! I—I will not die!
 I’ll seep into this land, turn it all to death!
 I… am eternal!”
He must’ve sensed my fury. His laughter grew louder as my anger burned.
 I wanted nothing more than to kill him again and again.
But that would change nothing.
My frustration turned inward.
Because I was still weak. Because I was only a Sword Walker.
Because my blade was still too feeble to cut through such evil.
And then—「Get back. Or you’ll be—no.」
 “What?”
 「Never mind. You don’t need to move.」
Liam’s voice changed—calm, certain.
At that same moment—“I will corrupt this la—”
Jerry’s head burst like a melon. Blood splattered the walls.
The cabin fell silent.
The dark energy vanished—completely.
“……What the hell?”
While I stood there stunned, Liam said:
「That Orc seems to like you quite a bit.」
***
“Why are you not coming out yet, Shaman?”
In the Sacred Ground of the orcs, high in the mountain range, a great warrior called into the tent of the Orc Elder. After a moment, the tent flaps opened, and the Elder—Sherdik—emerged slowly.
“I’m out, you impudent brat!”
 “Everyone’s waiting. What were you doing?”
Sherdik chuckled deeply.
“I was watching an amusing human friend! He had a nasty bug on him, so I secretly squashed it for him! Puh-he-hel!”
The great shaman laughed heartily, then lifted his gaze to the night sky.
The stars twinkled faintly above. In them, Sherdik saw their movement—the patterns that revealed the future. And in that glimpse of the near future, he grinned, revealing his fangs once more.
“Descendant of Steel, may you not break too soon. Endure. The true darkness has yet to come.
 Live long—and show me battles worth watching. As did all those lost descendants of Steel long ago…”
***
And just like that, the crisis ended.
Black Mage Jerry Selfit was dead, and his dying curse had failed.
A faint unease remained, but the result was perfect.
The black Mage who had threatened my land was gone, and the domain stood unharmed.
It couldn’t have gone better.
Well… almost.
“Y-you really killed my master?”
 “Yes.”
 “Th-thank you. Truly. But… there’s one more thing.”
The orphaned girl, Hailyn, spoke hesitantly.
“C-could I stay in this village? I have nowhere else to go.”
She wanted to become one of us—a new neighbor.
“I-I can wash dishes, clean, cook—I know lots of recipes!”
 “……”
 “A-and also—”
To be precise—“I can use magic.”
A young Mage had asked to join my domain.
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“L-Lord. Jerry Selfit was a proper Mage. A terrible person, yes, but still.”
 “……”
 “M-Mages may be petty and vengeful, but they don’t forget favors either. Even just the fact that he kept me alive while dragging me all the way out here proves it.”
 “What are you trying to say?”
I asked, watching Hailyn speak in a pitiful tone.
What was she suddenly talking about?
Was she actually trying to praise the dead black Mage?
Had she perhaps grown attached to him while traveling together?
As I looked at her curiously, Hailyn slowly raised her hand.
“Jerry Selfit took me in as a servant and taught me magic.”
At the same time, I saw grotesque creatures walking toward us from afar. There must have been dozens of them—huge beings.
“If you’ll let me stay here, I’ll serve as a useful Mage. Please accept me as a resident.”
The golems were moving in perfect sync with Hailyn’s gestures.
“H-How about it?”
Her trembling eyes met mine.
 I looked back at her for a moment—then smiled.
“Welcome to your new home.”
And just like that, a naïve Mage who knew nothing of the world became our newest neighbor.
***
A girl of tragic fate, once the servant of a former black Mage—Hailyn—had joined us as a new neighbor. I was even prepared to free her completely if she wished. With Jerry Selfit dead, there was no reason to harm her anymore.
But Hailyn chose of her own will to stay in our territory.
That alone raised a few questions for me.
“Why would someone with magical ability choose to remain here?”
So I asked directly, without hiding my doubt.
If she truly possessed the power of a Mage, it wouldn’t be difficult to live comfortably in the Iron Kingdom. With her master gone, her life could have been far happier.
Yet she had decided to remain here.
Her answer was simple.
“If I use this magic outside, I’ll die.”
The magic Hailyn used wasn’t ordinary. Most of what Jerry Selfit had taught her was forbidden, and her spells carried a sense of ominous dread. If she kept using such magic in the cities, it would only be a matter of time before she was discovered—and once that happened, the Mages of the Sky Empire would hunt her down.
And in this continent, there exists no one who can forever escape the eyes of the Sky Empire. You may run for a while, but eventually, you will face heaven’s judgment. That is why the empire is called the 「Sky Empire」.
“A-And besides, there’s still so much I don’t know. Wandering alone in the Iron Kingdom scares me. I’m too young to know how to live by myself.”
Her second reason sounded plausible enough.
She had lived a foolish, dependent life, dragged around like a slave by a black Mage. She didn’t yet know how to stand on her own.
“And this village reminds me of my hometown… I just like it here.”
Children are easily swayed by their surroundings.
A girl who had long lived under control couldn’t help but develop an attachment to others. The familiar peace of our domain must have comforted her trauma. In the end, instead of placing her faith in an uncertain future, she found security in the ones who had freed her from her tormentor.
That was the conclusion my cautious mind reached. If I listed the facts, things looked quite favorable.
A Mage—no matter her level—was undeniably a valuable asset.
I had gained a Mage with great potential. She was young, inexperienced, and easily guided; she would listen well. And a traumatized girl rarely betrays or leaves the one who saved her…
「Things seem to have turned in your favor, my young descendant.」
Indeed, as Liam said, things were looking good.
“Yes.”
But I was not the sort of person who lived only by suspicion and logic.
What I liked most about accepting Hailyn as a new neighbor was something else entirely.
“Our land is a fine place to live, isn’t it? The scenery’s magnificent too. Since you can appreciate that, I’d say you’ll fit right in.”
 「……。」
Yes, our land was beautiful. And the fact that she recognized that made her an excellent person in my book.
“When Seol Yoon first arrived, she said it looked livable but had nothing else. But our domain actually has quite a few things to brag about. Hahaha.”
 「Petty brat. You remembered that word for word.」
 “I’ll remember it for life.”
 「Your pettiness rivals that of a Mage, young descendant.」
Even today, my master offered his version of praise.
“Thank you for the compliment. Hahaha.”
 「Hahaha.」
And thus, with Hailyn’s arrival, our domain began to change little by little.
“T-This Guardian Stone—you said you received it from a high orc shaman, right? You can’t place it like that. You’ll lose half its power. It should go to the west—”
The security of the domain improved almost instantly. Mages were masters of defense. Once they settled, their fortifications were second to none. Hailyn began installing basic magical formations throughout the estate and rearranged the Orc Elder’s Guardian Stone properly.
She also positioned several golems as guards.
Lifeless sentinels that required no rest now watched the borders around the clock.
“The leftover golems can help repair old houses or work the fields. I noticed there’s a lot of fertile land just sitting idle.”
Our stagnant land slowly began to breathe again. Whether it was her nature or her desire to prove her worth, Hailyn worked diligently. Thanks to her, I could finally see life returning to the domain.
“……”
It brought back memories. 
Memories I hadn’t recalled in a long while.
From the mansion atop the hill, I used to look down upon a view much like this—humble yet warm, people living together in harmony. Feeding livestock, milking cows, sharing food and laughter. On festival days, we’d feast and dance beneath the stars.
—Arhan, come here! Your father has a funny story to tell!
Unbidden, those days surfaced in my mind. It was almost as though I could smell my father’s shirt again.
Before the warm bonfire, I would lean against his chest and listen to his tall tales. My father’s bright laughter, my mother’s delighted giggle. The taste of juicy barbecue and Lady Herfe’s stew. The butler draping a blanket over me when I nodded off, and the soft touch of fireflies landing on my cheek…
“Little Gladiator.”
But those days would never return.
Time lost cannot be regained.
“All urgent matters are done now, aren’t they?”
When I blinked, that nostalgic scenery vanished. In its place stood the quiet village—and Hailyn, busy at work. Seol Yoon was there too, expressionless as ever, giving me a slight nod.
“I wonder how strong you’ve become. Let’s cross blades.”
Yes. Nostalgia was always best kept brief.
I knew what I had to do.
“Very well.”
To move forward.
Higher—ever higher.
***
Much time had passed since Hailyn became our neighbor. While she worked diligently for the domain, I hadn’t been idle either. My days were filled with training and sparring.
“That’s a tricky one.”
Even after gaining this new body, I never skipped my daily training. Liam had said that if you set your sword down even for a day, your body would stiffen. I took that advice to heart.
“The weight of your sword feels different now. It’s not so easy anymore, even without using those strange techniques.”
In my spare time, I sparred with Seol Yoon. She was an excellent opponent—and sometimes, even my master. Her insight always amazed me.
Her way of looking at the sword was different from mine. And that often helped me grow.
“I hope that one day, I can defeat you purely with skill.”
 “That’ll never happen.”
After countless repetitions of that routine, my sword grew steadier. I learned to adapt to my new, stronger body, to wield 「Wild Instinct」 properly against other swordsmen, and to refine numerous small techniques.
“Little Gladiator, you’re growing fast, but you still reek of a rookie.”
Our sparring took many forms: full duels with live blades, practice bouts with wooden swords, and guided matches for refining technique.
I never once defeated Seol Yoon in the practice duels. Her mastery and precision far outclassed mine. But in real combat, I often won.
The Line flowing within my Steel Blood gave me an almost unfair edge—and 「Wild Instinct」 made my physical power surpass hers.
One day, Seol Yoon said to me,
“You’ve got a knack for dogfights.”
 “Dogfights?”
 “You fight differently when you’re following rules and when you’re not.”
 “……”
 “When you’re pushed into a desperate struggle—when both sides have to pour out everything—you become monstrously strong.”
I already knew that.
Brushing dust off her clothes, she said,
“Let’s go again.”
 “Of course.”
Time flowed, and both our blades grew sharper.
How long has it been?
「Young descendant.」
Liam suddenly spoke to me.
「It’s about time you reached for a higher place.」
 “A higher place?”
 「Wings.」
His words were short yet powerful.
「You’ve run far enough. Now, you must fly.」
That single phrase seized my mind entirely.
 Liam smiled faintly—and then, as always, he repeated the words I knew by heart.
「It’s time to devour a new sword, my young descendant.」
***
Late that night, Liam completely stole my sleep away.
「Steel Blood flows within our bodies. And within that steel runs mana as hard as iron itself. To become a Sword Beginner, you forged a heart of steel—one that could not be scratched by anything.」
 “Yes, I remember.”
 「And after becoming a Sword Walker, what did you do? You drew the Line—a path of steel none could block, unmatched by any other.」
As he said, the traits I had gained with each advancement were extraordinary.
The Karavan bloodline’s ‘Steel’ brought forth unique powers.
「This time will be no different.」
 “……”
 「But it will be far more dramatic.」
And my master never lied when it came to the sword.
「Only when wings sprout does the true power of Steel Blood awaken.」
Of course, this time would be no exception.
「But the greater the gain, the harsher the trial.」
 “When was it ever easy?”
 「True enough. But from here onward, the pain will be beyond comparison.」
Liam looked down at me, his gaze colder than ever—like tempered iron.
「Do you know? The Sword Runner’s stage is where countless swordsmen break. From here on lies the realm of true talent. The word ‘wings’ carries divine weight. Those not chosen by the gods will never take flight, no matter how they struggle.」
His words were not unfamiliar. I knew of one knight who had devoted his entire life yet failed to cross that wall—my kindly neighbor, my one-time self, the former owner of Twilight, Fetel.
“I know.”
Having seen his memories—having devoured that despair—I understood.
Liam fell silent for a while, then spoke again.
「For the Karavan bloodline, taking flight is even harder. Our Steel Blood never grants power without pain. Your trial will be agony beyond compare.」
 “I’m ready.”
 「Let this be my warning: the coming time will be terrible. Even your will may not endure. You will want to quit—you will curse the day you ever took up the sword.」
 “Perhaps. But that’s fine.”
My master had never given such a grim warning before. Before me now stood not the kind master who joked with me—but Liam Karavan, the distant ancestor, the great Swordmaster.
His words were as sharp and cold as a blade.
I felt fear. I didn’t know what awaited me. But I couldn’t retreat.
Even though I was terrified, I had to move forward.
“Even if I’m driven mad with despair, even if I regret my vengeance to the core, I won’t let go of my sword. Even if I can’t soar, I’ll die gripping it.”
That was the Karavan way I had inherited.
“There’s no paradise for those who run.”
That was the way of the orcs I’d learned through 「Wild Instinct」.
“I must become a Swordmaster.”
 「……。」
 “Because only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.”
Arhan Karavan. That was my way.
「I like it, young descendant.」
Liam nodded slowly.
「Good.」
And then—
「From now on, you must devour three swords.」
A new goal was set before me.
「Those three blades will be unlike anything you’ve consumed before.」
 “……”
 「You’d better stay sharp.」
This time, my master wasn’t joking.
「Because one misstep—and the sword will devour you.」
***
The next morning, as the sun rose, I finished my preparations.
 My next destination: the steel city of Ferma.
 That is to say—「Arena」.
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Chapter 45. Sword Demon (1)
The reason I was headed for the 「Arena」 was simple.
「You must go to the coliseum of the Steel City, young descendant.」
 “It’s not a coliseum, it’s an Arena, Master. How long are you going to keep calling it that? I get that it’s an old habit, but still…”
 「Stop nitpicking and listen.」
It was because my great master—who always pointed me toward the right path—told me to. Even if he was a man from an ancient age who kept using outdated words, when it came to the sword, there was no one more trustworthy.
「And stop entertaining blasphemous thoughts.」
 “Yes, sir.”
Anyway, Liam told me to go to the 「Arena」.
 As usual, my skeptical nature couldn’t help but ask.
“Is there a specific reason I must go to the Arena?”
It wasn’t sarcasm. I genuinely wanted to know. Because the 「Arena」 wasn’t on my list of destinations. The reason was simple.
“I don’t think the Arena will be of much help to me right now.”
 「And why do you think that?」
 “Because the me of now is too different from the me of then.”
After my last match there with Seol Yoon, I had become a fighter bearing the Silver Medal. Back then, I was a 「Sword Beginner」 who had absorbed only two swords.
But now? Now I had a victory against a knight who had reached the level of a 「Sword Runner」—even if he was incomplete.
I could even duel Seol Yoon—the so-called Black Bride, who had been evaluated at a Gold Medal level even back then—on even terms. And the Seol Yoon of now was far stronger than she had been then.
To put it simply—“Frankly, Silver Medal–level duels won’t help me anymore.”
I had become too strong to gain anything from fighting Silver Medal fighters.
What I needed now were stronger opponents.
Liam nodded.
「You’re not wrong.」
Seeing my master readily agree, I continued.
“Then… is it because of the Hall of Honor? Did you tell me to go there so I could rush through promotion matches and get a good sword?”
 「That is indeed one of the reasons. There are countless treasures there—blades you might call jewels. But that’s not the decisive reason.」
Not the decisive reason? What did he mean by that?
「Steel Blood grows endlessly as it devours blades. But what matters most is the process of digestion. No matter how great the sword you consume, if you cannot properly digest it, it will never melt into your body.」
 “……”
 「It’s like the process of forging a masterpiece sword. Even if you throw every rare, famous metal of the continent into the furnace, you won’t create a great blade. Only by carefully selecting the ore, melting it down, hammering it again and again without rest—can a true sword be born.」
Liam’s eyes met mine.
「Whatever you devour, you need a proper trial to temper yourself. To become unbreakable steel.」
 “Then…”
 「There lies such a trial in the coliseum—a trial that will make you solid. That’s why you must go.」
He called the Arena a coliseum again. But this time, I didn’t correct him.
I only looked at him with questioning eyes. And soon, he added:
「Have you ever heard of the Infinite Duel?」
A nostalgic expression appeared on Liam’s face.
「It is a battle that every Karavan, bearer of Steel Blood, must experience. A trial drenched in blood, where one dances on the razor’s edge between life and death.」
 “……”
 「It’s the kind of battle you need right now, young descendant.」
The way he described it—“Sounds… absolutely dreadful.”
 「Say it with spirit.」
Just hearing about it made my head hurt.
 Still—“I suppose I’ll have to go anyway.”
I was going to follow Liam’s words regardless, and we both knew it.
“If it’ll make me stronger.”
 「I knew you’d say that, young descendant.」
We shared a resolute look.
Yes.
“…You’re going to the Arena? All of a sudden?”
At least until I told Seol Yoon I was heading for the Steel City of Ferma.
“Did your skills go up so much that you’re itching to trample weaker fighters and feel superior? That’s not a good look, and it won’t help you.”
 “That’s not it.”
 “Then what? You’re at least a Gold Medal–level fighter now. Maybe even higher in a life-or-death duel. But the Little Gladiator of the Arena is still a Silver Medal. Why waste your time—”
And then I said it.
“It’s not to trample the weak. I’m going to challenge the Infinite Duel—the trial that’ll make me stronger.”
 “What… Infinite Duel?”
Her face twisted.
“Little Gladiator, where did you even hear about that?”
 “Why do you look so concerned?”
She fell silent for a moment, then gave me a peculiar look—one that clearly said You idiot.
“You’re not even qualified for it.”
 “What?”
Right.
“The Infinite Duel’s open only to fighters with at least a Gold Medal.”
 “That’s fine, I can earn that quic—”
 “That’s not the problem. To even participate, you need a letter of recommendation.”
 “……”
 “A letter signed by someone with enough authority for the Arena to recognize.”
Just like that friendly receptionist who had said all sorts of unpleasant things the first time I’d come to the Steel City Arena…
“……”
I slowly turned to look at Liam.
「I didn’t know.」
He gave me that same shameless expression as before.
「We didn’t have that back in my day.」
 “Son of a—”
 「Watch your tongue—」
***
The Infinite Duel. An age-old event that had existed since Liam’s time—back when the Arena was still called the coliseum. Once an endless series of duels, it had now become a grand spectacle.
“The Infinite Duel is one of the Arena’s main events. Luckily, I checked—the next one’s in three weeks. You just need to register before it starts. So if you meet the requirements within three weeks, you can still enter.”
 “Thank you.”
 “You really didn’t know, did you? The Infinite Duel’s held only once every four years. It’s not something you can just sign up for on a whim.”
During its season, not only the Iron Kingdom but strong warriors from all over the continent flocked to the Steel City. It was one of the continent’s most renowned events—a magnet for every fighter chasing glory, fame, or fortune.
So yes, Seol Yoon’s exasperated look made perfect sense.
How foolish I must have seemed, announcing I’d just join the Infinite Duel.
I glanced accusingly at Liam.
「In my day, all you had to do was say you wanted to fight, and people lined up to oblige.」
 “……”
 「These modern times are too soaked in peace. No romance left. Hardly my fault.」
Yes, well. I should be used to it by now.
He was a Karavan Swordmaster with not only a steel heart and steel path, but apparently also a steel face.
“Three weeks, huh. Then I’ll need to head to Steel City.”
 “You’re still going?”
 “Yes. I may not know about the letter, but I can at least handle the first condition.”
I sighed as I said it.
No matter what, Liam had said joining the Infinite Duel would help me. Shameless as he was, he’d never been wrong about the sword. So as his descendant and disciple, I had to follow his will. As long as it wasn’t too late, I’d do it.
“…Do you have anyone who can write that recommendation letter for you?”
 “I’ll find someone.”
At that, Seol Yoon frowned again. Then she sighed.
“I’ll go with you.”
 “With me?”
 “Yes. I’m more familiar with that place than you are.”
She was right. Seol Yoon, the famed 「Black Bride」, had once been a celebrated fighter in the Steel City. Even if I had broken her unbeaten streak, her name still carried weight.
“I may have made enemies among the Arena staff because of you, but if I say I’ll participate, they won’t kick me out. Those bastards would sell out their own mothers if it’d fill one more seat in the stands.”
 “……”
 “Then let’s go—to the Steel City of Ferma.”
And thus, a new journey began.
***
By now, I could leave my territory without much worry. 
Mage Hailyn was a reliable neighbor—perhaps more dependable than even Knight Fetel or Seol Yoon when it came to defense.
Who would dare attack a land guarded by a Mage? And she wasn’t just good at defense—she managed the territory beautifully too.
Taking Hailyn in had been an excellent decision.
“Take care, both of you! I’ll look after things here!”
With that small girl’s farewell, we boarded the carriage and departed. As before, it took exactly five days of nonstop travel. At the end of those five days, I found myself once again in the Steel City—「Ferma」.
At its center stood the massive, ornate coliseum.
 The bustling noise, the clamor of people—all things my quiet domain lacked.
“Guess it’s true. With the Infinite Duel coming soon, the city’s packed.”
Just as Seol Yoon said, Ferma was louder than I remembered.
 A greater number of armed people filled the streets, and among the merchants, weapon sellers were everywhere.
 I even saw dwarves shouting prices among them.
 Absent-mindedly, I brushed the hilt at my waist.
「I remember you saying before that you wanted to use a sword forged by a dwarf. Didn’t expect you’d get one so soon, did you?」
 “It was a gift.”
A dwarven steel sword from Lady Daisy—the price of giving Fetel a glorious end.
As I brushed the blade’s edge, I could feel how far I’d come.
There was a huge difference between the me who had once come here and the me now.
「Not even the riffraff are picking fights anymore. Before, anyone who made eye contact with you tried to start something. Now, some even look away first.」
Just as Liam said, the way people looked at me had changed. When I’d been a small, scrawny Sword Beginner, they’d all looked down on me. But now, with a sturdier body like that of a grown warrior, few dared.
As we walked through Ferma, Seol Yoon spoke up.
“I have to go somewhere for a bit.”
 “Where?”
 “Need to contact someone. I’m thinking of joining the Infinite Duel myself—though I’ll probably get eliminated right away, still…”
I gave her a puzzled look.
“…Can you even get a recommendation letter?”
 “Of course.”
She said it casually.
“I graduated top of my class at the Academy.”
Right. Seol Yoon was a genius—a top graduate of 「Temple」, one of the Iron Kingdom’s three great academies. 
People still admired her brilliance, and geniuses always loved other geniuses.
She surely had plenty of powerful acquaintances willing to write her a recommendation.
“I’ll contact maybe twenty people or so. After that, I’ll take a promotion match for the Gold Medal. If I ask, they’ll arrange one anytime.”
 “Ah.”
She had the connections—and the influence—to do it.
I’d forgotten that, seeing her cooped up in our quiet domain.
Yes, Seol Yoon was an elite.
“You should reach out too. Maybe someone’s willing to vouch for you.”
 “……”
She tossed that out casually and disappeared.
 A recommendation? Who in the world would give me one?
I just stood there, staring blankly, then turned to Liam.
「What a shame. If this were my era, I could’ve written you a hundred of those letters. Hell, the fact that you were my descendant would’ve had everyone bowing and scraping—」
 “Enough with the old stories. What do we do now?”
Reality was cold.
Liam coughed lightly.
「Well… let’s get that Gold Medal first. We’ll think after that.」
I couldn’t help but mutter under my breath.
“This is screwed…”
 「……」
***
I decided to deal with the urgent matter first. After waiting my turn in line, I entered the 「Arena」—and immediately saw a familiar receptionist. The same woman who smiled sweetly while spouting all sorts of nonsense.
She smiled when she saw me, accepted my medal and records… then froze.
“So… you’re saying you’re the Little Gladiator?”
 “Yes.”
 “The one who fought the Black Bride and earned the Silver Medal?”
 “That’s right.”
 “Th-That can’t be! I mean, the face looks kind of similar, sure, but nothing else matches—the height, the build, the muscles—”
Her face went pale.
“D-Did you kill him and steal his medal? Sorry, but impersonation’s forbidden here. If you want to participate in the Arena, you’ll need to go through proper procedures. We can’t—”
 “I am the Little Gladiator.”
 “Please, stop. We use enchanted registration systems to prevent identity fraud, you know? If your data doesn’t match, you’ll be punished.”
 “Then check it.”
At my words, she bit her lip and pulled out a transparent device from under the table—a long rod tipped with glass. 
She shone it over my medal, then at my face. Her jaw dropped.
“…Oh. It’s really you.”
For a moment, she was speechless. Her polite smile was gone, replaced by genuine shock.
Not wanting to waste time, I spoke directly.
“As you can see, a lot’s changed. I’ve grown stronger too. Honestly, the Silver Medal doesn’t match my current level anymore.”
 “You’ve… certainly changed a lot.”
 “So I’d like to request a promotion match for the Gold Medal.”
When I went from Bronze to Silver, the Arena had arranged the match for me—though only because they wanted to use me for spectacle.
But I had no intention of wasting time now on pointless Silver Medal duels. So I said it plainly.
But—“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
The answer was unexpected.
“You haven’t completed enough official matches.”
 “……”
 “No matter how strong you’ve become, there are still rules.”
I glared at her.
“The Silver Medal fighters won’t stand a chance. The fights will end instantly.”
 “That’s fine.”
Her polite smile returned, perfectly calm again.
“Some of our audience loves one-sided matches, you know? They enjoy watching a predator tear through the helpless—like a wolf among sheep. So don’t worry.”
And there it was again—that familiar madness of the 「Arena」.
“I actually enjoy that sort of thing myself. So, prove it. You know the rules here—everything’s decided by duels. Don’t say you’re strong. Show it—with your sword.”
***
Prove it with your sword. The receptionist was right. So I didn’t say anything more.I simply filled out the match applications and left. 
Not just one application—fifteen.
Fifteen duels, spread across two days.
Seven on the first day, eight on the second.
She wanted proof? Then I’d show her—thoroughly.

-----------------
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“Did you hear the rumor?”
 “What rumor?”
 “They say the 「Black Bride」 has returned.”
That was one of the conversations overheard amidst the lively chatter in an inn of the Steel City, Ferma.
“They say she’s challenging for the Gold Medal this time.”
 “Is that so?”
 “You don’t sound very interested. Weren’t you quite the fan of the 「Black Bride」’s matches back in the day?”
 “I was. But still... she’s the gladiator who lost to that worthless brat, isn’t she? After her undefeated streak was broken, she never fought again. I figured she gave up once she was beaten and probably just found some man to marry.”
 “Well, yeah. Once the undefeated record’s gone, she’s not such a special fighter anymore.”
The 「Arena」 was cold and heartless. Here, attention gathered in an instant, flared up, and just as quickly cooled. The Arena, where battles were fought daily, overflowed with fighters. It wasn’t uncommon for a fighter who once drew massive crowds to suddenly fade into obscurity overnight.
And besides—this was the season of the 「Infinite Duel」. Everyone’s attention was focused there instead. Countless powerful warriors were gathering, and the audience was waiting only for that main event.
Still—“Anyway,” one man said, leaning closer.
It wasn’t just because of that.
“Remember the ‘Little Gladiator’? That brat with the strange sword who darted around and brought down those huge fighters one by one.”
 “Ah, yeah, that one.”
 “He’s back. And apparently, he’s doing something insane.”
Now, everyone’s attention has turned elsewhere.
“He’s fighting fifteen matches in two days, they say. And the Arena actually approved it.”
Madness. It was, as they said, an utterly insane stunt by the “Little Gladiator.”
And yet—“Doesn’t that sound exciting? My heart’s already racing.”
The Steel City was full of lunatics. Here, people went wild for madness. Burningly so.
“We have to see that one.”
***
Seol Yoon had received her letter of recommendation.
It was supposedly written by some knight from the Academy I didn’t know—a rather prestigious one, judging from the tone. He had sent it out of admiration for her genius, asking for no reward. Honestly, I was jealous.
She even secured her Gold Medal promotion match right away.
 It really made my life feel twisted and unfair.
「It’s not a feeling. It’s reality.」
My master’s teasing only made it worse, stoking a pointless irritation. But irritation alone wouldn’t solve anything.
I needed answers.
“I’m worried about the recommendation letter issue.”
Who around me had enough authority to be recognized by the Arena? And who would willingly write me a recommendation?
There were a few candidates.
Lady Daisy White, who owed me a favor for fighting in Fetel’s place as a proxy warrior. If she wrote one, the Arena would unquestionably accept it. From what I saw of her status, Daisy was no small figure.
But I had no way to contact her. I still had the pure white medal she gave me to use in times of danger—but this wasn’t a time to waste it. It felt wrong to use it just for a letter, and, truthfully, it reminded me of Fetel too much to break it. I’d save it for when it truly mattered.
Could I ask Seol Yoon? Probably not. Her connections admired her genius, not mine. I had no idea if my talent would be enough to impress them, and I had no time to prove it. Why would those prestigious figures spend their time verifying my ability?
What about old Sir Vermartin—the knight who once told me to come back when I’d built my wings? He had the authority, yes. But there was no guarantee he’d help.
And the Orc Elder, my recent friend? I briefly pictured the old orc’s hearty laughter—“Puhelhelhel”—and immediately dismissed the thought. No explanation needed.
My connections were painfully thin.
‘Forget it. I’ll deal with the tricky problems later.’
I sighed deeply, then lifted my head. Before me stretched the vast circular Arena, and all around me, the crowd chattered, holding snacks and beer.
Yes, this time I was sitting in the stands. Not as a gladiator, but as a spectator.
「It’s starting.」
I was there to watch Seol Yoon’s “promotion match,” scheduled before mine.
“Now, the duel between the fighters will begin!”
I wasn’t nervous.
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to Goddess Refri, the guardian of justice!”
Seol Yoon—The 「Black Bride」—would not lose this match.
***
The Arena staff didn’t look kindly on the Black Bride.
She had once defied their instructions in a match against the Little Gladiator, ruining their intended choreography. And as if that weren’t enough, this foreigner from the Eastern Continent refused to bow her head or act humble. Foreigners were supposed to be polite, weren’t they?
They hated the sight of that black-haired woman walking proudly with her chin held high.
But they couldn’t openly retaliate or humiliate her.
The Black Bride was an Academy prodigy, and among those who admired her were several influential figures—even within the Iron Kingdom. Those same people already despised the Arena’s planners, calling them “jesters.” To openly disgrace the genius they valued would surely earn their wrath. So, the planners couldn’t stage her promotion match as a public execution, like they did with the Little Gladiator. But they could still humiliate her in subtler ways—petty, cowardly, and dishonorable ways, as they always did.
“Up next—once known as the undefeated gladiator—the Black Bride!”
Seol Yoon slowly lifted her head beneath her helmet. The gritty wind carried sand across the Arena floor; the familiar pressure of countless eyes, and the weight of her helm pressing down on her head, were sensations she knew well.
“Her opponents—five brothers, the infamous ‘Knight Killers!’”
Through her visor, she saw them—men clad head to toe in thick black-iron armor. Black iron, said to be far tougher than ordinary steel—so hard that most blades couldn’t even scratch it.
“Even famous knights couldn’t pierce their armor! Five brothers who have never lost against knights and swordsmen alike! And against them stands the undefeated prodigy, the Black Bride, whose first and only loss came against the Little Gladiator! What a thrilling matchup!”
Her promotion match was set as a five-on-one. An absurd duel. And to make matters worse, the Arena had chosen fighters who were the worst possible matchup for a swordswoman.
‘I know those bastards.’
The Knight Killer brothers.
They were infamous—merciless fighters who hid behind their impregnable black armor and resorted to every kind of dirty trick. Always fighting as a group of five, they’d built their reputation crushing skilled swordsmen into despair.
For Seol Yoon, they were the worst opponents imaginable. A perfect setup by the Arena’s petty planners to humiliate her—just enough to hurt, but not enough to spark political trouble.
She couldn’t yet imbue her sword with mana. Her weapon wasn’t sharp enough to pierce black iron. And physically, she had the natural disadvantage of being a smaller woman.
The outcome was already decided—on paper, at least.
“Now, the duel shall begin!”
If this had been before she met Arhan, maybe so.
But the Seol Yoon standing here now was no longer the same “Black Bride.”
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to Goddess Refri, the guardian of justice!”
As the announcer’s voice boomed, Seol Yoon slowly drew her sword.
A cold, metallic ring echoed as the blade slid free of its scabbard.
The ground vibrated faintly under her feet—the brothers were advancing.
“Black Bride. We’ve heard about you. Always wanted to see what the fuss was about.”
 “They say you got cocky just ‘cause you had some skill. Tch. Don’t you know your place?”
 “Even if you’re good with a sword, you can’t leave a scratch on us.”
Their mocking voices were followed by cruel laughter.
“Do you know how many knights have despaired before us?”
 “First, we’ll take off that helmet to see if your face is as pretty as they say. After that... hmm, should we strip you from the top or the bottom first?”
 “Let’s let the crowd decide. We’ll take a vote—”
Seol Yoon listened in silence. The loud, deliberate taunts weren’t worth responding to.
These weren’t amateurs—they knew how to provoke, to rattle an opponent’s mind.
But Seol Yoon didn’t fall for such mind games. Reacting to petty provocation was foolish.
She narrowed her eyes, raising her sword—not wildly, but precisely. One hand behind her back, the other extending the blade forward in a fencing-like stance, aimed straight at the advancing brothers.
“...What’s that supposed to be?”
 “A warning.”
Her voice was terrifyingly calm.
“You haven’t studied swordsmanship long enough to understand, so I’ll warn you. This is the distance my sword reaches. Step inside it, and—”
She tilted her head slightly.
“—you die.”
The Knight Killers froze. Her words struck their pride like a slap in the face, mocking their record and experience. But still, they hesitated.
“It’s not a bluff. Not bravado, either.”
They could tell. Any true fighter could feel it.
Step forward, and die.
Their supposedly invincible black-iron armor wouldn’t save them this time. Cold sweat slid down their spines. The black-haired swordswoman, smaller than any of them, no longer looked small at all. She looked like a monster with a blade. But they couldn’t back down.
They knew that the moment they lost their nerve, their careers as gladiators were over. Lose in a five-on-one, and the whole Arena would laugh at them. Their supporters would abandon them. Their pride would be crushed.
Unacceptable.
So the eldest brother took a step forward, pushing through the fear.
He swung his massive iron mace.
“U—URGH!”
And then—“One.”
The eldest brother collapsed to the dirt, his body stiffened mid-swing. Blood oozed thickly from a neat cut at the back of his neck.
Seol Yoon flicked the blood from her blade with an emotionless gaze.
“Want to keep going? I can’t promise to leave anyone breathing. I’ll kill you one by one. No mercy. Not for anyone.”
No one saw how she did it.
Not the brothers standing right before her, not even the spectators. They saw no motion, no strike—only the result.
One step forward. Then a fall. And blood.
It was as if her sword hadn’t even moved.
“Y-you bitch—!”
The second brother lunged, swinging a vicious axe.
 It sliced through the air with a savage roar—And Seol Yoon’s blade drew a circle.
A perfect, fluid circle, like an artist’s stroke.
The axe’s trajectory twisted unnaturally, slicing through empty air. A gap opened wide. Seol Yoon’s sword pierced straight through the thin eye slit in his helm—Blood gushed down his armor as he crumpled.
“Two.”
The duel was overwhelming.
Seol Yoon flicked the blood from her blade again and looked at the remaining brothers.
“Who’s next?”
***
Grumbles rose among the Arena’s audience.
“What the hell? Why are they just standing there?”
 “They’re in black iron! Just rush her already!”
 “Damn it, I bet money on those brothers!”
I sat quietly, watching, thinking.
「As expected, the audience has no idea what’s actually happening down there.」
 “Indeed.”
The so-called Knight Killer brothers weren’t weak. They maintained a proper formation, closing in at measured distance, using their various weapons to try and pin Seol Yoon down. They clearly knew how to counter swordsmen—they’d built their fame crushing them, after all.
But Seol Yoon’s level was simply too high.
「Geniuses really are different.」
 “She seems to have copied my techniques and turned them into something new.”
 「That’s what geniuses do—they steal from others without hesitation.」
Seol Yoon had taken Mary’s 「Needle」 technique—those precise thrusts—and refined it into her own piercing sword style. And that overwhelming destructive power in her strikes…
「She even managed to mimic the Karavan Line to some extent.」
 “……”
 「It’s still crude compared to the real Line, but to display something like that without the Steel Blood... remarkable.」
The Knight Killers quickly lost their will to fight.
They surrendered to save their lives, and the crowd booed them loudly, shouting insults.
They would likely never stand in the Arena again. But it wasn’t their fault.
Seol Yoon was simply too strong for a Silver Medal bout.
「If only that girl were my descendant, tsk. How’d she end up with such a fool instead...」
 “Thank you.”
I brushed off Liam’s grumbling as usual. As Seol Yoon’s promotion match ended anticlimactically, the audience muttered complaints—“Boring,” “Waste of time.” But among those voices, one stood out clearly.
“So what.”
I rose slowly from my seat.
“The crazy bastard’s match is about to start anyway. That’s what we’re really here for.”
Right.
“The Little Gladiator’s about to fight seven matches in a row, isn’t he?”
It was time to leave the stands—and step into the Arena myself.
It was time for Arhan—to become the gladiator, Liam.
Chapter 47
Chapter 47. The Sword Demon (3)
Fighting as many duels as possible in a short span of time—That was the method I chose to prove my strength to the 「Arena」. In these matches, I had to show beyond doubt that I was a fighter far above the level of a ‘Silver Medal.’ That meant I couldn’t simply win the upcoming ten-plus duels.
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to Goddess Refri, the guardian of justice!”
I had to win overwhelmingly. Even more decisively than Seol Yoon.
Not just against the other fighters—but in a way even the spectators could accept without question.
***
“Is this a fake? How the hell is this supposed to be the Little Gladiator?”
 “……”
 “Did a black mage capture you and do some modification surgery or something? Or did you just eat monster meat from the slums?”
My first opponent of the day was a talkative one.
The audience’s reaction was strange as well.
Some of them still remembered me, and the sudden change in my appearance caused a stir. But the loud chatter soon faded.
“Bastard, I asked you a ques—urk—”
I knew the true nature of this place. The people here didn’t come to the Arena out of affection for any particular fighter. They didn’t care who you were, how you looked, or what happened to you.
All they wanted was entertainment—something thrilling.
As long as you could give them that, no one cared that the small boy they once cheered for had become a broad-shouldered young man.
“—Ughk!”
Entertainment. That was all that mattered.
That was the law of this Arena.
And from their perspective, my duels would be very entertaining.
“Ooohhhh!”
 “Holy shit!”
Thud. My opponent—who had been mouthing off only seconds ago—crashed face-first into the dirt. The duel ended in an instant.
 The fighter’s eyes rolled back as he drooled and twitched on the ground. I slid my sword back into its sheath and said flatly,
“Next.”
Just one word. And the crowd exploded.
“Woooooaaaaahhh!”
 “Crazy bastard! I’m betting everything I’ve got on you, Little Gladiator!”
 “Hell yeah! Bring out the next one! He didn’t even warm up yet!”
As the spectators screamed and the unconscious fighter was dragged away, the Arena staff hurried to bring in the next opponent.
 I had seven fights scheduled back-to-back.
 The audience’s excitement would only keep growing.
I glanced up at the stands.
“Liam! Liam!”
 “Little Gladiator!”
I no longer fought while running away with a needle-thin blade. Among the swords I’d devoured were now heavier, more feral ones. Blades that weren’t born from humans—but from orcs. Wild, primal, and thrilling—the kind that made audiences’ hearts race.
Today, I decided to set their hearts ablaze.
“You’re the lunatic who scheduled seven fights in a day, huh? Guess you just got lucky in the first one—”
A massive fighter appeared, built like a barbarian. My second opponent.
He swaggered in bare-chested, muscles bulging.
As soon as I faced him, I dropped my sword to the ground.
“Are you mocking me, you bastard—”
I didn’t need a sword. With a single breath, strength beyond human limits filled my body. The physique that 「Wild Instinct」 granted me was as solid as steel.
I charged straight in and slammed my fist into his jaw. Bone cracked under my knuckles.
“Guh—”
In that instant, my 「Path」 read the movements of his muscles. A 「Sword Walker」 doesn’t need a blade to dominate in close combat—just like this.
“Gkk—gah!”
I dodged every attack he threw, and in return, struck every opening he showed. His bare torso was covered in bruises and blood before long. When his teeth scattered across the sand, I kicked him square in the forehead, sending him limp.
“Next.”
The crowd’s reaction was exactly what I expected.
“Wooooaaaaaaahhh!”
 “This guy’s insane!”
The next five fights went the same way. Each one ended explosively, the crowd roaring louder every time. By the sixth, even other fighters began surrendering preemptively after seeing me fight.
That was how my first seven matches ended—in no time at all.
No thoughts of conserving stamina or fighting efficiently. Just pure, raw spectacle.
For those moments, I didn’t feel human—I felt like an orc.
And later that night—“I can’t sleep. I have to go again tomorrow. That mad bastard’s incredible!”
Even in the taverns, my name echoed late into the night.
I couldn’t help but smile.
After checking my condition, I let myself rest.
The sound of insects and distant drunken laughter became white noise.
Moonlight filtered through the window, clean and bright.
And when the next day came—
“I’ll give you the chance to fight for the Gold Medal.”
—I received an unexpected offer.
 Much sooner than I thought.
***
While I was preparing for my remaining eight matches, an Arena representative came to the inn where I stayed. How they found me, I didn’t ask. With the kind of network the Arena had in this Steel City, tracking a single gladiator was nothing to them.
What mattered was why they came.
“Little Gladiator, we’ve all seen your strength after yesterday. That’s why I came in person. I guarantee you—watching you crush weaklings eight more times would be boring. Dominance is only exciting the first few times; repetition dulls the thrill. We can’t have the heat of the crowd cooling into boredom. A proper Arena planner must always keep the audience satisfied.”
 “……”
 “With the attention you’re getting, it’s only natural to move you up. What other Silver Medal fighter could draw this kind of crowd? You’re a rare opportunity.”
The man chuckled softly.
“You have real talent as a gladiator. Even back when you were a Bronze Medalist, you drew attention naturally. You have the gift of a star.”
 “And what exactly are you proposing?”
 “Let’s cancel today’s eight matches and hold one promotion match instead. If you win, you’ll wear the Gold Medal immediately.”
It was a tempting offer. No—more than that, it was excellent.
Why waste time on eight pointless fights when I could rise straight to Gold?
Still, I didn’t accept right away.
“I’d like to hear the details of the promotion match.”
After all, I remembered what happened last time.
 I could still recall the malice hidden behind their offers.
“Ha! Suspicious, aren’t you?”
 “I get that a lot.”
He laughed briefly, then said,
“It’s not a particularly difficult—”
 “No need to lie.”
I cut him off. Then smiled the same way he did.
“I know it’s a crap match. Just say it plainly.”
Maybe it was the orc influence, but my tone had grown rougher. Still, the representative didn’t seem offended—in fact, he laughed heartily.
“Yes, fine. To be honest, it’s a damn nasty match. I picked it myself. But it’ll be entertaining. A fight so thrilling it’ll steal the crowd’s breath away—absolutely delightful.”
 “I see.”
 “Yes. Of course, you’ll do it, won’t you? You seem like my kind of man—a born fighter who’d burn himself alive for the audience’s excitement! Isn’t that why you scheduled fifteen matches in the first place? Ha ha ha!”
His eyes gleamed with madness.
Liam muttered beside me,
「These insane jesters haven’t changed a bit. Back in the old Arena, they’d throw their own parents in the ring if it got the crowd excited.」
I agreed completely. That kind of gleam in his eye chilled me. Still, I nodded and asked,
“Who’s my opponent?”
 “Ah, you probably wouldn’t know them. You don’t see folks like this in the Iron Kingdom often, but they came running when they heard about the 「Infinite Duel」 event.”
He paused dramatically.
“Have you ever heard of the ‘Monks’?”
***
Monk. The word used to refer to the ascetic monks of the Sky Empire, Velma.
They trained in the Sky Mountains, devoting their lives to discipline and worship of the Sun Goddess, Revrua.
They cut ties with the mortal world, severed their desires, and honed their bodies and souls beyond their limits. 
Mysterious figures—rarely seen in the Iron Kingdom.
“They always show up for events like the Infinite Duel, where strength and endurance are tested. Facing a Monk in combat is a rare opportunity—even for you.”
The Arena representative explained, grinning.
While he droned on, Liam murmured,
「Monks, huh. Haven’t heard that name in a while. Lunatic ascetics, those ones.」
 “……”
 「Accept it. It’ll be... an interesting experience.」
He smiled mischievously.
I did as my master suggested and told the Arena I’d accept.
The representative beamed, saying he knew I wouldn’t refuse.
After he left, I asked Liam,
“What exactly is a Monk?”
 「To someone like you? A real pain in the ass.」
He gave me a look.
「It’ll feel like fighting a giant boulder.」
A giant boulder…
Did he mean like an armored knight? The image didn’t form clearly in my mind. I’d never seen one, nor heard any first-hand accounts.
But there was no point in overthinking it.
“Not sure how much longer this nickname will stick! No longer small, no longer weak! From a lowly Bronze Medalist to a fierce fighter now on the brink of Gold! The most famous Silver Medal gladiator in all the Steel City—Liam, the Little Gladiator!”
 “Woooooaaaaaahhh!”
The match was already beginning.
 Instead of imagining things, I’d see for myself soon enough.
“And his opponent—from the mighty Sky Mountains, a rare Monk who has journeyed far to test his strength in battle! Fighter Helen!”
As the announcer’s booming voice echoed, I saw him—A man walking calmly across the Arena floor, wearing nothing but a thin robe. His bare torso was sculpted with dense, steel-like muscle.
Through the slit in his helmet, his eyes shone—clear as spring water.
Yes, like a clear spring.
‘This won’t be easy.’
***
The audience was initially unhappy about the cancellation of my remaining eight matches.
They’d been expecting the same fiery streak of rapid victories as yesterday.
But once they heard the name of my opponent—Monk!
A mysterious ascetic from beyond the Sky Mountains—Their dissatisfaction vanished instantly, replaced by feverish excitement.
I could feel their heat even from here.
“How easily people of the world are stirred. I envy that. When I still lived among them, I too would burn with passion over the smallest things.”
Helen’s voice was calm—unmoved by the cheers. That was a bad sign.
An opponent who didn’t get swept up in emotion was dangerous.
 Such people fought cleverly.
So instead of replying to his musings, I focused on gathering what little information I could.
 Knowledge was power—especially in battle.
“Little Gladiator Liam versus Helen, the Monk from the Sky Mountains! Let’s skip the talk and begin the duel!”
Helen’s body was like a sculpture—perfection forged by endless training.
But beyond the flesh, I could sense another power within him.
A force different from any swordsman or mage I’d faced—pure, untainted mana.
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to Goddess Refri, the guardian of justice! —Ah, but of course, we also have a follower of another goddess here today! Then let us also dedicate it to the Sun Goddess, Revrua!”
Before the starting signal, I stayed alert—watching for any clue, any habit, any pattern in his movements.
“Then—let the duel begin!”
The signal fell.
“──!”
With a dull thump, Helen vanished.
Fast—far faster than I’d anticipated.
I instantly expanded my 「Path」 around me and drew my sword. My senses sharpened to their limits. A presence—behind me. Closing in fast.
“Hup—”
I turned sharply and swung in a wide arc. The air hissed as my blade cut through it—revealing Helen, who didn’t retreat. Instead, he raised a knife-hand and countered with a strange, fluid motion—barehanded.
I swung, ready to lose a hand if necessary—But—“What—”
My sword didn’t cut him. Instead, a harsh metallic clang rang out as a powerful shock ran down my arm. It felt like striking solid steel.
No—harder than steel.
「Stay sharp, young descendant.」
I pulled back, resetting my stance. But Helen pursued relentlessly, not giving me even a breath.
I thrust my sword to force him off—but he caught the blade between his palms, twisted it, and sent me flying.
「Monks are the natural enemies of blade-wielders. Especially swordsmen.」
 “……”
 「Your toughness won’t help you much here. Monks are among the few beings in this continent whose bodies can rival the ‘Karavans’ in hardness.」
Midair, his fist struck my chest. The impact rippled through my entire body, from my ribs to my fingertips. It was like being struck by lightning—or smashed into a boulder.
For a moment, my mind went blank. But I couldn’t afford to black out.
 -I inhaled sharply and flung my sword away.
Helen’s gaze followed the weapon, surprised.
 A swordsman abandoning his blade? Unthinkable.
“What—”
That moment of distraction was enough.
I drew 「Fang」 from my thigh and stabbed both daggers into his shoulders.
The blades didn’t pierce fully—but that was fine.
I had another way to break through his hardness.
“Ha!”
Line. From the daggers buried in his shoulders, an explosive force surged—launching Helen high into the air and sending him crashing across the Arena.
Dust billowed. Through it, I saw him staggering to his feet.
“...That was impressive resilience.”
His shoulders were shredded, blood dripping freely.
 A wound severe enough that most would call it victory.
“Let’s continue.”
Of course.
“I want to see it again—that strength of yours. That hardness is like steel. To think a swordsman could possess such fortitude.”
If only he weren’t a Monk.
「That’s the truly cursed thing about Monks, my young descendant.」
A Monk was a spiritual warrior—a priest of the Sun Goddess.
A martial artist and a healer in one.
Their strength wasn’t just in their hardened bodies.
A golden light bloomed from Helen’s skin. In moments, his torn flesh was whole again.
He stepped forward through the dust, uninjured.
There was only one thing I could say.
“What a goddamn way to duel.”
 「That’s the highest praise you can give, boy.」
This fight...wasn’t going to be easy.
***
『Designation: Monk』
 『Ascetic monks residing in Velma of the Sky Empire. They train in the Sky Mountains, severing ties with the mortal world.』
 『Followers of the Sun Goddess Revrua, they live by strict doctrines of self-restraint and denial of worldly desire.』
 『Their superb physical ability, martial skill, and divine healing power make them formidable opponents in battle.』
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Chapter  48. The Sword Demon (4)
“Did he actually injure a Monk? How is that possible…?”
 “The Little Gladiator’s a 「Sword Runner」, right? Only someone of that level could even scratch a Monk. Their bodies are like living stones.”
The crowd in the 「Arena」 was in an uproar. Not only had a Monk appeared—something unheard of in the Iron Kingdom—but his opponent was the Little Gladiator who had set the arena ablaze the day before.
‘…A troublesome opponent indeed. This might be a hard one for you, Little Gladiator.’
Among the chattering spectators sat Seol Yoon, calm and watchful. Her own promotion match had already earned her the Gold Medal and her letter of recommendation, granting her full qualification for the Infinite Duel.
But Arhan—He still lacked both.
That was why Seol Yoon watched this fight with such focus.
‘Even if he’s stronger now… Monks are the natural enemies of swordsmen.’
The Monks were ascetics who forged their own bodies into living weapons. Their skin was tougher than a knight’s armor, their fists as powerful as war hammers capable of breaking castle walls. And even if you somehow managed to wound them, their goddess—the Sun Goddess Revrua—granted them the divine power of healing, among the most potent blessings known to any god.
The mere fact that a Monk had appeared in a match like this was practically a cheat. To truly face one, you need to be at least a 「Sword Runner」.
“This match’s decided already. The kid’s done for.”
 “Of course he is. Those monsters train in the Sky Mountains themselves! I’ve only ever heard of them, never seen one.”
 “Damn it, I bet all my winnings on the Little Gladiator!”
 “Heh, serves you right! Should’ve bet smarter, my friend.”
The fight had barely begun, but most already treated the outcome as certain. Even Seol Yoon couldn’t completely disagree.
A Monk at this level was simply unreasonable—and Arhan’s strengths didn’t counter them well.
Against a Monk, his steel-like resilience would lose much of its edge.
And yet—“You’re all being rather hasty.”
A calm, refined voice interrupted the murmurs.
Seol Yoon turned to look.
“None of us can know the result before the fight is over,” said the voice. “Even the great Goddess Refri herself said she cannot foresee every battle’s end. That’s what makes dueling sacred. From what I see, that young man—the Little Gladiator—still has every chance to win. He knows the meaning of a true struggle.”
The speaker was an elderly man with snow-white hair, dressed neatly in a gentleman’s suit, spotless despite the dust. A monocle gleamed at the corner of his eye.
The surrounding spectators fell silent under his dignified tone.
Seol Yoon recognized him.
“…I don’t think I’ve seen you in the stands before.”
 “Indeed? Hoho. I may work with the Hall of Honor, but I, too, love the art of battle. Whenever a fighter catches my eye, I make sure to watch.”
The old man smiled warmly, a kind of smile that naturally put one at ease.
“I don’t spend all my time locked away in the Hall of Honor, you know.”
 “…”
 “Besides, I’m a fan. A fan of the Little Gladiator.”
The old man—Tom, the caretaker of the Hall of Honor—smiled gently.
“For reference, I’ve bet three months’ salary on his victory.”
***
「Normally, you’d never see a Monk in a place like this,」 Liam said, his voice calm amid the swirling dust.
「They live cut off from the mortal world. Back in the age of war, they only descended from the mountains to quell chaos. Monks don’t train to kill—they train to perfect themselves. They’re nothing like us swordsmen.」
Fighter Helen’s wounds had already healed. That level of recovery was simply absurd—almost cheating.
「It’ll feel unfair. Their martial arts, their bodies harder than iron, and even when wounded, they recover in moments. They look as if they were born solely for battle.」
He was right. No matter how I analyzed the situation, the Monk before me was an opponent far beyond my current reach—both in reason and in instinct.
「The power they use isn’t mana like ours. Instead of forming a second heart, they gather it in an organ below the navel called the dantian. They call that energy Qi.」
 “…”
 「That Qi strengthens both body and spirit, making them tougher and enhancing their divine abilities. It’s a damn troublesome thing.」
Fighter Helen sprang forward, and I inhaled deeply. Air filled my lungs as mana surged within me. The lines running through my body blazed to life, granting me superhuman strength.
「But remember—every form of power has its own strengths. None is truly superior. The sword, too, has its own virtues, my young descendant.」
I fixed my gaze on Helen. He stepped into my 「Path」—and in that instant, I could see a faint afterimage of his movements, what he was about to do. But knowing didn’t mean I could easily react—he was too fast.
Rather than swinging wide, I redirected my sword in minimal, controlled motions to meet his blows— not like facing a man’s fists, but as though parrying a heavy weapon.
I guided the force of his punches as if deflecting a mace, turning his strength aside and sending it back in one fluid rotation.
Deflection through rotation—the essence of chivalric swordsmanship. Fetel’s 「Twilight.」
「The sword exists to overcome weakness—to face what’s stronger than you, to cut through fear and peril, and move forward.」
 “…”
 「A Monk breaks when he meets a stronger Monk. But a sword… can face any foe. From the moment blades were born, that has always been their nature.」
I turned my body, swinging. Helen bent smoothly, dodging with serene grace. But my sword didn’t stop.
Once the rotation began, my strike turned from refined to savage—a brutal orcish technique layered atop a noble knight’s form.
From 「Twilight」 to 「Wild Instinct.」
“Amazing! It feels as if I’m fighting several warriors at once! This is the kind of ferocity only the orc warriors of the Sky Mountains display after their coming-of-age!”
Helen slipped and weaved, avoiding my blade with fluid movement.
Damn it—he was skilled at martial arts, too. Not only tough, but graceful. Step by step, he closed the distance, then opened his palm and struck toward me—the same technique as before, one that sent a shockwave through the body like lightning.
Not this time.
“Ha—”
I rotated my grip, bringing my shoulder into Helen’s chest and hooked his ankle, throwing him with my full weight. Balance gone, he tilted backward.
A move strong enough to topple a giant—Sword Wrestling.
From 「Wild Instinct」 back to 「Twilight.」
But—“You’re trying to grapple with me? That’s unwise.”
He wasn’t wrong.
Monk martial arts weren’t limited to striking—they encompassed every form of physical combat.
Fetel’s wrestling was impressive, but it couldn’t compare to a Monk who’d trained his body since birth.
“For a swordsman, that was decent. But even the seven-year-old novices of our mountain can do this much.”
Helen wavered, but didn’t fall. Then his limbs moved like serpents, coiling around me.
My joints popped ominously under the pressure.
I dropped my sword. As the dwarven blade fell, I drew 「Fang」 from my thigh and thrust it.
Helen didn’t flinch—he’d seen that trick before.
But this time, I wasn’t repeating myself.
“...?”
I stabbed, the blade just shy of reaching him. 
Too short.
 I released 「Fang」 instantly, twisted my wrist, and caught the falling dwarven sword in midair—then stabbed again from an impossible angle.
 「Needle.」A piercing thrust like a whip of steel pushed him back.
It didn’t cut deep, but it made him retreat.
“What… is this?”
Helen’s eyes flickered.
“Two… no, three? Four? How many souls are inside you?”
A priest at heart, he must’ve sensed something beyond mortal. But I had no time for his muttering.
I pressed the advantage. Alternating between the dwarven sword and 「Fang」, I slashed, stabbed, and twisted. Each motion birthed a new style—「Fang」 and 「Twilight」, 「Needle」 and 「Wild Instinct」—appearing and vanishing seamlessly.
To the eyes of the crowd, it must’ve seemed as if multiple swordsmen were fighting within one body—each emerging at the perfect moment.
Helen stared, wide-eyed.
“Are you… a ghost?”
 “…”
 “I’ve never seen anything like this. Not even in the Empire…”
Of course not. 
The Steel Blood in my veins was unlike anything else.
I stepped forward and thrust my blade. Blood spattered—Helen’s hardened skin was weakening. After a heavy slash, I kicked up dust with a spin, clouding the air.
From my thigh, I drew another dagger.
『Darkness was once my friend.』
And suddenly, I was an Assassin of the Free City again. I moved like a shadow, silent and swift.
My dagger lunged—but Helen deflected it with the back of his hand.
How—?
Then I realized: his eyes were closed. He was sensing my approach without sight.
The dagger spun midair. Helen opened his eyes slowly—but I wasn’t done.
 I kicked the spinning dagger’s handle, driving it downward—straight into his chest.
His hardened skin cracked; blood flew. But Helen glared at me, unfazed.
He was giving up flesh to take a limb. His rough hand reached for my ankle.
Wrong move.
I threw another dagger straight at his unguarded eye.
“Hup—”
Helen knocked it aside—his stance broke for just an instant.
My opening.
I gripped the dwarven sword, inhaled deeply, and poured everything into it.
The 「Path」 became a Line—an unbreakable path of steel.
「A Monk is like a boulder—unyielding before hardship. But tell me—」
The line flared across my blade—and both of Helen’s arms were sliced clean off.
Blood sprayed, golden light blooming as healing began anew.
I didn’t give him the chance.
I stomped his foot, locking him in place.
「—Can a boulder ever be harder than steel?」
Helen kicked upward, his Qi-charged leg crashing into my sword.
The impact was immense; it could go either way.
So I didn’t clash. 
I released my sword, drew 「Fang」, and drove it into the back of his knee, severing the nerves. His stance collapsed—1.7 seconds, start to finish.
Clang! The dwarven sword spun high into the air. Even crippled, Helen rammed his shoulder into my chest. Golden light flared again, sending shockwaves through my body.
But—“...Haa.”
I endured. My 「Mana Heart」 was not ordinary.
The heart of steel did not falter so easily.
“Incredible—truly incredible resilience—!”
Helen’s voice trembled with awe.
Golden light burst from his severed arms again, new limbs growing grotesquely fast.
“More! Show me more—!”
We clashed like madmen. I cut off his arms, shattered his legs, pierced his ribs, tore his chest open—yet the damn Monk healed again and again, until his divine energy finally ran dry.
His punches, when they landed, nearly shattered me.
Each impact made my body feel like crumbling sand. But I refused to fall.
 I gave everything—every last drop.
The noise of the crowd slowly faded.
 Then even the faintest sounds vanished, leaving behind perfect silence.
And in that silence—visions came.
The Arena melted away.
 In its place stretched a vast plain swarming with monstrous creatures.
Yes.
『The Monster Wave was a disaster.』
The last unassimilated memory of 「Wild Instinct.」
***
The Monster Wave had been a calamity. So many of my kin died.
Our village was erased overnight.
Friends and comrades were swept away by the tide of monsters.
Giants led the charge of the endless horde.
The black creatures blotted out the plains.
The sky darkened, lightning roared, steel clashed.
Orc warriors bellowed, monsters shrieked.
For days, maybe weeks, the storm never ended. When it was finally over, I was the only one left standing—surrounded by mountains of corpses, both monsters and kin.
The rain stopped. And only then did I turn around.
“Beric, Beric,” a voice called.
There they were—the ones I had fought to protect.
But they were crying. Even though it was all over, they wept.
And then I saw why.
My body—full of holes, rotting, black with death.
No longer the proud green of an orc.
I had no time left.
My gentle wife, who had always believed in me, was sobbing.
My family, my friends, mourned.
My son who could barely walk, my daughter still nursing—they cried, too young to understand.
And strangely, death no longer frightened me. For once, I felt peace.
I did not regret my choice.
I was proud—to have protected them to the very end.
Only one thing pained me.
That I would not grow old beside my wife.
That I would not see my son’s coming-of-age, nor my daughter’s wedding.
That I would not share their futures.
I looked upon my children and remembered the past—when I’d once asked my father if he feared death. He laughed, showing his fangs, and patted my head.
Ah… It was his words that gave me the strength to protect those I loved.
That was why I could die satisfied.
I looked at my children, my wife, my friends—and chose my last words without hesitation.
“...Do not run.”
 “…”
 “There is no paradise for those who flee.”
Those words guided my life—and I prayed they would guide theirs, too.
.
.
.
The furious clash dragged on—until 「Wild Instinct」 was finally fully absorbed.
When my senses returned, the battle was over.
My sword had pierced Helen’s chest.
The golden glow of healing no longer shimmered.
He had burned through the last of his divine power.
“...A ghost.”
Voices rose from the stands.
“A Sword Demon...”
Yes. That was what they called me now.
“Kh... cough.”
 “…”
 “To be this unbreakable… truly, the continent is vast.”
Helen’s voice was weak, blood trailing from his lips.
“It was like… fighting a ghost. To fight like this… without divine power… how…?”
 “…”
 “Remarkable… truly…”
His body went limp, collapsing into the dirt. And only I remained standing.
 Yes—me.
“The victor—Little Gladiator Liam!”
My name echoed through the Arena.
“From this moment, the Little Gladiator Liam shall wear the Gold Medal!”
The crowd erupted in cheers—but I couldn’t enjoy them.
 My vision blurred; my legs gave out.
When I looked down, I saw my body—covered in blood, torn skin, blue bruises, bones jutting out. No wonder they called me a ghost.
I must have fought unconsciously, driven by the lingering rage and memory of the orc great warrior Beric—fighting till nothing was left, even when all reason had burned away.
“Ah…”
I collapsed where I stood. My hands trembled uncontrollably.
The world spun.
My body was wrecked, pushed far past its limit.
As Arena staff rushed toward me, my eyes closed.
“Li–am!”
 “The Sword Demon—Liam—!”
「Sword Demon.」
 That new name echoed everywhere.
As sleep pulled me under, I heard Liam’s voice.
「Well done, my young descendant.」
And then—darkness.
***
I didn’t know how long I was out.
By the time I awoke, my duel with the Monk had become infamous.
They said even unconsciously, I had fought like a beast—swinging broken arms, biting Helen’s fists, roaring like a wild animal.
No wonder they called me the Sword Demon.
For that brief moment, I hadn’t been the Little Gladiator.
 I had been an orc—a hero of the plains, a father, a warrior’s son.
With that new title, my promotion was complete.
The first qualification for the Infinite Duel was mine.
While recovering, I was catching up on the news from Seol Yoon when—“You’re finally awake.”
A familiar, unexpected visitor appeared.
“I hear you’ll be participating in the Infinite Duel.”
Tom, the caretaker of the Hall of Honor.
“I’ll write your letter of recommendation.”
The kind old man smiled warmly.
“...On one condition, of course.”
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Episode 49. The Infinite Duel (1)
“...You’ll write me a letter of recommendation?”
That was the first thing I heard after waking up in the 「Arena」’s Recovery Room. Naturally, I had questions. I didn’t even know why Tom, the caretaker of the Hall of Honor, was here—so why was he suddenly offering to write me a recommendation?
“Yes. Giving one to you isn’t any trouble at all, young master.”
 “To me? But why…”
Tom gave me his usual warm, grandfatherly smile.
Tom, caretaker of the Hall of Honor. I’d left him with a good impression before. Back when I had sweet-talked my way into acquiring 「Fang」 through less-than-honest means, and because I knew I’d be visiting the Hall of Honor often, I’d made sure to flatter him every chance I got.
But that was all.
We weren’t close.
So why offer me a recommendation? My old habit—suspicion—started whispering in my ear again.
Did my flattery about the Goddess Refri leave that deep an impression? Or maybe he remembered me simply because few young fighters ever took the time to speak politely with an old caretaker. My mind is filled with guesses—none of them satisfying.
And then—“I’m a fan,” Tom said simply.
I blinked. “…A fan?”
“Yes. I like your battles. That’s all there is to it.”
 “…”
 “And for an old man like me, writing one recommendation is nothing at all.”
He smiled kindly.
“I may look like a worn-out relic now, but once upon a time, I was quite respected. If I write your recommendation, the 「Arena」 will have no reason to object. Hoho, surely you don’t think this old man lacks the authority to write one, do you?”
 “Of course not! You’re the esteemed caretaker of the Hall of Honor, one of the most glorious institutions in the Iron Kingdom! A man of such fine work clearly—”
The words poured out instinctively, smooth and sweet as honey. 
From across the room, Seol Yoon gave me a look of pure disgust.
I ignored her.
This wasn’t flattery. It was muscle memory.
「That old man’s letter will be of great help. As I’ve told you before, he isn’t just some caretaker.」
Right—Liam was certain of that. From the start, he had seen through Tom’s gentle façade.
Behind the smiling old man was a warrior who had reached the rank of 「Sword Expert」—a being strong enough to rule entire kingdoms if he wished. Someone like that wouldn’t bother lying about a mere letter of recommendation.
Still—「But nothing in this world is ever free.」
I agreed with my master. Even as I smiled, I studied Tom’s expression closely. He truly bore no malice toward me, but I could tell: there was something behind his offer. Not greed or deceit—just… intention.
Sure enough, after a while of polite chatter—“However,” Tom said, “I can’t give it to you for nothing.”
The words I’d been expecting.
 I thought to myself, Of course.
“I’d like to ask one favor in return.”
Naturally. My suspicion had never failed me yet.
Without changing my expression, I smiled brightly—the very picture of an innocent young man.
“Of course! How could I possibly accept your generosity without doing something in return? I’d be honored to help in any way I can.”
 “Hoho, you certainly have a way with words, young master.”
Tom chuckled heartily.
 I laughed along.
“It’s not a difficult favor,” he said. “I remember, from our last conversation, how passionately you spoke about weapons—how you said that a blade is more than just metal, that it carries the spirit of its wielder. That left quite the impression on me. I thought to myself, ‘This young man loves swords as much as I do.’”
 “…”
At this point, I still thought the request would be something simple. Until…
“So, when the Infinite Duel is over, I’d like to visit your home. I want to see how well you’re taking care of the blade you received from the Hall of Honor—「Fang」, was it? Oh, don’t misunderstand! It’s not that I distrust you. But I doubt you’ve learned proper sword maintenance, so I thought I might teach you how to keep it from rusting, how to preserve it for decades to come. You see, I pride myself on being the best caretaker of swords in the entire Iron Kingdom—hoho! It would make me very happy, as a fan, to pass that knowledge on to you—”
My mind blanked halfway through his rambling. So, in summary:
He wanted to see the weapon.
“Haha… Ha… ha…”
 “Is there a problem?”
Tom tilted his head, and his kind face shifted ever so slightly—as if saying, Don’t tell me you sold it, after all that talk about honor and history?
I hadn’t sold it. I’d eaten it. But that was hardly better.
And definitely not something I could say out loud.
My instincts screamed lie!—so I smiled even wider.
“Of course not! I’d be delighted to have you over after the Infinite Duel! Hahaha, I’m already looking forward to it!”
I was doomed.
“My home is rather remote, though. Would that be a problem—?”
 “Not at all. I’m old; I prefer the quiet of the countryside.”
 “Ha-ha! Then you’ll love it!”
Forget it. Let future-me deal with that catastrophe.
「Excellent attitude.」
Yeah, thanks. Learned from the best, after all.
And just like that, I had everything I needed to enter the 「Infinite Duel.」 Tom wrote the recommendation, the 「Arena」 accepted it without question, and both requirements were officially met.
All that was left was to wait for the day of the grand event.
“Unlike you, who sees monsters behind every kind word, it seems Tom was simply a good man,” Seol Yoon said.
 「Tch. You should try seeing the world as it really is.」
 “Are you the one saying that to me?”
Tom truly had meant well. All my suspicions, all my careful watching—it had all been pointless.
He’d asked for nothing more than to teach me how to take care of a weapon.
How could he have known that I ate the damn thing instead?
Well, that would be Future Me’s problem. For now, things were going better than they ever had since leaving my family’s estate. Almost too well.
‘…And things that go too well always explode later.’
They always did, in my life.
***
The Infinite Duel. A grand event dating back to the days when the 「Arena」 was still a brutal coliseum—the oldest surviving tradition of the Iron Kingdom.
 A gathering of the continent’s greatest warriors.
「In my era, the Infinite Duel was a trial by fire—a test of limits. I used to tell my descendants: if you are a Karavan, you must experience it at least once.」
So said Liam. In his time, anyone could enter, anytime, as long as there were enough contenders.
A blood-soaked festival where true warriors were born.
But that was long, long ago.
“Nowadays, the Infinite Duel is the Arena’s main event,” Seol Yoon explained.
If they’d kept it the same, it would’ve remained just another blood sport. But over time, the event had evolved—to entertain audiences, to give purpose to the fighters, to ensure its survival across the ages.
“There are three categories of duels,” she said.
 “Three?”
 “First, the Race Duel.”
Her tone was calm, her expression detached.
“That’s where the seven races fight for pride. Each time, the rules change. Last time, it was a flag-capture contest. Before that, a commander battle—teams taking turns until one side’s leader fell.”
“I see…”
 “Well, technically it’s six races. The dragons don’t participate.”
 “Of course.”
Dragons—the mightiest of the seven races. So few remained that most people would live and die without ever seeing one.
They existed in legend more than in fact.
There was no reason they’d join a human spectacle.
“You don’t really need to worry about the Race Duel,” Seol Yoon continued. “It’s massive in scale, and full of famous names. No way we’d win anything there.”
 “Right…”
 “Honestly, even reaching the event’s minimum requirements is a miracle for us. The Infinite Duel draws every insane powerhouse on the continent.”
That was fine. Liam had told me to treat it as experience, not a stage to show off.
“The second type is the War Duel.”
 “War Duel?”
 “It’s a reenactment of historic battles. Each side gathers a team to relive a past war from the Iron Kingdom’s history. It’s popular—people love watching their nation’s legends brought to life.”
 “…”
 “The rules vary by team. Sometimes victory comes from strategy, not slaughter. It’s unpredictable and full of surprises. But again, with our level, we’d be background extras at best.”
 “Agreed.”
 “The last one’s the real deal,” she said quietly.
The third duel.
“The one named after the event itself—『The Infinite Duel』.”
 “What’s that like?”
 “It’s simple.”
Her next words made even Liam stir with anticipation.
“Every fighter hides their name. Their faces. Their identity. Everyone wears masks and special gear so no one knows who anyone is. Then they throw all of them—hundreds, maybe even thousands—into a single, massive arena.”
 “…”
 “And they fight. No rules. No limits. Until only one person is left standing. No one interferes, no one stops it. They just watch.”
Liam grinned. Deeply, darkly pleased.
“As the name suggests,” Seol Yoon finished, “it’s infinite.”
Liam chuckled low in my mind.
「Unlike those tame little spectacles, that final duel… that’s the one I remember. Pure, unfiltered strength. Blood, madness, survival. That’s the real Infinite Duel.」
His eyes gleamed with madness.
「You’ll enjoy it, my young descendant. And if you survive… you’ll emerge harder than steel itself.」
I couldn’t help smiling too. Seol Yoon saw it and sighed.
“...The last duel’s brutal. If things go wrong, surrender immediately. If you don’t, I’ll drag you out myself. That’s why I’m coming with you—to make sure you don’t die before you’re done.”
 “…”
 “I won’t let you die at this level. You’re supposed to go farther. Understand?”
Instead of answering, I smiled.
She sighed again and left the room.
Alone, I sat in silence for a while, then turned to the window. Even at night, the Steel City of Ferma glittered with life—laughter, clinking glasses, and golden light filling the streets.
The Infinite Duel was near. And before stepping into it, I had one last thing to do.
Liam’s voice echoed within me.
「It’s time to eat a new sword, my young descendant.」
***
“Have you heard the news?”
Under a starlit sky, a man stood with his hands behind his back.
The night wind stirred his ash-gray hair—a color that, in the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, meant far more than it did elsewhere.
“They say there’s an amusing spectacle in the Steel City.”
 “You speak of the Infinite Duel, Your Highness?”
In Cherville, ash-gray was the color of iron.
The color of royalty.
The mark of those who had ruled the Iron Kingdom for generations.
The Iron Prince—Ian Cherville.
“Yes. The Infinite Duel.”
 “…”
 “Shall we go see it? The air feels nice tonight. I’d like a change of scenery.”
The shadowed figure nearby hesitated.
“There are more pressing matters at hand.”
 “More pressing than my amusement?”
Ian turned, his eyes gleaming like tempered steel under the starlight.
A crooked iron crown rested on his head—pure metal, no jewels, no ornaments.
“I told you, didn’t I? I wish to enjoy myself.”
 “…”
 “I’m not asking your permission. Prepare to leave.”
The man in the shadows bowed his head and stepped forward, the moonlight revealing his emotionless face. He wore no armor—just simple ceremonial garb.
“If that is your will.”
Ian Cherville smiled in satisfaction, turning back toward the stars.
“As expected. That’s why I like you.”
The strongest Swordmaster.
The Guardian of the Iron Kingdom.
The continent’s greatest blade.
 And—“Carlos.” The Swordmaster Carlos— the 「Master of Ten Swords」— the man who had slain Arhan Karavan’s father.
Arhan’s enemy.
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Late at night, I threw on a light coat and stepped out of the inn. The Steel City of Ferma never truly slept. Even deep into the night, the air carried warmth and the faint smell of liquor. But the farther I walked, the quieter it became—until only the chirping of night insects and the rustle of wind remained. Ahead loomed the great structure of the 「Arena」, majestic even in the moonlight.
After staring at it for a while, I turned left, where an ornate wall came into view—its surface etched with old, elegant patterns. It looked more like an art museum than anything else. But what was displayed here wasn’t art.
This place didn’t hold paintings or sculptures. It held the traces of warriors.
I quickened my steps. Along the wall, countless swords were mounted on display. Beneath each blade, a name was written in flowing script.
The Hall of Honor. 
A hallowed hall that preserved the weapons of those who had left their mark upon the Arena.
It was a quiet place—visited mostly by young dwarves with a romantic fascination for weaponry, eccentric blacksmiths, or scholars who studied the history of arms.
Those who came to the Steel City seeking blood and glory rarely bothered coming this far.
Yet tonight, someone was already there.
A man stood with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the displays.
When he sensed my approach, he slowly turned.
“Oh. We meet again.”
A clean-shaven head, gentle eyes, a calm smile. He had the kind of face that made you feel oddly at ease—and for that very reason, I couldn’t place him at all.
“…I’m sorry, but who are you?”
 “Ah, of course. You wouldn’t recognize me without the mask.”
He smiled kindly.
“It’s me. The fighter you crossed blades with not long ago—Helen, the Monk. Ring any bells now?”
 “Ah.”
At the word Monk, the memory returned. 
The maddeningly relentless fighter who had refused to fall.
“You’ve recovered quickly,” I said. “You were in bad shape when I last saw you.”
 “You jest. Surely a Monk has less right to say that than you, my friend. I was worried you wouldn’t even stand again.”
 “You’re too kind.”
 “Haha. We Monks don’t stay wounded for long. As long as the Goddess is with us, injuries hardly count as injuries.”
Right. Creepy bastards.
 I’d run him through the chest, and here he was—smiling like nothing had happened.
“But how did you recognize me so easily?” I asked. “I was wearing a mask, too.”
 “We Monks do not see with our eyes,” he said calmly. “We see through Qi—through presence.”
Qi? I must have looked puzzled, because Helen chuckled softly.
“It’s difficult to explain. If you are not a practitioner, you would not understand.”
 “Ah… right.”
I didn’t press.
You never pressed when talking to men like him—spiritual types with shaved heads and serene smiles. Ask one wrong question, and next thing you know, you were dragged off to some mountain temple to “find inner peace.”
“You came to look at the weapons, I assume?” he asked.
 “Yes. Something like that.”
 “I, too, came to feel their Qi. Each one of these weapons contains the will of those who burned their lives to the end. The Goddess loves such fervor. As do her faithful.”
…Yeah, definitely the kind of talk I didn’t need more of. I nodded silently, pretending to listen, praying he’d finish soon.
“Liam Karavan, was it? Or should I say the Little Gladiator? No—‘Sword Demon,’ I believe, is your new name.”
Helen’s smile didn’t waver.
“You carry admirable energy. Even after a lifetime of training in the Sky Mountains, I have rarely encountered a human with such steel within him.”
 “…”
 “One day, I hope we meet again in the Sky Mountains. When that day comes, come find us. The servants of the Sun Goddess will welcome you. We hold great affection for those with unbreakable resolve.”
 “….”
 “It’s getting late. I’ll take my leave now, mysterious warrior.”
He bowed lightly, still smiling.
“May the Eternal Day be with you.”
It was the traditional blessing of the followers of the Sun Goddess, Revrua.
 I clumsily mirrored his gesture, pressing my palms together and bowing back.
Then Helen turned and left—his back soon swallowed by the moonlit street.
Liam’s voice murmured in my mind.
「The Sky Mountains, huh. You’ll have to go there someday.」
 “…Yeah.”
 「But not yet. That place is far too dangerous for you as you are now.」
I agreed.
The Sky Mountains. The greatest range on the continent, lying on the border of the so-called 「Sky Empire」, Belma. A place said to hold every mystery in existence.
Legend claimed that anyone who reached its highest peak could make any wish come true.
Adventurers from every race had thrown their lives away trying to climb it—chasing glory and miracles.
But in all history, only one race had ever truly conquered the Sky Mountains.
「Yes… the Dragons.」
The land of dragons—the Land of the Sky.
***
“You’re looking much better, young master.”
No sooner had Helen left than another familiar voice called from deeper inside the Hall of Honor.
Old Tom, the caretaker, approached, bright-eyed and lively even at this late hour.
“Ah, yes. I’m fine now.”
 “Coming here right after recovering—truly passionate, aren’t you?”
 “A fighter should always draw strength from the traces of past battles.”
 “Ha! Truly, you are remarkable, young master…”
Compliments slid off my tongue like breathing.
Tom beamed and clapped his hands.
“So! What kind of sword do you seek this time? You’ve earned a new medal, after all—you’re entitled to choose one weapon.”
 “Hmm… I’m not sure. I was wondering which blade might make me stronger.”
I made a show of studying the displays, though to me, they all looked the same—old, dull relics that had long since seen their prime.
This was Liam’s domain. My role was just to wait for his choice.
“Would you like me to explain them?” Tom asked eagerly. “The one you took last time—‘Fang’—was a fine piece. It once belonged to an assassin from the Free City of Crowley.”
 “Ah.”
 “He lived for freedom, fighting to the very end. His courage was so inspiring that the Arena purchased his blade at auction. To stand before overwhelming fire and never retreat—magnificent, isn’t it? I’m sure Goddess Refri welcomed him with open arms.”
 “Yes, I’m sure she did…”
 “And this one here—”
As soon as I stopped responding, Tom just kept talking—his excitement multiplying with each sentence. All I could do was cast desperate glances at Liam.
Please. Pick one already.
“This spear belonged to a limping fighter,” Tom went on. “Even after losing a leg, he fought in match after match! Isn’t that poetic? Reality outshines chivalric tales, I always say. In that sense, I—”
Dear gods. If I didn’t stop him soon, my ears might start bleeding.
「That one.」
Finally, Liam’s voice cut in, calm and absolute.
I turned to where he indicated—and blinked.
“…That one?”
 「You heard me. It’s not a mistake. That one.」
Even among the many odd weapons he’d chosen before, this one stood out. But Liam’s tone left no room for doubt.
「Take it. It suits you now more than any other.」
When the master of Ten Swords commands, the disciple obeys. So I looked toward the sword he meant. Tom, noticing my gaze, broke off mid-sentence.
“Ah, I see one has caught your eye.”
 “Yes.”
 “Falling for a sword is a lot like falling in love. You see it once, and you’re helpless.”
Tom chuckled, clearly mistaking my uncertainty for infatuation.
“It’s an unusual piece, but charming in its own way. Shall I prepare it for you?”
 “Yes, please.”
Tom carefully lifted the blade from its mount and handed it to me.
 It was incredibly light.
Of course it was.
“Please treat it with care,” Tom said warmly.
Because half of the blade was missing.
In truth—“Its name is ‘Gale.’”—it was a broken sword.
***
A broken sword.
I had never ingested one in such a state before. Even the oldest blades I’d eaten still had some integrity left to them. But 「Gale」 was different.
Its edge was shattered, its surface corroded, its value as a weapon—or even as a relic—long gone.
Every other weapon in the Hall had been lovingly preserved, their rust cleaned and their edges restored.
Not this one.
Tom had explained why.
“The damage itself carries meaning. That form best represents the will of the warrior who wielded it. To restore it would be to erase his final moment.”
I hadn’t understood at the time.
Now, back in my room, I placed 「Gale」 into the flames.
The heat rose high enough to sting my skin.
Liam’s voice came, heavy with warning.
「My young descendant.」
 “Yes, Master.”
 「You’ll need focus for this one. More than ever before.」
 “Why?”
He had never warned me like that before.
「The will inside that sword is strong enough to consume you.」
The will? Just what kind of life had been forged into this blade?
Every weapon I’d eaten so far carried a fragment of its wielder’s soul.
The mercenary Mary’s 「Needle」—a life of struggle and survival.
The assassin’s 「Fang」—a desperate hunger for freedom.
Fetel’s 「Twilight」—the gentle warmth of a friend.
And 「Wild Instinct」—the unyielding spirit of the orc hero Beric, who fought to the very end.
Each one had been fierce in its own way.
 None of them had been small.
“I’ll endure it.”
I said it with conviction.
「…Then brace yourself. Don’t lose your mind.」
Whatever lay within this sword, I would face it head-on.
“Here we go.”
I pulled 「Gale」 from the fire, the metal glowing red-hot, and brought it to my lips.
The taste of iron filled my mouth as I bit down, chewing, swallowing.
Heat surged through my body like molten steel. And then came the memories—crashing in waves.
『You once told me this.』
『That I was like the wind.』
『And you were right.』
The stench of blood filled my nose.
Overwhelming, suffocating.
『My life was a single gust of wind.』
 『And so was my sword.』
***
Time passed in the Steel City. Since arriving, Seol Yoon had followed the same disciplined routine she’d practiced even back at my estate. Meanwhile, the streets had grown impossibly crowded.
Ferma overflowed with warriors—many strong enough that even Seol Yoon regarded them with caution.
Elves from the Eternal Forest, demonkin from beyond the “Wall of Despair,” wandering heroes from distant lands.
It was proof of how monumental the Infinite Duel truly was.
Day after day, the city swelled with excitement.
By the time the long-awaited day finally arrived, it was nearly impossible to even walk through the streets.
And when morning broke—
“You…”
“Ah, just in time. Didn’t keep you waiting, did I?”
Seol Yoon turned—and for a moment, she froze.
Arhan stood before her, looking… different.
Not in body. In presence.
Like a man who had walked through storms and learned to smile at thunder.
“Let’s go,” he said quietly.
 “To enter the Infinite Duel.”
He looked, for all the world—like a wandering swordsman of legend.
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You once told me—That I was like the wind.
I agreed with you.
My life had been nothing more than a fleeting gust.
A meaningless wind that wandered without a destination. To sailors, it might be called drifting.
My life had no purpose, no conviction, no direction.
I simply floated along, swept away by the current of time.
Even the young shepherd I met a while ago was living a more meaningful life than I was. He had a role—to tend to his flock—and a purpose—to earn his keep, build a warm family, have children, and grow old in happiness.
It wasn’t just the shepherd boy. The ferryman who let me aboard his small boat, the innkeeper who lent me a bed for the night, the little girl who picked apples every morning—all of them lived while dreaming of their futures.
Everyone I met in life had a goal—To them, life was a long journey with a destination.
Only I was drifting aimlessly through this vast world, Like a cloud wandering across the sky.
Perhaps that’s why—My sword began to change.
“It looks like you.”
You smiled brightly when you saw my sword.
“Like the wind. A fierce and swift gale that no one can catch.”
 “……”
 “Ah, yes. Like…”
I could still remember the warmth of your hand when we held each other’s fingers that day.
The small, white front teeth that showed when you smiled shyly.
The faint scent of flowers that lingered in your hair.
“Like a Gale.”
You said—My sword wasn’t strange, but special.
It was the first time anyone had ever said something like that to me.
Maybe that’s why…
“I want to see you again. You—and your sword.”
From that day on, the wandering drifter I was—That worthless swordsman—Began to feel, just a little, special. Because if I did, you’d want to see my sword again tomorrow. And the day after that.
 .
 .
 .
When I slowly opened my eyes, I found myself lying in the middle of a forest.
I didn’t have the strength to move a single finger.
「That sword must not be used yet, young descendant.」
 “……I think you’re right.”
My entire body felt like it had been shattered. The palms that had held the sword were torn and bloodied. Red drops fell to the ground as my trembling hands refused to stop shaking.
“I’ve… never felt anything like this before.”
 「Of course you haven’t.」
I’d only swung it once. Just once—recreating a sliver of the memory of the Gale—and I’d ended up in this state. I forced my head up to look around.
The forest, which had once been dark and dense with towering trees, was now bright—Because there were no tall trees left.
「The sword’s previous master was a ‘Sword Runner’ with two pairs of wings.」
All the trees that had filled the forest had been neatly sliced clean.
Their smooth rings gleamed where they’d been cut.
Yes—just one swing.
「If you don’t want to be swept away by the wind, you’d best grow stronger, quickly.」
Master’s warning hadn’t been an empty one. I had just learned that firsthand.
「Gale」 was different. Unlike any sword I had ever consumed before.
***
The streets of the Steel City, Ferma, were overflowing with people—so many that it almost drove me mad. I had never seen a crowd this large in my life.
“What’s with all these people…”
 “Keep your head straight and stay close, or you’ll get lost.”
 “Do I look like some child left by the river?”
 “You were the one gawking like a country bumpkin first.”
 “……”
Everyone here had been drawn by the Infinite Duel.
 Not only from the Iron Kingdom—but from across the vast continent.
“As I told you before, the first duel will be a Race Duel.”
 “Yes, I remember.”
 “You won’t need to do much—not that you’ll have the chance. It’s a massive-scale event. Think of it as more of a festival between races than an actual fight.”
A Race Duel. As the name implied, this was a contest on the scale of entire races. Not an event where individuals were expected to shine, but where entire species fought for pride.
“It’ll be over before you even realize what happened.”
Following Seol Yoon’s lead, I lined up with her at the Arena’s registration desk. There were quite a few unusual fighters waiting their turn. Among them, the most eye-catching were the non-humans.
“Just one thing you really need to watch out for.”
 “What’s that…?”
As the line shortened, I listened closely to Seol Yoon.
“Orcs.”
The moment I heard that word, I understood.
“If you see anything with green skin, run. That insane race doesn’t know the meaning of friendly competition. They’re the only ones who’ll fight to the death in a Race Duel.”
 “……”
 “You might not take it seriously because you haven’t seen them yourself—but believe me, you should. Rumor has it the last Race Duel had a chieftain personally leading the charge. Could be exaggerated, but still—”
 “No. That’s not an exaggeration.”
Those bastards were more than capable of that.
“The moment I see green, I’ll turn and run without looking back.”
Crazy lunatics.
I could already hear their disgusting breathing in my head—their heavy ‘chik-chik’ sounds. I had no intention of wasting energy dealing with those freaks on the very first day of three events.
But I’d overlooked one crucial detail.
‘Guess I’d better find somewhere to hide.’
My life never went smoothly. It never had.
“Are you Liam the gladiator? The ‘Little Gladiator’ who recently earned the nickname ‘Sword Demon’?”
After waiting forever, Seol Yoon and I finally finished our registration.
“Yes, that’s me.”
 “Your credentials have been confirmed. You’re officially registered. Take this.”
 “What’s this?”
The clerk handed us a chunk of worn metal.
“It’s your ID tag for the Race Duel. Don’t lose it.”
The tags had numbers etched onto them—271 and 444.
Seol Yoon was 271.
I was 444.
“Don’t lose it for any reason.”
444. Even the number itself felt ominous.
***
It took quite a while before the first event of the Infinite Duel, the Race Duel, finally began. With so many participants, registration alone took hours. By the time the procedures ended, it was late evening.
“Thank you for waiting!”
Even under the darkened sky, the Arena’s heat hadn’t cooled—it burned even hotter. The crowd roared with excitement, and the fighters’ tension matched it.
“How many people are here?”
Standing beside Seol Yoon, I tried to estimate the number of fighters—but it was impossible. 
How could anyone determine winners or losers among this many people? It would have to be a war rather than a duel.
“U! U! U!”
 “Wroooarrr!”
 “Quit yapping and get started already, you slow human worms!”
The orcs, gathered at one end of the massive coliseum, made their presence impossible to ignore even before the duel began. Their ear-splitting roars drew groans from everyone nearby. 
Only the spirit of Arhan inside me chuckled with pride.
「The orcs are as lively as ever. In my time, their zeal was always famous in the arenas.」
 “They just look like deranged lunatics to me…”
Even from afar, their energy was suffocating.
 I swore to myself again—I would not get involved with them.
Meanwhile, the host’s voice boomed across the coliseum.
“As you all know, the Race Duel is the chance for each of the seven races to prove their superiority! Unfortunately, the Dragons have once again chosen not to participate, so today’s duel will be between six races: Orcs, Dwarves, Demons, Humans, Elves, and Beastkin!”
 .
 .
 .
 “The previous Race Duel was a flag-capture battle, won by the mighty Orcs after a fierce struggle! Indeed, the Orcs’ passion is always a sight to behold! They’ve won the most Race Duels in history—nine consecutive victories so far!”
 “Worr! Worr!”
 “Good words, human!”
 “But whether the valiant green warriors will claim victory again… that remains to be seen!”
As the crowd’s energy reached its peak, the announcer shouted—“This Race Duel’s format is ‘Catch the King!’”
Catch the King? The term was unfamiliar.
“Due to the large number of participants, this Race Duel will take place in the Black Forest near the Steel City, Ferma! A place so treacherous that even skilled Rangers lose their way at night. Our hired mages will broadcast the entire event through search spells.”
 .
 .
 .
 “The rules are simple! Each participant received an ID tag with a unique number!”
I immediately thought of the metal tag I’d been given.
“In Catch the King, one tag number will be chosen at random. Whoever holds that tag becomes their race’s ‘King.’ If the King’s tag is stolen, or if the King is rendered unable to fight, that entire race is eliminated! That means strategy is crucial. The King can choose to hide—or reveal themselves and rely on their kin for protection. The others must decide—hunt the enemy’s King, or protect their own!”
As the explanation continued, an uneasy feeling crawled up my spine.
“And now, the moment you’ve been waiting for—the number that will decide the King! A nightmare for the weak, but a glorious chance for the strong!”
And then—“The chosen number is… 444!”
Of course. My bad feeling was right.
“…Little Gladiator, wasn’t your number—”
 “Yes.”
Seol Yoon stared at me, worried.
I gave her a bitter smile.
Damn it all.
「Congratulations, young descendant. Opportunities like this don’t come often. How enviable.」
 “……”
My life really never went easily.
‘F*** me.’
The first event of the Infinite Duel—The Race Duel.
 I had been chosen as the King of Humanity.
***
After the announcements, all the fighters were transported from the Arena to the Black Forest—a vast woodland near Ferma. True to its name, the forest was shrouded in darkness. It wasn’t just because it was late—the air itself was filled with a black haze. Whether this was an artificial enchantment for entertainment or a natural phenomenon, I couldn’t tell.
Not that I had the time to care.
“The Race Duel begins now!”
…For now, I just had to survive.
“Chhhk! Look at me, you weak humans! You crawling dwarves! You manure-smelling elves! You devil-spawned demons! You half-brained beasts!”
Right from the start, an orc fighter bellowed racial slurs, taunting all five opposing races at once.
“I am the King of Orcs! I, Elder Behera, have drawn the glorious tag 444! The mighty Orc Behera does not flee from battle! Come, if you crave a fight! I’ll crush your skulls and hang your teeth around my neck! Chhhk!”
Not even a second after the Race Duel began, the orcs’ madness echoed through the Black Forest. As their frenzy spread, the quiet killing intent of the other races began to rise from every direction.
I assessed my situation with brutal honesty.
‘I’m screwed.’
And so began the first match of the Infinite Duel—The Race Duel, Catch the King.
And I was the human King.
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Chapter 52 – Race Duel (1)
There existed seven races across the vast continent.
These seven were the intelligent beings—creatures capable of communication and exchange—set apart from the mindless monsters or the undead who hated the living unconditionally.
The wandering race that thrived on battle — Orcs.
The children of the forest, dwelling near the World Tree — Elves.
Beasts who gained reason through Mana’s influence — Beastkin.
Friends of fire and steel, living among the Sky Mountains — Dwarves.
Descendants of demons, guarding the 「Wall of Despair」 — Demons.
Lords of the skies, the most exalted race — Dragons.
And the race that most resembled the gods — beings of possibility — Humans.
The seven races had lived intertwined across this continent since time immemorial, leaving their own marks throughout history.
Entire disciplines of study were devoted to researching them—why the gods had created such diverse races and scattered them across the world was a mystery that scholars continued to ponder.
Even now, this enigmatic continent brimmed with wonders, and the true origin of the 「Seven Races」 remained unsolved.
But not everyone on this continent possessed such noble curiosity.
Far more common were those childish fools who clung to far simpler, more provocative questions.
Like this one—「Young descendant, which of the seven races do you think is the strongest?」
“……Please, could you speak like someone your age?
Are you a child?”
「Heh heh. What does age have to do with such a thrilling question?」
I glared at Liam, who chuckled heartily.
「The clowns of the Arena know exactly what excites the masses.
Had such a duel existed in my day, I would’ve run to watch it myself.」
He wasn’t wrong.
To gather all seven races in one place and have them fight to see who was superior—there wasn’t a simpler or more stimulating concept in existence.
Just hearing it made you want to know the outcome.
「People have always argued over who would win—lion or tiger. Humanity’s nature is pettier than you’d think. Always ranking, always comparing, by instinct.」
“…The tiger would win, I think.
Lions fight in packs, but tigers—”
「Heh heh, young descendant, you sound even more like a child now.」
“I’m not even eighteen yet, so yes, I am a child.”
「Heh heh heh.」
“Haha.”
If I were just a spectator, I might’ve enjoyed this match too—snacking while watching others fight. But as one of the combatants, there was nothing enjoyable about it.
“Enough jokes.
If I die because you distracted me, will you take responsibility?”
「Heh heh, fine.
I’ll stop the jokes here.」
I held my breath and focused on the situation. But Liam continued.
「Just remember this, young descendant.」
His voice was different this time—calm, heavy.
「There is no ‘strongest race’ on this continent.」
“……”
「Absolute, unconditional strength doesn’t exist.」
Liam’s gaze sharpened as he looked at me.
「Because I no longer exist in this era.」
“……”
「So even if many powerful beings surround you, don’t cower and run. If you only ever flee from great danger, you’ll become a half-wit who knows nothing but how to run.」
His eyes were like blades—keen and unyielding.
「Any being can die. And you—possess the talent to find the way to make it happen. Your unending suspicion.」
“……”
「Use it again this time. Doubt everything, fight head-on even if you break or fall. The Steel Blood flowing through your body will only grow stronger through such trials.」
“……”
「Mark my words. There may be no strongest race, but there exists the strongest blood. Search the world, and you won’t find any blood more powerful than that of Steel.」
Yes—like a sharpened blade.
「I am proof of that. So heed my words.」
“……”
「Be afraid—but do not run.」
My heartbeat quickened.
Liam’s words struck deep into my mind.
「Those hardships will forge you into true Steel.」
His words lingered, heavy and unforgettable.
「And besides, you’re not here to win this thing for humanity’s pride, are you?」
“Ah.”
「Strictly speaking, you’re a half-blood—human and dwarf. So whether you get captured or fall doesn’t really matter, does it? What freedom! Responsibility-free pleasure!」
“Please stop.”
…If only he didn’t ruin the ending every time.
He always had to spoil the moment.
Well—‘He’s not wrong, though.’ Not wrong, just annoying.
As Liam said, my goal in joining the 「Infinite Duel」 wasn’t to glorify humanity—it was to gain experience on my path to becoming a Sword Runner.
But still, I’d rather not die meaninglessly.
‘If my identity as the King is exposed, I’ll be in serious trouble.’
There were too many variables here.
Especially—the orcs.
“Have you all lost your courage?! I told you to challenge the mighty Orc Behera! What’s wrong, you cowardly elves and dwarves?! You all look like frightened kitchen wenches! Even our orc women don’t flee from battle! That’s what makes us greater than you worms! Chhhk, chiiiiiik!”
Those green-skinned lunatics still hadn’t stopped yelling.
‘The orcs aren’t the only ones to worry about.’
It was just that their loudness hid the danger from everyone else.
Every other race here was just as much a threat to me.
‘I can already tell from their presence. Most of them are stronger than I am—and some could probably kill me instantly.’
Ever since the Arena became an official battleground, fighters had generally avoided killing.
But whether that would hold true in a massive event like this was doubtful.
In real combat, accidents happen—and restraint is a luxury.
Would these kinds of monsters hold back when they didn’t even know their opponents’ strengths?
If it were me, I wouldn’t.
And since I wouldn’t, I had to assume no one else would either.
That’s how I always began—through suspicion.
“Little Gladiator—or should I call you Sword Demon now?”
“Call me whatever you like.”
As tension filled the air, Seol Yoon approached.
Still wearing the armor and helm from her days as the Black Bride, she was easy to recognize.
“So what’s your plan?
Are you going to reveal yourself—or stay hidden?”
“I’m not sure.”
She was asking whether I intended to show myself as the King or keep it secret.
Before I could answer, she continued.
“If you ask me, you should reveal it.”
“Why do you think so?”
“Because compared to most fighters here, you’re weak.
Better to reveal yourself early and let the other humans protect you.”
“Ah, that’s… one way to see it.”
Her reasoning was sound.
She believed revealing myself would make me safer—if I stayed hidden, the other humans wouldn’t guard me, and I might get randomly attacked by stronger fighters.
And given my odds against anyone here, that made sense.
But still—“Seol Yoon, that won’t be necessary.”
“Hmm?”
“For now, let’s just wait and watch.
Because…”
There was a better option.
“That’s what my suspicion tells me.”
“Things are about to get interesting.”
Everyone here had come to the Infinite Duel for different reasons.
Some for their race’s honor, some for the rewards, others for glory and fame.
And those kinds of people wouldn’t stay quiet right now.
They had a much better move to make.
“Orc Elder Behera, was it?
You really claim to be the King of Orcs?”
If one sought glory for their race, they had to win the Race Duel.
If they wanted fame or wealth, the same—victory was everything.
And to win this event, they had to protect their own King and hunt down the others.
The tag marked 444 was the symbol of the King.
I had drawn it.
So what was the most rational move for the other human fighters who hadn’t drawn it?
Simple—“I am the King of Humanity!
I, the warrior Niel, who drew the sacred tag 444, challenge you to a duel!
Orcs never refuse a fight, do they?!”
To declare themselves the King.
“Enough talk!
Let’s see which King truly stands above all!
Come, you brutish orc!”
Even those chasing fame would do the same—for attention.
And nothing drew attention faster than claiming the title of King.
‘If I were in their shoes, I’d do the same.
Especially if I had the strength to back it up.’
Once again, my suspicion was right.
As things grew chaotic, Seol Yoon frowned.
“What the hell?
Why is that guy pretending to be—”
“Because it’s the most logical move for him.”
I could predict this flow easily.
“Also, the first orc who made that scene—Elder Behera—probably isn’t the real King either.
His behavior felt… exaggerated.”
There had been something off about his words and movements—a subtle discord.
A real orc wouldn’t act that theatrical.
My suspicion never missed such details.
And as expected—“How dare you call us crawling dwarves?
You can’t even forge your own spoon, you fool!
Fight me instead, orc!
I, the King of Dwarves, who drew tag 444, will crush you!”
“No, it’s us first!
Calling elves filthy?
You reek worse than any beast!
I, the King of Elves, will judge you in the name of my kin!”
“How dare you insult the demons—”
“Half-brained beasts, you said?
Green dung-heaps, you’ve crossed the line—”
A complete brawl erupted.
An utterly glorious mess.
“What the hell is this…”
Seol Yoon muttered, bewildered by the chaos.
I just said—“Let’s watch.”
Right.
No need to get involved yet.
“Chhhhk!
Come, all of you!
Come at once, you crawling worms!
I, Behera, will show you the true might of the Orcs!”
They’d all fight each other now—showing their powers, tactics, and weaknesses.
Once they’d bled each other dry, my fight would begin.
The vast Black Forest.
The moment the Race Duel began, Elder Behera’s provocations triggered a chaotic melee—and it was far worse than I’d imagined.
「Now I see why the orcs have won nine times in a row.」
“They’re monsters.”
「Indeed, that very question has plagued scholars for ages—whether these green-skinned friends should be classified as Monsters or Intelligent beings.」
“……”
Fighters from every race who had claimed to be Kings lunged at Behera—and within two minutes and seventeen seconds, it was over.
The result?
“Chhhhik!
Pathetic weaklings!”
Massacre.
Elder Behera had kept his word.
“These teeth are so small!
The Beastkin’s fangs are the only ones worth wearing!
Hahaha!”
At his feet lay crushed corpses, heads caved in, bones twisted.
He plucked their teeth one by one and strung them into a grisly necklace, the bloodied fangs clattering against his chest.
That wasn’t a duel—it was slaughter.
“Come again!
More!
It’s not enough yet!”
His feral roar shook the forest as orcs everywhere stamped their feet and bellowed “U!
U!
U!”
chanting Behera’s name.
Their green madness filled the forest like wildfire.
In this pitch-black woodland, they looked less like a race and more like demons—war spirits possessed by violence.
‘No point trying to gather intel from this mess.’
Fighting that thing was suicide.
Even the winged human fighter had lasted less than ten seconds—wings snapped, neck broken, skull crushed.
Elder Behera was as powerful as the Orc Elder I’d once met at the Sacred Ground of Wild Instinct.
“Shit!
Damn orcs!
They don’t follow any duel rules!”
“Chhhhk!
Rules?
Orcs know only two outcomes—victory or death!
If we don’t win, we die and join our ancestors!”
The remaining fighters scattered in panic through the forest—and I slipped away among them.
Staying here meant getting my skull smashed and my teeth ripped out.
Then—“Little Gladiator, where are we going?”
“Toward the outer edge.”
As we moved, I realized something.
“Alright, got—”
“Seol Yoon, stop!”
The orcs weren’t the only danger here.
“Hup!”
A sharp sound sliced the air—a volley of arrows.
Using 「Path」, I sensed the ambush just in time and yanked Seol Yoon backward.
The arrow scraped across her helmet with a vicious clang!
“Damn it.”
Seol Yoon swore.
“You alright?”
“Yeah.
Thanks.”
I turned toward the direction the arrow had come from.
Hidden by the shadows, but my 「Path」 traced the attacker.
A shimmer of hair like silk—A pointed ear—An aura of the forest itself.
「Ah. An elf. Children of the World Tree.」
“……”
「Even a fool must’ve heard of them—how elves rule the forests as predators among hunters.」
“I know.”
The elf emerged from the darkness, face expressionless.
Without hesitation, they drew another arrow, nocked it, and pulled the string taut.
「There’s no race more suited to the word hunter.」
Indeed.
The very term ranger had originated from them.
No race was better attuned to the forest—or to the hunt.
“Seol Yoon, another one coming.”
“Yeah, I see it.”
The elf drew the bow with inhuman ease, and as the string stretched fully—Mana surged around their body.
Then, two entities appeared beside them—on the left, a flickering flame; on the right, a clear droplet of water.
They were beautiful—mysterious.
Magic?
Possibly.
The elves were Mana’s chosen, after all.
But no—that wasn’t magic.
「Spirits.」
“……”
「Young descendant, you can’t block those with a mere sword.
The arrows will become flame or water—piercing steel to strike your flesh.」
“Then what do I do?”
「Wield mystery with mystery.」
Mystery?
I didn’t understand.
I looked to Liam for an explanation—but he only smiled.
Even as the elf released the string, even as the arrow flew—
He stayed silent.
The answer came from somewhere else.
『The wind never stays anywhere.』
My sword.
The incomplete memory of 「Gale」 roared to life inside me.
『It either gets swept away—or sweeps everything else away.』
Yes—That intense, all-consuming feeling surged once again.
『Designation: Elf』
『One of the Seven Races of the Continent.』
『Children of the forest dwelling near the World Tree, living nearly eternal lives, loved by Mana.』
『Masters of the hunt and wielders of countless Mysteries.』

-----------------
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Chapter 53 – Race Duel (2)
The wind never stayed anywhere. It either swept along or swept others away.
That nature of the wind resembled my life. All my life, I had either been swept along by something or swept others away. Perhaps that was why my sword had taken on the same nature.
Back in my homeland, they used to say that a sword reflected its master like a mirror.
“You have many good sayings in your homeland.”
 “...It’s a good place.”
 “You said you came from the Eastern Continent, right?”
 “Yeah. A vast empire on the wide plains of the east.”
 “Then you’re a person of the ‘Great Land,’ aren’t you?”
 “That’s one of its names.”
My sword had never been loved by anyone. Neither had I.
Who could love a storm that never stayed still—one that drifted endlessly, sweeping and being swept away? To everyone, I was someone destined to leave. I thought the same. I believed that, just as I had wandered endlessly, one day I would vanish from this world like the wind.
“I envy you, you know.”
But why was it, then—that at some point, my wind had found a center?
“I want to live like you, free and unbound, wandering wherever you please.”
Even the fiercest storm had an eye at its center.
Even a whirling tornado that tore through the land had a still point within it.
“But I can’t. I’m carrying too many burdens. My shoulders are too heavy to soar through the sky like the wind.”
At the center of my 「Gale」—was you.
“So sometimes, please blow by me. At dawn, just once in a while. Set me free, even if only for a moment. I’d like that.”
 “...”
 “When I’m with you, I feel alive.”
You probably never knew it, but I was no longer just a simple gust.
 A wind with a center could no longer remain a mere breeze—it became a storm, a tempest.
“Can you do that for me?”
When you asked that of me, I had thought the same thing. That I too felt truly alive only when I was with you. But I couldn’t say it out loud.
My heart was pounding, your floral scent unusually vivid, and the faint shimmer in your eyes made it impossible to speak.
The moment I saw you in that pure white silk nightgown, for the first time in my life, I found something I could call a purpose.
I would continue to live like the wind. That was the way I was born, the way I had always lived. I couldn’t change my nature or my fate. But perhaps there was one thing I could change.
“Gladly.”
I would no longer be the wind that was swept away—but the wind that swept everything away.
If I could become a great wind, I would become a single fierce gale and sweep you away.
I would scatter all that tormented you, blow away all your burdens, and when nothing remained but you alone, I would let you soar freely through the sky.
“...Thank you.”
You couldn’t have known. Because of your one sentence, I had decided to become a storm.
That I had decided to become a wind that would blow only for you.
“Then next time, I’ll tell you my name. When you come again, call me by it.”
You could never know what a great resolve that had been for me. But it didn’t matter whether you knew or not.
“My name is Dorothy.”
That tiny smile that followed your lovely name was more than enough.
“A mage from the magic city ‘Oz’ of the Sky Empire Velma.”
Yes—that smile was enough.
“Dorothy, the Mage of Oz…”
To become the storm that would sweep you away.
 ...
 ...
A vivid memory surged, scattering my mind. I barely held onto consciousness as I opened my eyes, and time, which had stopped, began to flow again. Though the memory of the 「Gale」 had been long, in reality, only a moment had passed. From the hand that held the sword, a subtle power began to seep out.
「Control it completely, young descendant.」
That faint power spread from my palm to my wrist, forearm, and finally to my heart. Once there, it coursed through my blood vessels, reaching every corner of my body.
And with that, my body felt weightless—like a feather. No, lighter than that.
Yes—like the wind.
『To sweep you away, I had to become a stronger wind.』
My second heart, the 「Mana Heart,」 pulsed violently. 「Paths」 spread throughout my body, granting me superhuman strength. But it didn’t stop there. The unknown force coating my body made me feel so light that I almost believed I could soar into the sky.
『Faster, stronger, freer wind.』
The world slowed. And slowed again.
『Then my sword had to resemble the wind even more.』
 『The wind, by its nature, is invisible to the human eye.』
 『Before one notices, it brushes the cheek, and even if it vanishes just as suddenly, no one realizes it.』
 『Yes—no one.』
In the slowed world, my body moved with a creaking motion. The strange power within me pushed my body past its limits. The sword in my hand moved at an unbelievable speed— following one Path. No, one line.
『That’s what the wind should be.』
It wasn’t me moving the sword—the immense force within the sword was dragging me along.
The sword was trying to wield me.
I mustn’t get swept away. My body was not yet mature enough to wield the 「Gale」 fully. The backlash after a single strike could destroy me. I had to control it. I had to be the one wielding the sword—not the sword wielding me.
I must not be swept away.
“Haa—!”
I tensed every muscle in my body. The pressure I exerted became the pressure of my 「Mana Heart.」 That power became a leash that kept the unknown force within me from running wild.
It was an act no ordinary Sword Walker could ever perform.
「Yes, that’s it, young descendant.」
Had any normal Sword Walker tried, their second heart and their 「Paths」 would have torn apart instantly. But my heart and my Paths were different.
「What steel in this world would ever be swept away by mere wind?」
My heart and Paths were made of steel.
“Hrrgh!”
The raging, mysterious force was slowly compressed. The power, instead of bursting outward, was sealed within me. With it, the breaths I drew and released carried the essence of wind. A quiet gale.
‘Feels like my body’s going to burst.’
The storm within me was calm yet violent.
 I had a faint idea what this power was.
‘The power that fool of a knight wielded—the one who fought as a Great Warrior of Fetel.’
The realm I sought to reach.
The realm that defined a true powerhouse on this continent.
A unique power granted only to the 「Sword Runners.」Wings.
The power emanating from the 「Gale」 was almost identical to wings.
That was why my body screamed. Because this was a power not yet permitted to me.
“Huff…”
At a single breath, my heart pounded violently, but it didn’t burst. The steel blood flowing through my veins kept my body firm. Feeling the tremors across my body, I slowly closed my eyes.
And when I opened them again, someone else’s memory appeared before me.
『Never be swept away.』
My grip on the sword shifted. I held it so lightly it seemed I could drop it any second. It wasn’t a sword in my hand—it was a reed. It trembled as though a breeze could sway it.
『For your sake, I chose to be the wind that is not swept away.』
Through that precarious stance, a faint line appeared before my eyes. Beyond it—an arrow flew toward me. I watched the arrow and swung my sword along that line. The blade traced a curved trajectory, as if swaying.
『Not a wind that is swept away—but one that sweeps all things away.』
In the next instant, the arrow’s path bent along my sword’s arc. The straight flight twisted, lost its strength, and fell to the ground. The mystical energy at its tip vanished—like a candle flame snuffed out before a storm.
“What the—”
The elf standing ahead of me showed an expression for the first time. Shock spread across the face that had been so calm. But it didn’t last long. The elf quickly reached for the quiver, preparing another arrow to continue the battle.
I had no reason to simply watch.
『Nothing remains unmoved before the blowing gale.』
With a sharp step, I kicked off the ground. In an instant, my body shot forward at blinding speed—almost like the teleportation of a mage. For that brief moment, I truly felt like a streak of wind.
『Falling leaves tremble before it.』
 『Rotten branches shake, and even the deep-rooted trunks of old trees quake.』
It was a speed close to the winged power of the 「Sword Runners.」A superhuman motion that defied reason.
The distance between the elf and me vanished in an instant. The once-distant face was now within reach. I could see the elf’s beautiful eyes trembling violently. Leaves rustled and scattered in every direction. Before they even hit the ground, my sword moved—like the wind.
『The towering elm that covered the sky is uprooted and rolls across the earth.』
 『Countless rocks are shattered and strewn across the plains.』
With the gap so close, the elf no longer used the bow. Instead, they drew twin daggers from the waist and met me head-on. It wasn’t clumsy dagger work—it was sharp and precise, reminding me of the Assassin of the Free City, the former master of 「Fang.」
The twin daggers slashed from blind angles—dangerous and swift.
 But—『Before a raging wind, all things fall equally.』
Compared to my 「Gale,」 the elf’s swordsmanship was nothing.
“...!”
The daggers the elf thrust forward were blocked by my blade.
A metallic clang rang out.
I twisted my sword slightly, and the elf’s daggers flew into the air. Losing their weapons, the elf’s expression twisted in pain. My sword continued, drawing graceful arcs through the air, like a dance composed of flowing movements.
The elf’s body twisted and was pulled toward me. I struck their chest with my shoulder, then smashed the hilt of my sword against their temple.
“Guh—!”
With a strangled cry, the elf’s body convulsed and fell. The floating leaves touched the ground and crumbled, and the elf’s body collapsed into the dirt. With a thud, the gale surrounding me died down.
“Huff…”
The elf lay unconscious, eyes rolled back. Exhaustion flooded me. I wasn’t completely incapacitated, but the fatigue that washed over me was severe. Gripping my sword with trembling hands, I steadied my breath and recalled the 「Gale」 I had just unleashed.
The conclusion? ‘This sword is insane.’
I had been right.
The 「Gale」 was on an entirely different level from the swords I had devoured before—in every way.
***
The unconscious elf was deemed defeated. In the Race Duel, any fighter who died or became unable to fight was eliminated. Thus, the elf who had ambushed us was expelled from the arena by the officials.
But I had no time to care about that.
「What did you feel when you wielded the mystery contained in the Gale?」
There was no thrill from my first victory against an elf. That didn’t matter compared to the deeper question—the curiosity about the sword I had just swung.
“For a moment... I felt like a 「Sword Runner.」”
 「Felt like a Sword Runner, huh. Not quite right, but close.」
The remnants of the 「Gale」 still lingered in my body. Its sensation was stronger than any blade I had ever devoured—truly overwhelming.
「The power within the Gale resembles the wings of a Sword Runner, but it is fundamentally different. It’s probably still too difficult for you to grasp. After all, you’re just a mere Sword Walker.」
 “...”
 「But even someone as lacking as you must have realized it—the enormous gap between the swords of a Sword Walker and a Sword Runner.」
Liam’s words were right.
Even with only a fragment of its power drawn out, the presence of the 「Gale」 was so overwhelming that it erased every other blade I had ever consumed.
「As always, the true nature of the Gale is something you must grasp on your own. If I were to tell you, it would mean nothing.」
 “Yes.”
 「But I can at least give you some motivation.」
Liam smiled faintly.
「Those who reach the realm of Sword Runners gain mysteries of their own—not just superhuman power, but magic-like abilities. Just like the Gale you wielded earlier.」
 “...”
 「And you, who inherited the Steel Blood, can devour not only the memories within the swords you eat, but even the forgotten mysteries they contain.」
At that, I finally understood something Liam had once said—
「Remember, our steel blood reveals its true power only when wings sprout.」
Yes. The true greatness of the Karavan family began only now.
「I promise you this—once your wings grow, you will have a sword unlike any you’ve ever known.」
The 「Gale」 that had thrilled me so deeply—was only the first ingredient.
「You still have a long way to go, though.」
 “...”
 「For now, you must focus on digesting the gale raging within you.」
A sword that let me move with speed close to a Sword Runner’s, erase the enchanted arrows of elves with a single swing, and bring down foes without even touching them.
「Again, be careful not to get swept away.」
First,
「No steel in this world ever gets blown away by mere wind.」
I had to make this sword completely mine.
Thankfully.
“Now the night’s truly fallen—without even a glimmer of light.”
 “We should find a safe place to rest, don’t you think?”
 “No. We mustn’t sleep. Ever.”
There were still far too many trials left to fuel my growth.
“If we sleep, the nobles of the night will come.”
 “The nobles of the night... you mean—”
 “Demons.”
Yes. The Race Duel wasn’t over.
“When the moon and stars rise, meeting them means it’s all over.”
Not the end. Only the beginning.
“Stay sharp, Little Gladiator. Demons that walk the night are just as terrifying as orcs.”
Chapter 54
Chapter 54 – Race Duel (3)
With Elder Behera of the orcs declaring war, the early phase of the 「Race Duel」 became utter chaos. Yet the fierce brawl didn’t last long. That was because there was one race insane enough to ignore the Arena’s customs and unafraid of making enemies of every other species.
The other five races were horrified by the orcs’ green madness.
The fighters were convinced—if they fought those lunatics to the end, then win or lose, dozens, even hundreds of them would die here. And none of them wanted such a hollow ending.
The 「Infinite Duel」 was a stage for the proven.
Most fighters gathered here had far more to lose than to gain. Who in their right mind would risk their lives fighting those green maniacs who feared neither death nor disgrace, just to defend their race’s pride? And besides, wasn’t this the first round of the 「Infinite Duel」—the 「Race Duel」—the one with the weakest rewards? There were still two more battles to come. Risking your life now would be sheer stupidity.
“Come on─! Come at me─!”
Exactly.
Only orcs, whose brains had been marinated in combat, would do something that stupid.
The deafening roar of an orc echoed through the forest, and the fighters of the other five races scattered in panic toward the outer edges of the 「Black Forest.」
Thus, the layout within the duel ground was quickly decided.
The orcs claimed the forest’s center, while the remaining five races divided the outer regions among themselves. Almost as if by mutual agreement, the five races fought only each other and never dared to approach the orcs entrenched in the center.
The reason was simple. 
Lose to another race, and you merely suffer a bruised ego before being eliminated.
Lose to an orc, and you die—literally.
To lose against them wasn’t to lose in the duel, but in life itself.
Those mad green beasts would fight to the death, no matter if their opponents surrendered or begged.
“How amusing this is turning out to be.”
Thanks to that clear understanding, the orcs were climbing the ranks of the 「Race Duel」 without even fighting the other races. The audience, watching the live broadcast, found the situation fascinating.
“They’ve bought themselves time without being targeted.”
 “Winning without fighting… makes it hard to call them dumb, doesn’t it? They’ve ended up in the most advantageous position.”
While the other races fought each other, the orcs—now deemed “too dangerous to provoke”—had not lost a single member since the opening clash. Despite drawing all attention at first, they were now the most stable group in the match. Meanwhile, the other five races were clashing and dwindling rapidly.
“Such a bold move—that’s why orcs have won the most Race Duels. They may be brutes, but in battle, they’re anything but stupid. They were born to win, and they live only to win.”
 “Exactly. Orcs instinctively know the path to victory.”
 “Let’s see how the others are faring.”
The five scattered races engaged in guerrilla warfare around the forest’s outer ring.
 After the initial chaos, the 「Race Duel」 evolved into a full-fledged guerrilla war.
And among those clashes, a clear frontrunner soon emerged.
“The elves really do dominate this kind of battlefield.”
The 「Elves.」Among the five, they were the most outstanding in guerrilla combat. Born in forests and raised among trees all their lives, the elves demonstrated why they were called the greatest hunters among all races.
“Who could possibly beat elves in a forest?”
 “Indeed.”
To fight an elf in the forest was like diving into the ocean barehanded to fight a shark.
The descendants of the Great World Tree, who had lived the longest in the woods, cut down the other fighters like children playing with toys. Their prey didn’t even realize they’d been attacked before they were eliminated.
Watching the others fall helplessly, one could almost think this 「Race Duel」 was boring—its outcome already decided.
Some spectators even said as much.
“It’ll come down to orcs or elves. Obvious, isn’t it?”
 “How dull.”
But not many agreed with them.
“First time watching the 「Infinite Duel」, are you?”
Because—“The Race Duel hasn’t even begun yet, you shortsighted fools.”
The seasoned audience knew better.
“Just keep watching. You’ll see soon enough why this is called the ‘Race Duel.’”
The curtains hadn’t even truly risen yet.
“What do you mean…?”
 “The orcs bared their fangs first, then the elves followed.”
 “……”
 “But among the seven races of the continent, none stand above the others. They all simply bear different kinds of fangs. Soon enough, the rest will show theirs.”
Indeed—this was no ordinary duel.
“It’s getting dark. Night has come.”
What they were witnessing… was the 「Race Duel.」
“And the next ones to bare their fangs have already been decided.”
***
Night fell, and we continued moving without rest, following Seol Yoon’s instructions.
“But I have a question.”
 “What is it?”
 “I heard the Race Duel lasts for several days. At least three, possibly more. Are we really expected to stay awake the entire time just because of the Demons?”
That sounded far too harsh. Even if 「The Path」 granted us superhuman strength, pushing ourselves that long without rest would eventually break our bodies. Surely the other fighters faced the same concern.
Seol Yoon answered calmly.
“Yes. Even if it takes five days—or a full week—it’s best not to sleep at all. Everyone else will do the same.”
 “Why go that far…?”
 “That’s because you don’t know the Demons.”
She warned me with a detached, serious tone.
“If you even doze off once, you’ll regret not listening to me for the rest of your life.”
 “……”
 “Sleeping in the same field as Demons is like diving into fire with your own hands. I mean that literally.”
She didn’t explain further. So, while following her, I asked Liam.
“Master, do you know about the Demons?”
 「All too well, I’m afraid.」
 “Then is Seol Yoon’s warning justified?”
Liam paused, humming quietly before replying.
「My young descendant,」
 “Yes.”
 「If you’re curious about what Hell looks like, then by all means—take a nap.」
 “……”
That killed my drowsiness instantly.
***
Our destination was the outer area of the forest. Our plan was to circle the edge, observe the situation, and act accordingly. But reaching the outskirts of the 「Black Forest」 was not easy.
“...They’re fighting fiercely.”
On the outer rim, several battles were breaking out over territorial control. It was a chaotic guerrilla war between the five races—excluding the orcs. And I quickly realized why the battle had taken this form.
‘So this is the snowball the orcs rolled.’
When Elder Behera declared war, the other races immediately gave up fighting the orcs.
Facing them meant putting one’s life on the line. Those mad green monsters feared neither death nor killing, so the self-preserving races naturally excluded that option.
Thus, all five made the same choice—to fight among themselves for the outer territories. And honestly, it wasn’t such a bad outcome for them. Losing here meant elimination, not death. But losing in the center meant a grave.
‘The orcs’ “strategy” was powerful.’
Whether by design or madness, one thing was clear: The orcs had exerted a dominating influence over the entire Race Duel.
Now, all they had to do was stay put in the center to maintain their lead. Even though victory was technically determined by defeating the enemy king, in a group battle, numbers equaled strength. And so, despite their reckless start, the orcs had become the most stable force among the six races.
‘The elves are dominating the guerrilla fights.’
The forest’s children truly were proving their title as “masters of the hunt.”
Watching them in action made me realize the elf I’d defeated earlier had been just a weakling—a mere novice. If a real elf had ambushed us, Seol Yoon and I would’ve woken up in the Recovery Room.
A chill ran down my spine when Seol Yoon spoke.
“Draw your sword, Little Gladiator.”
 “Yes?”
“From here on, hiding won’t work.”
Following her words, I spread 「The Path」 in all directions.
Countless presences flickered into my perception, and hostility immediately followed.
“There’s no way around it—we break through.”
 “I agree.”
 “Little Gladiator.”
 “I’m listening.”
Seol Yoon tightened her grip on her sword.
“If it gets too dangerous, reveal yourself as the king. Then other human fighters will rush to help. You’ll get immediate backup.”
 “……”
 “If you won’t say it, I will. You’re not allowed to die on a whim. I intend to see this through with you.”
If anyone else had said that, it might have sounded romantic. But Seol Yoon’s expression didn’t even twitch. She said it with pure seriousness.
“I’ll survive.”
Then came the rush of killing intent, sharp as a thousand needles.
And—『I swore not to be swept away by anything.』
The memory of 「Gale」 surged within me.
『What does it take not to be swayed?』
 『After much thought, I found my answer.』
The voice of the sword rumbled through my head.
『One must not be bound by anything.』
 『No leash can hold the wind.』
 『No prison can contain it.』
 …
 『I chose to become a purer wind.』
Then, all the hostile presences faded.
The battle’s noise—the shouts, the clashing steel, the stench of blood—evaporated.
I slowly closed my eyes. It felt as if the whole world had vanished, leaving only me.
『The wind must be free.』
The voice of 「Gale」 roared like thunder. Wind brushed against my skin, drawing invisible lines in my mind. Not the “paths” a Sword Walker perceives, but the paths of the wind itself—The inevitable currents formed where all flows collided.
Feeling that, I swung my sword.
My blade did not aim at any foe.
 It sliced gracefully through the air, like a sword dance tracing curves of wind.
Then I opened my eyes.
“……!”
Countless fighters stood frozen before me, their weapons tangled together in midair. At the center of that entanglement was my sword. I twisted the blade slightly.
A gust erupted—sending their weapons flying with a shriek of steel, as if a storm had blown through.
***
‘…Another strange trick.’
Seol Yoon watched Arhan’s 「Gale」 and couldn’t help but be impressed. From the moment he gripped his sword, he became a different man. For that brief instant, he was a wandering ronin with a straw hat. And his blade—its movement was so refined, even Seol Yoon struggled to understand it.
But she couldn’t afford to be mesmerized.
“Phew.”
She, too, had to survive. Clutching her sword, she faced the charging fighters. 
Her style was different—a graceful blade imbued with Eastern elegance. As she swung, a perfect Taiji symbol traced through the air.
Following that arc, the enemy’s strikes deflected harmlessly. In the same instant, Seol Yoon’s eyes caught the glimmer of openings—Tiny dots of weakness that her sword’s 「Path」 connected to in her mind. 
Her blade shot forward like lightning, piercing their vital points.
“What the—!”
It was a fusion of her Eastern swordsmanship and Arhan’s 「Needle.」A flawless defense followed by a lightning-fast thrust—Simple yet genius.
“Phew.”
Unless one was at least a 「Sword Runner」, they stood no chance against her in a duel of blades. Her talent was so radiant that even Liam acknowledged it, and her swordsmanship far surpassed Arhan’s in refinement.
But—“Fire!”
This was the 「Race Duel.」
“Detonate, all of them!”
Not every race wielded swords.
Each had forged its own means of survival—Some of them rather dishonorable.
For example—“No need to kill them ourselves—it’s night now!”
A toxic dust scattered into the air, seeping into lungs and inducing severe drowsiness.
In short, a sleep-powder attack.
“You bastards, you damned dwarves!”
 “Cover your noses! Even a whiff of it and you’re done—”
It was the dwarves’ favorite tactic.
A dirty but effective weapon refined over ages in the Sky Mountains—Crafted by the hands of the finest artisans among the seven races.
“You fight like cowards!”
 “Appreciate the compliment, fools!”
To the dwarves, being called dishonorable was just high praise. Soon, the pale dust spread like mist across the battlefield, and several fighters began to drool and nod off where they stood.
‘…Damn it—’
Seeing that, Seol Yoon quickly withdrew, covering her mouth and nose.
The next moment, a horrific scream split the air.
“───!”
A sound too vile to be human—a grotesque shriek that stirred revulsion deep in the soul. At once, Seol Yoon knew.
‘The Demons…’
The nobles of the night had arrived. And with their arrival, no normal battle could continue.
Frowning, Seol Yoon looked around at the dust-filled battlefield.
‘Where’s the Little Gladiator?’
Had Arhan managed to react to this sudden chaos? Hard to say.
When he fought, he became lost in the sword—utterly consumed. If that was the case now, he might not even notice what was happening. So Seol Yoon searched frantically for him.
And then—‘…?’
She saw something strange.
‘What… is that?’
The pale dust drifting everywhere—It was gathering toward one point.
No, it was spinning, as if drawn into a vortex.
Seol Yoon stared, momentarily dazed by the sight. Then, within that strange swirl, she saw something else.
‘The Little Gladiator…’
At the center of the whirlwind—stood Arhan.
No. Not Arhan.
‘Has he ever… looked that different before?’ 
There stood a lone swordsman, a wandering ronin beneath a straw hat.
Chapter 55
Chapter 55 – Race Duel (4)
“I’m going to kill someone tomorrow.”
It was a dawn so cold and blue it looked like the sky itself might shatter when you said those words.
“I don’t know who the person I’ll kill has lived as, or how they’ll die. I don’t even know what they’ll be thinking in those final moments. I’ll probably never know, for the rest of my life.”
Your voice was calm—too calm.
Pressed against the cold windowpane, your face was pale as glass.
“Tomorrow, I’ll cast the spell I’ve spent my whole life learning. The magic I weave will tear people apart—so easily, so efficiently.”
In my eyes, your face was clearer, more transparent, than the window itself.
“With a single incantation, a simple wave of my hand, they’ll vanish from this world. Innocent people—people who loved and were loved.”
It was inevitable, really.
You had been invited to the Labyrinth City by its lord—a mage of renown, summoned to ensure victory in the coming war at the city walls.
The lord wished for you to unleash your magic to massacre as many enemies as possible, to crush their morale with dreadful mystery and overwhelming power.
You were bound by duty to fulfill that wish. So, tomorrow, you would kill. Even if not tomorrow, the day would have come eventually. In this age of endless wars, mages were nothing but tools of slaughter. The world demanded that they destroy, demanded that they prove their worth through bloodshed.
Perhaps, for a mage, killing was destiny.
But—“…I’m so afraid.”
Was that truly the only thing you were meant for?
“I don’t want to kill anyone. I don’t want to take innocent lives. I don’t want to use the magic I’ve studied all my life to hurt others.”
 “……”
 “I’m terrified. I wish tomorrow would never come—ever.”
Tears fell from your crystal eyes.
You covered your face, sobbing quietly.
I didn’t want you to cry.
I didn’t want you to grieve.
I wanted only for you to be happy.
“I wish this moment could last forever instead of that horrible tomorrow. I wish this dreamlike moment would never end. I wish for it with all my heart.”
So did I.
“If tomorrow comes, if I kill people, I feel like I’ll lose something precious. I’ll stop being human—become something else wearing a human’s skin.”
 “……”
 “So I’m… so scared.”
I watched you tremble through your sobs. Then, for the first time since we met, I reached out to you—wiping your tears with my rough, calloused fingers, gently brushing your cold cheek.
Your clear eyes widened slightly, glistening like droplets of water as they met mine.
Our gazes locked.
“Don’t be afraid.”
When I felt your breath against my lips, I knew—“Nothing will happen.”
That there was nothing I wouldn’t do for you.
“When you open your eyes tomorrow morning, nothing will have changed.”
Absolutely nothing.
“So sleep, and stay just as you are now.”
 “……”
 “Nothing will change. Everything will be as it was.”
You nodded, dazed.
That dawn was bluer than any other.
The windowpane in your room gleamed blue.
The walls surrounding the Labyrinth City glowed with a blue hue. And the sword in my hand reflected that same blue light of dawn.
“You need only remain yourself.”
That day, I faced the army that descended upon the Labyrinth City—alone, sword in hand.
I did not fight as a 「Sword Runner」 with wings spread. Nor as an outsider from the 「Great Land.」That day, I was just a man.
A gust of wind from a distant shore.
In your words—I became a gale.
 .
 .
 .
The sword in my hand flickered faintly. In that moment, the weapon I held wasn’t the dwarven steel blade Daisy had gifted me—it was an Eastern sword once wielded by a nameless ronin from a faraway age.
My appearance, too, had changed.
The garments on my body had turned to tattered cloth, and a worn straw hat rested atop my head. Before my eyes stretched not a forest of waving grass, but a sun-blasted desert.
Beyond the curtain of dust lay the legion—my inevitable foes.
“Out of the way, human fighter—!”
Killing intent surged from every direction. Blades and spells converged, trying to bind me, crush me, end me. But no attack in this world could ever hold the wind.
『Who can defy the wind that blows?』
I swung my sword as if dancing.
The air around me rippled, and a storm rose.
The attacks hurled at me scattered wildly, and I turned in place, spinning like a whirlwind.
The gale followed my motion, battering my enemies.
They staggered, fell.
『Before the wind, we are all but dust.』
I slid forward and thrust. My blade skimmed along an enemy’s weapon, slipped inside their guard, and spun again—breaking through the encirclement. For a fleeting moment, I was the wind.
My blade drew elegant arcs, cutting through vital points as red blood scattered.
“Damn—”
The memory of 「Gale」 surged vividly, sharpening every sense. I could see the most natural, most free way to move. With one step I could cross an impossible distance; with one swing, shatter dozens of blows.
A fighter with wings unfurled charged at me.
I did not dodge. 
Retreating now would mean losing my momentum.
There was no such thing as wind that looked back.
The wind moved only forward—Steadfastly.
“Hu—”
My second heart throbbed like a drum. Strength of steel filled my body.
Our blades met—and mine won.
A deafening clang split the air, the enemy’s weapon flew apart, and his eyes quivered in disbelief.
“A mere 「Sword Walker」—how can your sword be this strong—”
I didn’t stop. Lines appeared clearly before my eyes.
I followed them and thrust.
Wind roared, infused with steel’s might, and the irresistible gale lifted my foes into the air.
『There is no paradise in flight.』
I shifted my stance.
The 「Wild Instinct」 within me surged forth, roaring.
One sweeping strike drew a great arc and cut down several enemies at once.
Blood sprayed. And in that instant, another blade sought my flank—『My duel of honor was never for honor itself.』
The crude orcish technique turned into the smooth blade of a knight. With a seamless motion, I countered, slamming my foe into the dirt. Even I was astonished at the elegance of it.
“They call you Sword Demon, and rightly so.”
Indeed—To them, it must have looked inhuman.
“Phew—”
I caught my breath, and the 「Mana Heart」 filled me anew.
Lines within my body glowed brighter, muscles burning like heated iron.
The air tensed.
And then—“Detonate, all of them!”
Something changed.
“No need to finish them! It’s night now!”
A cloud of pale dust exploded into the air like fog.
My sharpened senses rang with alarm.
Danger. A warning to move—now.
‘…Poison?’
The fighters nearest the cloud went glassy-eyed.
Not in agony—but drifting, drowsy, lulled as if into gentle sleep.
Some began to doze standing up.
Sleep. Drowsiness.
The words flashed in my mind, and Seol Yoon’s warning echoed.
‘Sleeping where demons roam is no different from leaping into fire.’
Demons.The moment I recalled the word, a voice shouted from afar—“No need to kill them! It’s night now!”
Then I understood. This battlefield now belonged to the Demons.
But—‘I have no idea what’s coming.’
I didn’t know what happened when one slept before them.
I didn’t know what they became under the moon and stars.
But one thing I did know—
“────!”
It was dangerous.
‘Sounds like a butcher’s blade cutting livestock.’
Horrid screams rose everywhere. It was the sound of life being flayed, mingled with the laughter of things out of nightmares. Every hair on my body stood.
“Retreat!”
The fighters, terrified beyond reason, scattered. But I faced the oncoming fog with my sword ready. Retreat wasn’t my only option.
『Not to be swept away—』
To become the wind.
『—but to sweep all away.』
My sword traced a circle. The air spun, gathering the drifting powder into a single vortex.
I didn’t know the exact mechanism, but I’d seen how deadly it could be near Demons—so I would use it myself.
“Seol Yoon! I’ll make a path for us!”
This would carve out a new Path.
I didn’t need to fight directly—That dust, that sleep, was what summoned the Demons, and anyone who feared them would flee from where I moved, as they’d fled from the orcs before.
But there was something I’d overlooked. I didn’t know enough about the Demons. In truth—I was ignorant.
“No! Little Gladiator!”
Seol Yoon’s voice thundered from behind me.
“The Demons are already here! If you go that way, you’ll—”
Before she could finish, she dashed toward me.
Her voice echoed, but I couldn’t make out the words.
“───!”
And before I could even think—darkness swallowed us whole.
Complete blackness—no light, no sound.
The absolute silence and shadow struck raw terror into my bones.
Then—“Do you know the creation myths of this continent?”
A deep male voice reverberated from every direction.
“Curiously, the words of devils are the most logical of all. They speak more convincingly—and more truthfully—than the naïve, irresponsible angels ever could.”
Each time he spoke, it felt as if invisible hands tightened around my throat. Breathing became impossible; my senses drowned as if submerged underwater. And then, laughter—light, carefree laughter—echoed all around. Cheerful, delighted, utterly mad.
A laugh that didn’t belong in this world.
“A lovely night, isn’t it, little human boy?”
A spark flared in the dark.
Firelight bloomed, pushing the blackness back—revealing a man.
Slicked-back hair, immaculate black suit, elegance dripping from every motion.
From the instant I saw him, one word circled in my mind: noble.
Nothing else fit.
A Demon.
A noble of the night stood before me.
“I invite you to an endless night of delight.”
His voice was a whisper by my ear, smooth and enticing. Standing before him, I felt like an insect—helpless, unworthy of defiance.
But then—“Oh.”
As despair gnawed at me, heat flared in my chest—like a spark in the dark.
“You possess… something fascinating.”
That heat spread through my body, wildfire under my skin.
My fogged mind cleared; clarity returned, cutting through the dark.
“That is… not something a human should have.”
As if—I were waking from a dream.
The heat from my chest surged upward, setting my head ablaze. From the crown down to my eyes and nose, everything burned bright.
This unfamiliar heat was… somehow familiar.
I’d felt it once before.
‘Steel heir, with your immature sword you cannot yet cut the Mystical.’
Yes—The Orc Elder of the Sacred Ground.
The great shaman, Sherdik.
‘When darkness beyond your strength falls upon you, this shall aid you.’
That warmth—the moment he patted my head and spoke those words.
‘This is the gift of Sherdik, the Orc Shaman, to the heir of the great warrior.’
Now, that gift blazed—and devoured the darkness.
***
“Pu-hel-hel.”
Under the black night sky atop a high mountain, the Orc Shaman Sherdik let out a deep, guttural laugh.
Reading the flow of the stars, he understood what had befallen his distant “human friend.”
The steel-blooded heir he thought he’d never see again was now facing his trial.
“Yes, that immature sword still cannot cut the Mystical. Pu-hel-hel. So now, entrust yourself to my little aid.” Sitting in the Sacred Ground, Sherdik cackled crudely.
“The gift of Sherdik, Shaman of the Orcs, finally shines. Pu-huhu! Seems I’m not so old after all. Fate flows just as I foresaw!”
He bared his tusks and roared with laughter.
A giver’s joy lies in seeing their gift well used—and Sherdik was proud indeed that his blessing had awakened.
A gift beyond compare, even against the five Guardian Stones.
A grace never granted to any but the noblest of orc warriors.
He looked up at the starry night, unable to hide his delight.
“Let’s see what faces those devil-spawned wretches make now, heh-hel-hel!”
And upon the Sacred Ground, the laughter of an orc thundered through the holy night.
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Chapter 56 — Race Duel (5)
There was nothing more foolish than facing Demons on a night when the sun had hidden its face. Anyone who knew the Seven Races would have agreed with that sentence.
***
The crows cried out. With the fierce beat of wings, bats flew across the dark sky. The combatants from several races standing on the ground could not move a single fingertip at that moment.
“……Uugh, uh, ugh.”
The sun had hidden and the moon had risen; the master of this place had become the Demons. While everyone froze in place, only the Nobles of the Night moved freely within the darkness.
“You've all lived hard lives, haven't you?”
The Demons who emerged from the deep blackness looked out of place here. Jet-black formal wear fit for a banquet, an unhurried gait and tone of voice. They looked less like fighters and more like nobles who had come to watch the spectacle.
“Y—y—fucking—”
That was the Demons’ hallmark. Other races who knew the Demons always summed them up with one sentence.
Unlucky bastards.
“When night came you should have covered your eyes and hidden. If you don't want to meet us.”
A seductive voice spilled into the dark forest. The Demons walked with unruffled steps, letting their hands pass once over the cheeks of fighters frozen as if turned to ice. Even when pricked or prodded with a fingertip, the other fighters did not so much as twitch.
“Ahah, there’s no answer back; how boring.”
To be precise, they could not move. Because reality did not appear to the eyes of the fighters right then.
“You all must be busy having pleasant nightmares.”
That was the most famous among the Demons’ special powers. Once anyone experienced it, merely hearing the word “Demon” was enough to ruin their sleep — a cruel power that, if luck ran bad, could utterly shatter the mind or trap someone forever in sleep.
People called that power by a single name.
“Please never wake up and sleep peacefully.”
Hell.
***
Darkness swept the forest.
Seol Yoon, swallowed by the blackness, squeezed her eyes shut before she knew what she was doing. The moment she opened them, she did not see darkness or trees. Instead, a desolate plain stretched out before her. Dust rose in a gray haze from the barren land. Countless people lay scattered on the ground like dust.
“Ah.”
The sprawled bodies made no sound. Seol Yoon stared blankly and scanned their faces one by one. Each person lay in a different state. Her kind neighbor lay with peaceful closed eyes; the cheerful aunt who always cracked jokes stared wide-eyed while clutching her son; the five-year-old child in that aunt’s arms held a straw in tiny hands and had closed eyes.
Those countless lives, each of which had lived different lives and might have lived many more, had all shattered here — like heat shimmering under the blazing sun.
“…….”
Seol Yoon took in the scene without a word. She knew this was not reality. But she could not turn away from the sight laid out before her. This was not a hallucination or a nightmare.
It was a distant memory she had kept. A memory she had desperately wanted to forget but could not and must not forget.
A distant voice echoed in her ear like a far-off echo. It wasn't the language of the West. It was a language she knew well — an Eastern tongue.
“We killed them all cleanly, leaving not one,” someone said.
 “Excellent.”
The voices came from beyond the dust. Mounted soldiers spoke dryly behind the pale haze of rising dirt.
“Don't look back. It wasn't a mistake. Someone had to do it.”
 “……Was that really so?”
 “Yes. It was necessary for the great land.”
Seol Yoon remembered every moment. She remembered the faint iron tang of blood that had hung in the dust, the acrid smell of dirt, and the heavy scent of tobacco they carried. The horses they'd ridden exhaled as if still alive. It felt like yesterday.
“Believe in the great land. If you cannot believe the great land, then believe the great conqueror. Our Khan is not wrong.”
She remembered their words without dropping a single syllable — their murmured soliloquies.
After that short exchange they left. Hoofbeats pushed off the ground, and when the sun hung dead-center in the sky, Seol Yoon was the only living human left there. The tiny, insignificant girl was left in the middle of death.
“…….”
Seol Yoon watched a child version of herself crawl out from the well of memory. The small Eastern girl that had lost all color looked at her neighbors and friends who had died like dust, and at the corpses of parents who'd left the world before her. Unable to accept reality, she didn't stop at looking; she reached out with fern-like hands and touched them.
But nothing changed. Only then did the child burst into tears.
In the tear-streaked girl’s eyes, she saw a filthy blade. It was a sword — far too heavy for the child to lift. Seeing that weapon, the girl thought of a legend she had heard once:
— Seol Yoon, they said that if a swordsman's mastery reached the heavens, they would ascend and go to paradise. In that paradise those you cherished would be waiting and sweet happiness would be abundant.
Yes. That was the moment the little Seol Yoon died and the swordsman Seol Yoon was born. It was the memory of the turning point that had overturned her life.
“……Unlucky Demons.”
Seol Yoon whispered in hatred as she faced her distant old memory. The scene before her swam and wavered. As if rewindable, the sprawled people rose and life returned. In the rewound world, her loved ones smiled brightly — and then a long, sharp lance flew with the sound of hoofbeats. Crimson blood spurted across the peaceful everyday.
“Stop!”
A person fell with a scream that tore ears. Arrows, spears, and swords rained down on those desperately fleeing. People’s bodies crumbled far too easily. The whole process unfolded vividly before Seol Yoon’s eyes; even when she closed them it played on inside her head.
“Stop, stop……”
Seol Yoon ground her teeth and let out a pained voice. She knew this was the power the Demons were wielding — an art that invaded a living being’s mind, replayed its worst memories as endless nightmares, and destroyed the psyche. A deceptively simple mental attack, but it was lethal to most living beings.
“Stop.”
Seol Yoon was a prodigy swordsman. But before this Hell she was reduced to a mere blade-bearer. She could not cut away the nightmare in front of her, nor dispel the boundless darkness. There was nothing she could do but face the repeating nightmare. Powerless, painfully so.
Screams poured into Seol Yoon's ears without end. And then…….
「I hated the fact of breathing the same air as that bastard.」
 A familiar voice rang from somewhere.
「How are we still celebrating that devil? How can that man be praised and live on?」
 「Why is this world going so wrongly?」
The Hell that spread before Seol Yoon began to tremble.
「No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't accept it.」
 「There were simply too many things I couldn't accept.」
 「So my conclusion was clear.」
Seol Yoon slowly opened her eyes. She knew the owner of those voices.
「Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
 「So I decided to become a Swordmaster.」
The little gladiator. Arhan.
***
It was very foolish to oppose Demons at night. From the moment the moon rose, the Demons’ physical power and their ability to manipulate Mana rose astonishingly. At the same time their true strengths, dormant by day, awakened.
One of those powers was Hell.
“Huh.”
Shamans communicated with the spirit world. Elves communicated with elementals of the elemental world. Many races and classes drew power by communicating with various worlds rather than the middle realm. Among them, the “Demons” were special.
They could communicate with Hell, but only under the condition called ‘night.’ Hell was, in a sense, a world.
It was an inner world that contained living beings’ most painful memories, sins they had committed, regrets, and fears. Because it was an inner world, any sentient creature held its own Hell deep in its heart. The Demons could touch that world.
They could force sleeping ones to endlessly replay their worst memory as a nightmare, make them repeatedly live their most regretted moments, or materialize a greatest fear to poison the mind. A Demon’s battle began and ended in ruling Hell. And only Demons possessed the power to command that Hell. Thus, when night was black, Demons reigned as beings everyone loathed. Unless Demon blood flowed, there was no way to resist the Hell they cast.
Of course, some resisted even if they could not fully oppose it: priests who entrusted their souls to gods and received sacred protection, shamans who split their souls and dispersed them into the spirit world to be free of mental interference, and noble Sky Witches who had thrown off painful memories and regrets.
“How quaint.”
But to Harthias, the “Red Count” among the Demons, the human before him did not belong to any of those categories. The human had no spiritual ability, no Demon bloodline, and no sacred power.
The human was a pure swordsman. And for a swordsman to resist Hell with only pure personal strength, armor was needed — a sturdy armor that could stop anything, the next stage after radiant wings: the invincible armor that only Sword Experts could possess.
“What is that?”
But the youth before him was a pure human, only a “Sword Walker” who hadn’t even sprouted wings. Yet he was driving the darkness back. Harthias could not make sense of the situation.
“What on earth are you harboring there?”
Harthias watched the human. The Hell he drew from the youth’s sight vanished before it manifested to the world. Instead, another inner world replaced the darkness.
In place of the jet black came a barren land without a blade of grass. A terrible silence reigned, and on the still ground a conspicuous hill rose. A house stood on that hill where it didn't belong; in the yard, a boy sat with no expression.
“That’s not a talent a human ought to have.”
Displaying one’s inner world to fight was a specialty of shamans and mages; an inner world’s solidity scaled with the caster’s mental strength. Novices’ inner worlds were hazy and unstable.
But the boy’s world that unfolded before Harthias was unnervingly solid — as if forged of steel rather than spirit.
Harthias saw the boy alone on an empty domain. The boy’s voice flowed out.
「Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
At that moment cool iron chunks fell from the sky and slammed into the ground. Blades rained like rain. Cold swords were planted one by one into the quiet ground like tombstones.
“So I decided to become a Swordmaster.”
The boy’s face aged into a youth. Behind the now-youth stood the transparent spirit of an old man. A lion-like elder, that old man fixed his gaze sharply on Harthias. The old man's voice rumbled like a beast.
「You do not have the right to step into the Land of Swords.」
The instant those words ended, Harthias felt a violent pain: a strange, terrible sensation as if his whole body were cut by blades. Harthias laughed without meaning to.
“This… I have truly found an interesting human.”
He didn't lose his smile even under the torment of being slashed all over. He did not avert his eyes from the human before him. Madness filled Harthias’s pupils.
“I will come back before this night ends, I promise.”
With that the darkness that had surged dispersed. Without a trace.
“I remembered you! You.”
***
The darkness that had veiled their sight had vanished. The oppressive pressure that tightened their bodies was gone. When I opened my eyes I was back in the jet-black forest. Around me I saw fighters with dazed faces. There was no way to know what had happened.
A Demon had appeared and before it finished whatever it intended, the gift the Orc Elder had given me shone. The Demon muttered that it would remember me, that it would come back, then vanished. Everything had happened in an instant; one thing was certain: time had been bought.
So it would be foolish to waste this moment standing around bewildered.
“Seol Yoon!”
 “……Ugh, uh. Ooh?”
 “Snap out of it and move!”
I grabbed Seol Yoon’s hand tight and pulled her. With everyone’s minds shut down, it was an opportunity. As the race duel was breaking into a brawl, just getting into the right position could gain a lot. We had to move quickly…….
「That Orc fellow gave you a useful present. I don't much like it, though.」
I ran holding Seol Yoon’s hand.
「Well, still. For the sake of a worthless descendant, I could do a few bothersome things — as a forebear ought to.」
 “Will you please stop muttering. It’s distracting!”
 「Oh-ho. What manner of speech is that? I just did you some trouble.」
 “Didn't ask. Explain later, later.”
 「Ha. Polite for whose descendant you are.」
The situation was urgent, so I couldn't indulge Liam Karavan’s chatter. With everything already chaotic, the constant droning of my master’s voice grated on my nerves. Whether he had agreed to listen or sulked, Liam shut his mouth.
And then.
“……?”
While running, the ground dropped away beneath us.
‘Damn it—’
A trap. And……
“Got you, human scum!”
The race best at ‘making things’ among the Seven Races.
“This is how we Dwarves of the Sky Mountains fight, wahahahaha!”
We had fallen into a trap made by the Dwarves.
“I detest fighting idiots head-on! Ughahahaha—!”
An unpleasant laugh poured from outside the trap. I had fallen into a dizzying pit, and when I looked at my ankle it was clearly twisted. I could not fight properly.
“Master.”
The time had come to use my trump card.
“Is there no way to talk the Dwarves down?”
 「…….」
 “After all, aren’t I a fine descendant of the Dwarves? I desperately need your sage advice, master — your guidance that always gives me the correct answer. This foolish descendant asks for ancestral wisdom.”
 「…….」
 “Please. Are you sulking?”
 「Didn't I tell you to shut your noisy mouth because it was distracting?」
 “Hey, that’s a bit extreme……”
Liam sulked with a huff. The old man’s behavior only made anger rise, but there was nothing to be done.
「Kneel and say you were wrong. Call me Grandfather and I’ll help.」
 “I'm sorry, Grandfather.”
He was the great forebear of the Karavan line, the most powerful Swordmaster in their history and a respected ancestor — kneeling was nothing.
「Once more.」
Truly nothing bothered him.
「Hurry, or I won't help.」
……Truly, not a bit bothered at all. Not one bit.
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The Sky Mountains.
The highest peaks that touched the heavens themselves — the most mysterious place on the continent, a dream destination for every explorer. A land where all manner of mysteries gathered, where myths and legends were woven thick as mist. At the same time, it was one of the Five Forbidden Regions of the continent — counted among the places you must never enter if you wished to live long.
In that unique land where the wonder and terror of nature coexisted, there lived a race that had endured since ancient times.
They did not possess bodies strong enough to withstand nature’s whims barehanded. They did not have keen instincts that could detect danger before it struck and flee in time. Nor were they particularly blessed by nature’s love or affinity with Mana.
And yet, they survived.
No matter what trials came crashing down, they never descended from the mountains. No matter how cruel the environment became, they never abandoned their home. For centuries upon centuries, they endured.
Through such a history, they became a most peculiar race —A race that could stand against any foe.
A race most dreadful when it fought to the very end.
The most tenacious race among the Seven Races.
No matter how hopeless the battle seemed, if it lasted until the end, they would always win. Just as there is always a hole to escape through even if the sky collapses, they would always find a breakthrough in any despair. They would never give up, enduring like forged steel.
The people of the continent called these stubborn beings thus—The Dwarves of the Sky Mountains.
「Dwarves」.
***
“Who’s the idiot that got caught in the trap?”
 “A human fighter.”
On the outskirts of the pitch-black forest, where darkness lurked, countless torches flickered. 
The Dwarves who carried them each wore different forms of armor. Full plate armor covering their bodies from head to toe — the finest quality that even renowned knights could not easily afford. Not mere slabs of metal, but armor forged through the master craftsmanship of legendary smiths.
“A waste of a trap. Those were meant for goblins or half-witted beasts.”
Among the armored ones, one Dwarf stood out — clad in armor as black as the darkness that blanketed the forest. His armor was made of black iron, harder than any other metal.
“Take his tag and throw him out.”
The black-iron-armored Dwarf issued the order smoothly. At his short command, the Dwarves moved in perfect coordination. Even amid the darkness, the Dwarves of the Sky Mountains moved with military precision — a defining trait of their kind.
“Make it quick. It’s night now. No good comes from wasting time.”
If Orcs were known as a “race of battle,” then Dwarves were known as the “race of war.”
“No Dwarf could be foolish enough to want to meet the Nobles of the Night at this hour.”
Dwarves were not individually strong. They had no special powers like other races, nor did they possess superior physiques. Thus, no one feared Dwarves in “battle.” But in “war,” it was a different story.
“Build a fortress that can withstand the long night.”
Another of their titles was the 「Lords of War」.
“Within a sturdy fortress, we do not lose to anyone.”
The Dwarf’s solemn voice echoed. With it came heavy footsteps from beyond the shadows. A Dwarf warrior threw a torch toward the sound. The firelight flared, sweeping away the darkness — revealing a group of Elves armed with bows. Children of the forest, gliding across tree branches like the wind. The instant they met, the Elves loosed their arrows.
And then—“Your forging skills are at a child’s level.”
Ting—!
With a hollow ring, the arrows bounced off harmlessly. The arrows of the fair folk couldn’t leave even a scratch on the Dwarves’ armor. The Elves frowned.
“Summon the spirits!”
A clear, crystalline voice rang out.
The next moment, the arrows the Elves nocked shimmered with flame — primal fire that burned all things. The Spirit of Fire had answered their call. But the Dwarves did not flinch. They didn’t fear; they sneered.
“You’re young Elves, aren’t you? What have the old ones of the forest taught you?”
 “Shut your mouth, Dwarf—!”
 “What fool points flame at the friends of fire and steel?”
The fire-clad arrows turned to birds midair and swooped toward the Dwarves. Flames clung to their armor — fire sticking to metal, a phenomenon that could exist only through spiritual magic.
But even that could not wound the Dwarves.
“The flame of the forest is not even warm. Compared to the fire that roars in the forges of the Land of Steel, this isn’t flame at all.”
Friends of Fire and Steel —The Dwarves of the Sky Mountains were masters of metal, artisans born with hands that could shape iron. And even when submerged in raging flame, their bodies did not burn. They were the descendants of fire itself.
“You look like younglings, so I won’t take your lives. The old trees of the Great Forest would not let us be if I did. But you will pay the price for touching a Dwarf.”
They brushed off the fire with their bare hands — and it vanished. The heat faded, and the Dwarves drew from their belts long rods of metal. They looked like sticks, or perhaps tubes.
“Bows, how primitive. Barbaric. I never thought I’d see those toys we abandoned centuries ago being used again, you witless fairies.”
The Dwarves aimed the rods at the Elves.
And then—“Fire should burn more beautifully than that, young Elves.”
In the next instant, a thunderous roar shattered the night. A flash of blinding light tore through the darkness like lightning striking the ground.
Right before the Elves’ feet, blackened earth smoked as towering flames erupted.
“Ah— Aaaah—!”
 “My… my ears…!”
Elves, with their keen hearing, were overwhelmed by the deafening blast. Those closest to the explosion reeled in confusion; some fainted outright. And those who managed to endure the sound were greeted by something far worse — fire, immense and violent, nothing like the gentle spirits’ flame.
“Ah… ahh…”
That fire was too artificial.
A flame that could not exist in nature — yet because of that, far more destructive. The Elves, children of the forest and friends of nature, saw it as utterly alien.
“Drop your tags and get lost. The old ones of the forest might be trouble, but fledgling Elves like you could never beat us. I don’t want to hurt children — now go.”
At those words, the Elves instantly lost their will to fight.
They understood — if that blast had not been for intimidation, if it had been aimed to kill, they would all have perished before realizing what had happened.
“Ugh… ahh…”
The disheartened Elves tossed their identification tags and fled.
The Dwarves laughed as they watched them run. That was why Elves were easy opponents. Scare them a little, threaten their lives, and they would run without hesitation. A racial trait — as long-lived beings, they were overly cautious with their bodies. They could live forever unless killed, but any serious wound would leave them suffering its aftereffects for eternity.
“No king among them.”
 “The Elf King’s probably hiding with the old ones.”
 “Hmph. Typical cowardly long-ears.”
The Dwarves checked the tags with disappointed faces. At least the current raid had been repelled. But the skirmishes were ongoing — from afar, urgent voices rang out:
“One of the watchmen dozed off and fell asleep! The Demons are coming!”
 “That damned Dwarf must’ve been drinking again just because it’s night!”
 “Well, who can blame him? A fine night in this lovely forest — who could resist beer? Nothing beats roast pork and a mug of beer by the campfire!”
 “Talk like that is why the young Dwarves grow up spoiled!”
There was no end in sight.
The chaos only deepened, one problem after another.
And then—“When are they bringing up that human fighter’s tag, anyway?”
 “Eh?”
 “He went down into the trap ages ago, why haven’t we heard back?”
Amid the confusion, the Dwarf in black-iron armor spoke.
“Did they stop to have a drink with him?”
 “If they had, they’d have reported it first. Something’s off.”
 “If it’s strange, we can check later. First we’ve got other problems to deal with — Demons, Beastkin—”
 “No. We check the trap first.”
The Dwarf’s voice, muffled behind his black iron helmet, was firm.
“My instincts never fail. Let’s go.”
The Dwarf in black iron knew he had to check that trap.
It was a feeling beyond explanation. Yet none of the others argued — for two reasons.
The first: he was a man of high rank among the Dwarves, as shown by his unique armor — a commander who had long protected the Dwarves of the Sky Mountains.
The second:
“Well, the General’s instincts are never wrong.”
He was a living legend — undefeated in countless wars, respected by all Dwarves. Not just a man of authority, but one of proven might.
All called him by one name — Dwight the Iron Man.
“Let’s go.”
Ignoring the clamor of the battlefield, Dwight strode personally to check on the trapped human. The trap wasn’t far — it lay along the outer edge of their defenses, and reaching it took no time at all.
And then—
“……?”
Upon arrival, Dwight knew his instincts were right once again.
“What in the world…”
Inside the deep pit meant to catch enemies stood a man and a woman, swords raised upward. But they were not alone — four Dwarf fighters lay sprawled unconscious around them. Four, fully subdued.
“……Tch. I told them never to let their guard down.”
Dwight frowned and looked down at the two humans. Their eyes gleamed sharply. The young man raised his sword and swung it through the air — and somehow, the faint breeze began to rise, growing stronger.
As if the wind itself answered every movement of his blade…
***
「Success.」
Liam Karavan spoke as he looked at the four collapsed Dwarves.
“Are we really supposed to do this? What if this just makes them hate us more?”
 「It’s fine. You said you’d trust me, didn’t you? No backtalk.」
When I’d asked for help, Liam’s answer had been simple. Even with my twisted ankle, he’d ordered us to strike the Dwarves guarding the trap first. Thankfully, it wasn’t difficult. Seeing us subdued, they had grown careless; when they descended into the narrow pit, Seol Yoon and I ambushed and took them down.
“You insolent humans!”
 “We told you to surrender peacefully! Must you spill blood? We would’ve let you go unharmed if you’d just handed over your tags!”
The other Dwarves shouted in fury.
The more their voices rose, the more anxious I became. If this went wrong, I might lose an arm or leg…But Liam remained eerily calm.
「Soon a big one will come to see what’s happening. Until then, hold out.」
 “When a big one comes, how does that help?”
 「Oh, it changes everything.」
I tightened my grip on my sword and glared upward.
「To break this deadlock, we need more than greenhorn Dwarves. We need one who knows — one who’ll recognize what you carry the instant he sees it, and understand its meaning.」
I didn’t quite understand what he meant, but I trusted him.
I looked back at Seol Yoon.
 “Can you still fight?”
 “Plenty.”
Unlike me, with a broken ankle, Seol Yoon was mostly unharmed. Just a slight twist. Her swordsmanship hadn’t weakened in the least. Those four Dwarves we’d dropped in seconds — mostly her doing. While I had been growing stronger, she hadn’t been idle either; her mysterious sword had cut through them like silk.
Then, amid the tense standoff, Liam murmured:
「You caught a big one, young descendant.」
 “A big one?”
 「Quite the catch.」
At his words, a shadow moved above the pit — a black Dwarf appeared. The dark hue came from the radiance of his armor itself. Black iron. From head to toe, encased in black iron helmet and plate.
I knew instantly.
“Oh, hell…”
A monster.
No matter what I did, I couldn’t touch a hair on his head.
My instincts screamed nonstop —Don’t fight him. Run.
But my master said the opposite.
「Swing your sword, young descendant.」
 “What?”
 「Show him your sword — all of it. That’s your way out.」
 “If I do that, won’t that crazy Dwarf attack me?”
 「He won’t.」
 “How can you be sure?”
Liam answered, voice firm.
「Because there’s no way that Dwarf wouldn’t recognize what’s contained in your sword.」
No further explanation. But I didn’t doubt him anymore.
When it came to the sword, my master never lied.
When it came to the sword, he was always right.
“Haa…”
I didn’t avert my eyes. Instead, I awakened 「Gale」.
『My life was like a wisp of wind.』
 『And so too was my sword.』
And then—
“……”
The Dwarf standing above the pit didn’t move.
He didn’t speak, didn’t step, didn’t flinch. He simply stared down at me. Whether 「Gale」 howled or not, he stood firm. How long we remained like that, I didn’t know.
“……Impossible.”
A strange voice murmured right beside my ear. It felt as if someone whispered directly next to me — and it wasn’t a delusion. When I turned my head, the Dwarf was there. I hadn’t even sensed his approach.
“Did I see wrong? No… no, it’s too clear. I feel it — unmistakably.”
 “……”
 “It can’t be. I heard it was all gone. Broken, shattered, wiped from history. But… but…”
Through the slit of his black-iron helmet, I saw his eyes.
“That a descendant of Steel still remains…”
His voice carried tangled emotions.
I couldn’t tell where this was heading.
Amid that confusion, Liam chuckled softly.
「Ah. He recognizes it after all.」
***
『Designation: Dwarf』
 『One of the Seven Races dwelling on the continent.』
 『Dwellers of the mid-slopes of the Sky Mountains — born as friends of Fire and Steel, possessing exceptional talent in crafting.』
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Among the Dwarves who made their home halfway up the Sky Mountains, an ancient legend had long been told.
『In a distant age, there lived a great Dwarf in whose veins flowed the blood of Steel.』
It was a tale even Dwarven children knew by heart.
『The great Dwarf was loved by Iron itself, able to consume the spirit dwelling within metal and contain it within his body. In his age, no one dared to belittle us as “dwarfs,” and even the Giants could not look down upon us.』
Most Dwarves knew the tale. But most dismissed it as mere myth — a story passed from mouth to mouth.
『We must never forget that age of glory. And we must remember.』
Yet some Dwarves did know the truth.
『When the Master of Steel returns, we will rise again. The shame of the heavens will end, and we shall no longer live in fear of the lords of the sky.』
It was not a fable.
It was history — erased, but real.
『Forget not the Age of Steel, O Dwarves.』
For reasons unknown, the “Age of Steel” vanished from the continent’s chronicles. The people forgot; all records were cut away as if by a blade. Yet the age of glory had indeed existed.
And now—“So you truly remain, Karavan.”
The Dwarf clad in black iron armor — Dwight the Iron Man — was one of the few who knew the truth.
“Never thought I’d meet a descendant of Steel again in my own lifetime.”
The moment Dwight recognized who stood before him, all his killing intent vanished. Instead, he straightened his posture and acted with utmost respect. He removed his helmet, and a full beard spilled out like a waterfall. Showing his face, Dwight extended his thick, forge-scarred hand.
“It is an honor.”
He smiled, a man’s smile — earnest and proud.
“From now on, I will serve you.”
***
The Dwarf in black armor — Dwight — introduced himself and lifted us out of the pit. Once we stood on solid ground again, all eyes of the surrounding Dwarves turned toward us. Confusion flashed in their gazes, and before long, the confusion turned into words.
“Why are you letting them out of the trap? Without taking their tags?”
Dwight’s reply was simple.
“I’ll handle it.”
And, shockingly, that was enough. The other Dwarves didn’t argue or ask questions. They only nodded and said, “Understood,” before withdrawing. Their obedience was absolute.
Liam’s amused voice echoed in my mind.
「He must be a General. Even among Dwarves, only a General could afford to wear black iron from head to toe.」
 “……”
 「You’re lucky, boy.」
A General.
I didn’t know much about military ranks, but even I knew what that word meant. A position so high I could hardly dare look up at it.
But that wasn’t what mattered now.
Whether he was a mere soldier or a General—What truly mattered was the strangeness of it all.
Why had this mighty Dwarf’s attitude changed so completely just because he’d heard the name Karavan?
Was it possible that revealing my lineage alone could turn a hopeless situation around so easily?
What on earth was happening right now?
Perhaps sensing the questions raging inside me, Liam spoke again.
「Don’t trouble yourself, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「It’s only because you don’t know.」
 “What don’t I know?”
His voice lowered, as if whispering directly into my ear.
「What the name ‘Karavan’ means to the Dwarves.」
That didn’t exactly clear my doubts — but the situation was moving too fast to dwell on them.
“This should be far enough.”
Dwight, who had led the way, stopped in a secluded part of the forest. No Dwarf warriors. No chaotic fighting among the other races. Just the three of us. Turning to face us, Dwight stood in silence.
As the quiet stretched, Seol Yoon spoke first.
“Are you going to kill us? That wouldn’t be smart. The Arena won’t take kindly to that. If you break the rules and kill us when you could’ve let us go, the Arena’ll take it personally. You know a huge portion of Iron City’s weapons are sold through the Arena. If they decided to cut you off—”
She spoke seriously, but—
“Pff—! This human girl says the funniest things. Kill the descendant of Steel? Don’t even joke about that.”
Dwight burst out laughing, wiping tears from his eyes.
“A Dwarf killing a descendant of Steel — now that’s a nightmare. Why, if I did that, my soul would be dragged out of the afterlife by the swordsmen in the Land of Swords! I’d rather go to Hell itself, ha-ha-ha!”
 “Then why bring us all the way out here…?” Seol Yoon asked blankly.
Her question mirrored my own. Why take the trouble to pull us out and bring us to this remote spot amidst an ongoing war? Dwight soon answered.
“I wanted to speak somewhere away from prying ears.”
 “Speak about what?”
 “Oh, not with you, human girl. Please, keep quiet for a moment.”
He turned his head sharply — and fixed his eyes on me.
“Descendant of Steel, for what purpose have you entered the ‘Race Duel’?”
His gaze gleamed with interest.
“Be honest. No need to lie. I intend to help you.”
 “Help me…?”
 “Our Dwarves didn’t join this Duel to win. We’re just filling the numbers and promoting our new weapons. There’s no better stage than this one to showcase a new invention.”
 “……”
 “So speak freely. If what you seek is victory, I’ll mobilize my own warriors to find the kings of other races for you. And I’ll give you the Dwarves’ identification tag, number 444, myself. If you don’t trust me, I can swear it — by the Goddess Sergen, offering my mother’s and my children’s souls in flame.”
At the mention of the goddess’s name, I realized he was completely serious.
No one on the continent would dare swear falsely by their family’s souls before the Goddess of Flame. And Dwarves, who revered the Goddess Sergen above all, never lied under her name.
So Dwight was telling the truth.
I thought for a while — and then chose honesty.
Truth must be answered with truth.
“I came seeking a trial.”
Dwight stroked his great beard.
“A trial. I see! The legend says the descendants of Steel are like heated blades — the more they’re hammered, the stronger they become. Such is the nature of Steel itself.”
 “That’s right.”
 “Judging by your aura, you’ve only recently taken up the sword. You haven’t even formed a single pair of wings yet, have you?”
He’d seen straight through me.
“A blade newly thrust into the forge must be hammered without pause. The quality depends on how well it’s tempered. You’re in the same process, I take it?”
 “……”
 “Don’t take offense — I mean no slight. I know the blood of Steel grows slowly, unlike that of the other Great Houses. While others might reach the rank of Sword Runner just by breathing, the heirs of Steel must carve their power through excruciating trials.”
I listened quietly. But one phrase caught my attention.
“Reach Sword Runner just by breathing”? I’d never heard of such a thing.
「He means the Five Great Houses. Once, the Karavans were among them. After we vanished from history, they filled the gap with lesser bloodlines.」
 “……”
 「Don’t give me that look. Do you not know how hollow a strength gained without effort is? Sure, we sweat blood and hang from cliffs and risk our lives every day — but in the end, those bastards can’t even touch the Karavans’ toes.」
Liam sounded oddly defensive.
 I just rolled my eyes, half listening. He never lied when it came to the sword — so it must be true. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of envy.
Those people became strong without bleeding for it? Without tearing muscles, without dueling for their lives — just existing?
“Haha. Judging by your face, you didn’t know of the blessings flowing through the other Great Houses’ veins. But don’t be too envious.”
 “……”
 “No matter how fast they grow, the Age of Steel always returns in the end. The pinnacle has always been yours, descendant of Steel.”
Dwight smiled brightly. With a deep chuckle, he added:
“I’ve talked long enough. So, I take it my help ends here? Just ensuring you face your trial properly in this Duel?”
 “That’s all I need.”
 “Aha. So that’s why you revealed yourself. Falling into a Dwarven trap would’ve been a waste of time.”
 “Yes.”
 “That I can do. I’ll show you how to avoid our traps, and I’ll see you to a safe area so you don’t fall too soon. No more than that, though — too much help, and the trial loses its meaning.”
 “That’s more than enough.”
He nodded, smiling. Then said:
“You must find all this strange, don’t you?”
 “Sir?”
 “A stranger offering help simply because you bear a name. You must wonder if I’m deceiving you.”
 “……”
 “You needn’t worry. Other races might not care, but we Dwarves… we are bound to do this.”
His voice softened — tinged with something bitter.
“Descendant of Steel.”
 “Yes.”
 “When wings sprout from your back, come to the Land of Steel halfway up the Sky Mountains. The sword you wield now is fine, but it’ll be lacking once you reach Sword Runner.”
 “Thank you.”
 “And…”
He opened his mouth to say something more — but froze. Then he shook his head.
“No. Not yet.”
 “Were you going to say something?”
 “It was nothing. Not something I should say now.”
 “You can tell me.”
 “I realized it’s too soon. When you’ve grown firm enough — then I’ll tell you, carefully.”
He smiled faintly, but something heavy lingered in his tone.
“Descendant of Steel.”
 “Yes.”
 “May I ask one thing?”
I nodded. Then he asked:
“…How old are you?”
 “Excuse me?”
 “Have you passed eighteen?”
The question startled me. His next words came grave and slow.
“There’s something bothering me.”
I understood instantly what that “something” was.
“Right now, the Iron Kingdom is shrouded in blood. At the heart of that storm stands the Prince’s Executioner — the most fearsome Swordmaster in recorded history, the unyielding guardian of the Iron Kingdom…”
Swordmaster Carlos.
“I can roughly tell when you first took up the sword. And oddly enough, that timing seems very close to when that bloodstorm began.”
My enemy.
“…Descendant of Steel, has the Prince’s Executioner ever visited the Karavan family?”
His question came carefully — but I answered immediately.
“Does that matter?”
My tone carried clear anger.
“It matters.”
 “May I ask why?”
 “When the Duel ends, I plan to return to the Dwarven lands and mobilize everything we have — arms, resources, connections — to help you grow faster.”
 “……”
 “But if the Prince’s Executioner has visited you — if that monster’s eyes are on you — then we can’t help you openly. We could only offer the smallest of aids. That’s why I ask. Forgive me.”
Dwight’s face looked genuinely regretful.
I stared at him and said quietly:
“An entire race fears a single man?”
 “Yes.”
 “Why?”
There was a pause.
Then he answered.
“Because he’s a Swordmaster.”
And once again, I heard the phrase that had long been branded into my heart—“Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.”
***
「Don’t be too disappointed, young one. It’s only natural.」
 “……”
 「It’s that Carlos who’s unnatural. Swordmasters aren’t meant to meddle in worldly affairs — yet that man swings his blade at his kingdom’s command like a soldier.」
 “……”
 「The Dwarves have already shown great courage. You don’t yet understand what a Swordmaster truly is — what they’re capable of, or what that name means.」
My master was right.
There was still far too much I didn’t understand.
“Little Gladiator.”
 “……”
 “There’s so much I don’t understand either. But I won’t ask. You have your reasons. I’ll learn them not from your mouth — but from your sword.”
 “……”
 “I’ll stay by your side and watch your blade until the end.”
I barely heard Seol Yoon’s words.
It wasn’t Dwight’s sudden caution that stirred my fury — no, nothing had really changed.
The Dwarves still helped me freely, asking nothing in return. I should’ve been grateful.
This anger wasn’t for them. It was for myself.
For all my struggle, I still couldn’t resist Swordmaster Carlos. The man who took everything from me still reigned as a living terror — unpunished, celebrated, feared by all.
The world refused to judge him. And I could not accept that.
 I could not accept the way this twisted world worked.
“Head that way and you’ll be safe. Just take care not to run into Orcs. Cross paths with them, and you won’t live to regret it.”
Time passed after that day.
“Be careful—”
 “General—! Bad news!”
My once-scrawny body had hardened.
 I now bore a second heart filled with the power of Steel, and a sturdy Path within me that would not break. Even the soul of my ancestor stood with me.
“The Orcs! Those green monsters are charging toward the forest edge!”
 “What? Why would they—”
 “No idea! They’d have the advantage of staying put, but they’re going mad!”
The traces of boyhood had faded from my face.
 The body that once looked delicate as a girl’s now held the frame of a young man.
 Yet somehow… I hadn’t grown at all.
I was still the “boy Arhan.” My youth hadn’t ended. It was still ongoing.
“Hold the fortress!”
 “Not just the Orcs — the Demons, Elves, Beastkin — everyone’s gone berserk!”
 “Bloody hell—!”
The reason was simple. Since that day, my time has never moved forward.
Though my body grew and my strength sharpened, I had not truly grown.
The boy remained.
“Damn bastards!”
I had not changed at all.
It was still unbearable to breathe in the same world as him.
I still couldn’t accept that the devil who’d destroyed everything I loved lived on, praised by the world.
 I still couldn’t accept the world’s madness.
“Descendant of Steel, you must flee! It’s too dangerous here!”
 “Little Gladiator, if you run into the Orcs, you won’t survive!”
There were too many things I could not accept. So I made a clear decision that day — breaking the final promise I’d made with my mother.
“No.”
I turned slowly. From beyond the darkness came screams, the clash of steel, and the splatter of blood.
A battlefield. Endless struggle.
And my master’s words echoed: The Karavans grow through struggle.
“I’ll fight.”
 “That’s reckless! If you die—”
 “Then I die. But if I don’t, I’ll become stronger. Far stronger than I am now. The blood of Steel hardens only when it’s struck.”
Then I could not run from battle. 
All those I’d loved had said it before me.
Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster. So I decided to become one.
“You said you’d stay till the end, Seol Yoon. Then come with me.”
The path to Swordmaster was impossibly long. The time I had left was short. So I had to hammer my soul harder.
“I must fight.”
I had to grow stronger.
「…That is right.」
My master’s spirit smiled faintly from afar.
「Raise your sword, young descendant.」
I did as he said.
The silver blade caught the moonlight and gleamed.
 And then—
『Even on the fields where beautiful flowers bloom,』
 『Even upon the heart of the seven seas,』
 『Even upon battlefields where countless lives crumble into dust—』
「Gale」 opened its eyes.
『The wind blows.』
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「What do you think is the very first thing one teaches about the sword?」
One day, my master asked me that question out of nowhere.
“Is it forging the Mana Heart?”
 「No.」
 “Then… training the body?”
 「That too, is wrong.」
 “Then… learning never to let go of the sword?”
I listed everything I believed to be the foundation of swordsmanship — things my master himself had always emphasized. But he shook his head at every answer.
「All wrong, young descendant.」
I couldn’t understand it. Hadn’t these been the very things he’d drilled into me from the beginning? Yet he claimed every one of them was wrong.
So what was the answer?
「Everything you’ve said are indeed the first things I taught you. And you’ve remembered them well, young one.」
 “Yes, I remember them all. But why do you say none of them are right?”
 「Because you’ve misunderstood. You see, I have never taught you the first step of the sword.」
Never taught it — because he chose not to.
“What do you mean…?”
 「And I don’t intend to ever teach you that first step.」
 “Why not?”
To my earnest question, my master answered calmly.
「The first thing one learns in the sword… is how to fall.」
 “……”
 「Not just the sword — in all martial ways, the first thing taught is how to fall properly.」
How to fall.
「All who walk the path of martial refinement learn how to fall correctly first. Do you know why?」
I realized, thinking back, that he’d never once spoken to me about falling.
「Because one must know how to fall correctly… to rise correctly.」
 “……”
 「The essence of martial arts lies in not breaking. To fall, and yet rise again — to challenge again. To treat defeat not as final loss but as soil from which to rise stronger. To accept failure as part of training, to step upon it — that is martial art, and that is the sword, my young descendant.」
 “……”
 「Now think again — why do you suppose I never taught you how to fall? Why will I never teach you to?」
Falling meant losing. And my master never taught me how to rise after losing.
「Because you must never learn through defeat. You must never grow accustomed to it.」
 “……”
 「You must treat every defeat as a death. Be furious at your weakness. Hate yourself. Despise your own helplessness. Cling to victory with madness.」
 “……”
 「You must never lose, young descendant. Etch that into your bones. Never forget it.」
I hadn’t taken up the sword for enlightenment or inner peace.
 From the moment I first gripped its hilt, my purpose had never changed.
「Only then will you achieve your true purpose.」
Revenge.
***
Warriors from every race clashed chaotically.
“You worthless insects! You came here as representatives of your races, yet you cower and hide like cowards in the woods! The Goddess Refri of Justice must be laughing at you! Do such trembling wretches deserve to call themselves warriors?!”
The Orc’s brutal axe split a tree in half. Blood spattered. Screams, roars, moans — the symphony of a battlefield.
“You inferior Orc bastard! Do you think this is a time of war?! Must every warrior risk their life in every duel? Not all of us are like you! If we die after fighting with all our strength, that’s one thing — but what of our responsibilities? My family waits for me at home, others depend on me. Who will care for them when I die?”
 “Excuses!”
 “Excuses, you say?! The Goddess Refri loves glorious warriors, yes — but what of the orphan children in the slums? What of my infant son, who hasn’t even opened his eyes? What of my frail mother who cannot live without care? The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords may speak of holiness, but do they tend to the weak who suffer now?!”
Race against race.
Different lives colliding.
“If the Goddess despises me for this, so be it. If I am unworthy to call myself a warrior, then I’ll give up that title gladly. I’ll live on as a wretch rather than die for empty honor.”
 “……”
 “I cannot die yet. Unlike you Orcs, who at least care for one another, we humans don’t. Even neighbors prey upon weakness. We’re selfish, heartless — so I must live longer, you inferior green brute!”
Convictions collided.
“I respect your resolve. But the duel must go on.”
 “You’re insane.”
 “Orcs have been called that since the day our kind was born.”
Axe and sword clashed.
“Damn it, my joints ache. Move any more and I’ll be limping for a century.”
 “Let’s return to the World Tree, elder. I can’t stand the stench of sweat in this forest.”
 “Haha, we noble Elves have no need to mix with that rabble.”
The Elves, afraid of injury, withdrew first.
“When will it be our turn to step in for a proper finale?”
 “When it’s time to unleash the most beautiful hell, perhaps.”
The Demons — obsessed with aesthetics, not battle — refused to sully themselves with the chaos. The Nobles of the Night valued elegance above all, and that very obsession was what made them as mad as the Orcs.
“Hold the fortress!”
 “You bastards!”
 “The beastmen are breaking through the line—!”
The Dwarves huddled together, desperately holding their ground.
 The Beastmen prowled the chaos, hunting the weakest — following the invisible 「Line of Blood」 only they could see.
It was a scene worthy of the title 「Race Duel」 — chaos and artistry woven together, a war painted in every color of the seven races.
A symphony of conviction, instinct, and madness.
“Why in all hell are those Orcs charging when they have the advantage! Can’t they just let the battle flow? You damned green lunatics!”
 “Because you all just stood there doing nothing! Hahaha! We thought we’d spice things up! Puhehehe!”
The battle raged on, wild and relentless. Each race fought in its own way, each revealing its nature. For a fleeting moment, the chaos seemed eternal — an unending balance of conflict.
Then—
“…Hm?”
That balance shattered without warning.
“Was the forest wind… always this strong?”
A gale swept through the battlefield.
***
『The dawn that day was blue — a cold, piercing blue.』
 『The army that marched upon the Labyrinth City wore the color of morning upon their faces.』
The memory of the Ronin flowed like calm water.
『They were more numerous than ants drawn to breadcrumbs.』
 『Victory against such a legion was impossible.』
 『For they were not mere ants.』
 『They fought with purpose, endured harsh training, obeyed disciplined command. They were soldiers.』
The world around the Ronin roared with chaos, but his heart remained still.
『I have no right to judge them.』
 『There is no absolute justice on the battlefield.』
 『Each fights for their own belief of what is right.』
Yet, strangely, in the sword’s memory, the Ronin wavered — flickering like a heat haze, like smoke from a village hearth.
『Do not think you can simply cut them down.』
 『My blade alone cannot fell an army.』
 『Then what must I do?』
For a moment, I became the Ronin.
The forest turned to a barren plain. Behind me stood the blue walls of the Labyrinth City. Within, in a quiet home, a modest woman lay awake — Dorothy. Trembling in fear of tomorrow.
『I must sweep them away.』
 『To sweep them away… I must become the wind.』
If I did not, she would have to. Pure-hearted Dorothy would be forced to kill and suffer. Her laughter would fade. She would no longer smile at dawn.
I could not allow that.
『So I became the Gale.』
My heart thundered. Not just my living heart — the second heart within me pounded as well.
 The Mana Heart pulsed, not with blood, but with clear, radiant mana. It coursed through the 「Path」 within me, granting superhuman strength — and that strength began to change.
“This… this is—”
A Mystery. Mana was no longer confined within me; it spilled into the world.
The mana of the air bent to my will. The darkness warped. And in my eyes, the 「Paths」 of the world appeared — countless invisible lines.
They twisted and blurred, stirred by the storm I had awakened.
And then I understood, faintly, the power within 「Gale」.
『A wind that sweeps the world.』
Distortion. This sword did not simply stir wind.
『A wind that blows everything away.』
A force that could twist every Path — distort the natural flow — and sweep it all aside.
 A blade that could uproot the world’s currents like a summer tornado.
“Hah.”
I breathed in deeply. And I saw the flows surrounding me —blades swinging, axes crashing, arrows flying, elemental spells bursting, Orcs charging, Beastmen baring their fangs.
All of it — wind, every one.
I raised my sword and struck through the storm.
The wind followed my blade. And the gathered air swirled violently around me — then exploded outward.
“Ugh—!”
 “W-what the—!”
The clashing forces collided in chaos. Metal rang in quick succession, and warriors were thrown aside, tripped, or sent flying.
Only I remained unmoved.
Because—『The center of a storm is always still.』
I alone stood firm.
“Hah! What a fascinating trick!”
An Elf snorted with amusement.
“You didn’t wield elemental power, nor spellcraft — yet you shaped the flow itself, through sheer mystery. It even resembles the wind of nature.”
 “……”
 “A technique like this… only the warriors of the ‘Great Land of the East’ could manage, ha-ha.”
The Elf smirked, and the younger Elves murmured.
“Elder, what just happened?”
 “Something amusing. Do not attack that human hastily — you’ll only end up injured. Best to stay back.”
 “Then… will you take him on, Elder?”
 “Ha-ha, and hurt these old joints? No. We’re only here to make sure you gain experience of the outer world, not to die.”
As the Elves watched, I felt the eyes of the Demons on me.
“Wasn’t that magnificent? Quite the spectacle.”
 “I feel like my protagonist's role's been stolen. Maybe I should play the villain instead — those are sometimes more popular.”
Arrogant words — yet none stepped forward.
“Step forward, and you’ll disgrace yourself,” said a cold voice. “Barons shouldn’t move before a Count. You’ll only shame our race.”
Among the Demons stood a familiar face —the one who had attacked Seol Yoon and me before: the Red Count, Hartias.
“Barons, be still,” Hartias said smoothly. “That human carries a hell in his mind as vivid as ours. Don’t provoke him. The audience is watching — I won’t allow you to tarnish the dignity of the Nobles of the Night.”
At his words, the others froze.
The Dwarves, under Dwight’s command, did not attack either — if anything, they seemed to be subtly protecting me. So now, the Elves, Demons, and Dwarves all refrained from striking. Even the humans rallied openly at my side.
“Dangerous aura…” a Beastman muttered, and stepped back. They, who could sense danger before it struck, would not make foolish moves.
Amid it all, I saw Dwight’s face — heavy, almost regretful. Perhaps it was because of what he saw in me. Though far stronger than I, the Dwarf General had once flinched from the mere name of Swordmaster Carlos, while I stood unflinching before the threat in front of me.
For a brief instant, our roles had reversed. He, the strong, looked hesitant — and I, the weak, stood tall.
I had proven my unyielding will through action.
 I didn’t know how Dwight interpreted it — I couldn’t read his thoughts, nor understand how Dwarves reasoned.
But it didn’t matter.
 I acted in my own way — as I had sworn from the day I first held a sword (劍).
“…Pheheh.”
Then—
“Phehe, pheheheheheh—!”
A booming laugh split the tension.
“This sight disgusted me so much, I came all the way here— and you’re still standing around like cowards!”
Thud. Heavy footsteps shook the ground. And through the darkness, a towering green figure emerged — fangs bared in a savage grin.
“You!”
There are races that hesitate in any situation — and those that never do.
A race that laughs even when facing all five others at once.
Mad warriors who live for battle.
“You, human! You’re different from the cowards!”
The Orc.
“I can tell from your eyes — you won’t run from a fight. You’ve got the eyes of an Orc!”
And the one stomping toward me wasn’t just any Orc. That voice — that face — I knew it well.
How could I not?
“I, Elder Behera of the Orcs, challenge you to a duel! Behera, the glorious Orc King who drew Tag #444, declares it!”
It was the same lunatic who had shouted provocations at the very start of the Race Duel.
“Valiant Behera never flees from battle!”
As his roar tore through the night, I stared at him down.
Unlike most warriors who lost their nerve before Orc madness, I knew exactly how to deal with their kind.
“Is that so? Then why does the valiant Behera keep lying?”
 “What did you say?! Pshrk!”
 “Are you truly the Orc King?”
 “Of course I am!”
As the overconfident Behera bared his tusks, I calmly reached into my coat. And drew out the shining tag — the human race’s royal Tag #444.
The entire battlefield froze.
For a breath, for a heartbeat, the world stood still.
“Well then,” I said quietly, “why don’t you take yours out?”
Madness must be met—with madness.
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“Can’t you remove the tag?”
The Orc Elder, Behera.
A monster of a warrior who single-handedly slaughtered every combatant above the level of 「Sword Runner」 in two minutes and seventeen seconds—a living proof of orcish terror in this 「Race Duel」.
There was no chance I could win against him. 
Surviving would already be a miracle. Under normal circumstances, the fact that Behera had challenged me—a man utterly drained—would have been a hopeless crisis. But fortunately, this was not a normal situation.
This was the arena of the 「Race Duel」.
“So the rumor about you being the king of the orcs was a lie after all.”
The Race Duel was a contest of all races gathered under one stage, observed by countless spectators. Because of that, the pride of each race was on the line. Which meant,
“I have always respected the orcs. Their courage to never avoid a duel, their bold honesty in showing themselves—! I thought the orcs were a race born for righteous combat, children worthy of Goddess Refri herself. But what I’ve seen from you, Elder Behera, has been nothing but disappointing. So much so that I now doubt the honor of your entire race.”
Here, the sword was not the only weapon.
“You declared yourself the king of the orcs. Because of that declaration, the warriors of other races, though weaker, still challenged you without hesitation. Why? Because fighting a ‘king’ for the pride of one’s race is glorious, even in death! But their deaths were meaningless—because you were no king. The duels you offered were built upon lies.”
In this place, well-crafted words could be sharper than any blade.
More precisely—‘justification’ itself could become a weapon.
“You stood upon falsehood, Elder Behera. Weaker fighters believed your lie and were slain by you. What meaning did their deaths have? The axe you swung insulted both their lives and souls. Your deceitful duels mocked the name of Goddess Refri herself, Elder Behera.”
‘Justification’ has always been the sharpest weapon of all. 
History proved that. In all the wars recorded across the continent—wars of faith, wars of territory—nothing had ever cut deeper than righteous cause.
“You stole lives in battles born of deceit. Tell me, are orcs truly like that? You claim to love battle, to never avoid a fight, yet you lie through your tusks just to win? Is that the true face of the orcish race?”
 “……”
 “As I understand it, orcs love the struggle itself. Win or lose, what matters is how valiantly one fought. That’s why I’ve heard there are even weak orcs among your heroes—because what orcs call strength… is courage.”
And among the seven races, none cared more for “justification” than humans.
 I was certain—there was no race on this continent more wicked than humans.
So I decided to fight as one. As the king of humankind.
To face madness, I had to go mad myself. So I did something insane. But once madness had drawn attention, the next step was to wrap it in brilliance—and that was something humans excelled at. History has proven it, too.
“If a small, weak orc child faced the Monster Wave with nothing but a crude axe, he would still be called a hero, even if he died. If an old, sick orc woman fought to protect her son and grandson from invaders, she too would be called a hero, even in death. That is the essence of orcs, isn’t it? No matter how strong you become, you must not lose your essence.”
 “……”
 “Elder Behera, have you forgotten the Coming-of-Age Ceremony of your kind? The warrior’s trial that values valor, not victory—have you forgotten its meaning? How disappointing.”
 “A human… How could you know of our ceremony…?”
I didn’t give the Elder a chance to speak further.
“I do not wish to fight one who has soiled other warriors with false duels.”
If I fought Behera blade-to-blade, I would lose for certain.
But a fight of principles? I had undergone the orcish Coming-of-Age Ceremony myself.
I absorbed the memory of 「Wild Instinct」.
There was no human alive who knew the orcs better than I did.
And when it came to fighting with justification—no one was more dangerous than a human.
Because,
“……You are right.”
Orcs were simple, but not stupid.
 They were warriors who knew how to understand.
“You speak true, human. I am no king of the orcs.”
If something wasn’t false, they accepted it.
If they believed they were wrong, they listened.
“My tag number is 6.”
Orcs were not like humans. Unlike us, who twisted excuses and wriggled to escape blame, they accepted the truth for what it was.
That was the nature of the orcs—and the very reason my weapon worked against Behera.
“I claimed to be a king to draw out the kings of other races, to protect our true orc king and gain advantage. And in doing so, I crushed and killed every warrior who challenged me—all for victory’s sake.”
 “……”
 “But hearing your words, I see how grave my mistake has been! You’re right—an orc’s essence is bravery, not victory! I became a vile monster obsessed with winning. Ah, what a fool I’ve been!”
Behera groaned in remorse.
 I smiled inwardly.
Then Liam’s voice came through.
「Quick thinking as always. But honestly, if you hadn’t picked up a sword, I fear what kind of scoundrel you might’ve become.」
 “……”
 「Tell me honestly, you just made that justification up on the spot, didn’t you? You overused 「Gale」, can’t move your body, and just decided to run your mouth instead? Hah, I can see right through you, young descendant.」
Liam’s words hit me dead on.
‘Yeah, my body still won’t move properly.’
I had been too excited after learning to command the flow—the mystery of 「Gale」. I’d swept through the battlefield gloriously, but the power contained within 「Gale」 was meant only for swordsmen at or above the level of 「Sword Runner」.
When Behera appeared and the gale subsided, the recoil tore through me. My muscles felt shredded, my veins on fire. The fact I was even standing was a miracle.
「Good thing Steel Blood flows in your veins. If you’d been born in the Sky Empire, or to some high noble house, you’d have been a silver-tongued devil instead of a swordsman.」
I listened to Liam’s dry humor and looked again at Behera—repeating one silent prayer in my heart.
‘Please, don’t attack me.’ And perhaps, the gods heard me.
“This Behera of the Orcs has no right to challenge you. And after such dishonor, I must not continue this duel! Behera, bearer of tag number six, will forfeit!”
He didn’t attack. In fact, he withdrew from the duel entirely.
He had been convinced by my words.
A satisfying result. Truly.
“However.”
If only it had ended there.
“Another true orc surely has the right to fight you, human.”
 “…What?”
 “The true king of orcs will take my place! Orc warrior number 444! The human who said he loves our race and reminded me of my folly deserves to witness true orcish valor—show him!”
A thunderous roar shook the forest.
 And then—“Your words had resonance, human─!”
From afar, a massive orc approached, his grotesque frame dwarfing all others.
“Perhaps the same blood flows in your veins as ours! Perhaps if we peeled your skin, we’d find green muscles beneath! Such orcish words! I was moved—deeply moved!”
Proudly holding up tag number 444, he strode closer—its shine marking him as royalty.
「…Young descendant.」
 “……”
 「That brute is stronger than Behera. What will you do now?」
Of course.
 My life was never meant to be easy.
「He’s nearly a Sword Expert, by the way.」
I was utterly screwed.
“Human! You are weak! But the courage burning inside you is worthy of a hero! Therefore! I too shall fight you with all my strength!”
 “……”
Please… don’t.
‘Shit.’
Should I run? But my body was still unresponsive. At this point, I couldn’t even muster the strength to awaken 「Gale」 again, let alone summon my superhuman power.
If I tried to turn and flee, I’d be dragged back by my hair before I could take a step.
My mind raced—and then:
【Descendant of Steel, impressive words. Perhaps the legacy in your blood is why your strategy and wit are so sharp.】
Dwight’s voice echoed in my head.
【Now that you’ve laid the groundwork, we can move freely.】
 “……”
 【Don’t worry. From here on, it won’t just be your fight—it will be a battle for every race’s pride.】
A voice carried through mana.
A technique I had never witnessed before.
「That dwarf… quite skilled.」
 “……”
 「That’s a transmission technique. You’re far from being able to do that.」
While I stood there stunned, Dwight stepped forward, blocking the path of the oncoming orc.
 Encased in black steel armor, the dwarf general glared up at him.
“And where do you think you’re going, you thick-headed green brute?”
 “Why is a dwarf blocking my way—”
 “Because the dishonor committed by your elder shames your entire race, does it not?”
 “……?”
 “When this Race Duel began, our proud dwarven warrior was slain by Behera. We took no issue—believing it an honorable duel. But now that we know it was false, we have the right to vengeance.”
As Dwight said this, he cast his eyes subtly toward the strongest of each race—those who had been hanging back until now. One by one, voices rose.
“Now that I think about it… that wretched orc deceived our young elf and killed him! A bright child who still had so much ahead of him.”
The Elder of the Elves.
“Yes. And our demon warrior, the ‘Blue Baron,’ fought him too—before night even fell. Foolish perhaps, but if his death was caused by a false duel, then we cannot abide by it. As a fellow Noble of the Night, I demand orcish blood in return.”
The Demon noble, Harthias the Red Count.
“You know us well—the dwarves of the Sky Mountains never forgive the wrongful deaths of our kin.”
The Dwarven Iron General, Dwight.
“You called us beast bastards when you killed our own, and now you just forfeit? Don’t make me laugh.”
The Beastmen bared their fangs.
“Ah, there you are at last.”
 “I was starting to worry you’d never show and get eliminated without a fight…”
And finally—“There you are, our king. Don’t worry—we’ll guard you properly.”
My own kind.
The human warriors.
“I was wondering why you stayed silent all day—but you’ve created quite the spectacle, haven’t you?”
The delicate balance that had held the 「Black Forest」 was now ablaze.
“Thanks to you, this Race Duel will end faster than any in history.”
And what a glorious fire it would be.
***
“You’ve done it this time, Little Gladiator.”
I couldn’t deny Seol Yoon’s words.
The Black Forest was now the stage of the truest kind of “Race Duel.”
“Even in the history of the event, you’d be hard-pressed to find chaos like this.”
The true powerhouses—those who had stayed behind for form’s sake or to let rookies gain experience—had finally emerged.
The speed and number of clashes were beyond what eyes could follow.
“The Arena’s sponsors will pay you in gold for this scene.”
 “…Ha.”
Yes, it was entertaining. The audience must have been going wild. But I couldn’t feel satisfied.
「A duel without you in it—what’s the point?」
Exactly.
If things stayed like this, the “trial” I sought would never come.
I had glimpsed the essence of 「Gale」, but no true growth beyond that. Some would call it greed to ask for more—but right now, I needed that greed.
I needed more—anything I could grasp.
“Protect the center!”
But there was no chance.
The warriors fighting at the heart of the battlefield were all monsters beyond measure, while the enemies charging in our direction were intercepted by the human warriors before they could reach me.
“Stay behind the line!”
They even stopped me from stepping forward. Of course they would—if a mere 「Sword Walker」 lost his tag, humanity’s entire race would be eliminated. I’d be branded a criminal and never allowed back in the Arena—maybe even beaten to death in the Steel City.
I had no choice but to stay put.
The 「Race Duel」 was rushing toward its finale. The race that survived to the end would claim victory. And I—would not be part of it.
So this was as far as my luck went.
“Kyahhh!”
…Or so I thought.
“Damn it, the beast bastards broke through!”
 “Protect them!”
The beastmen charged in.
Baring their fangs, they tore through the human defense line.
“Bastards—!”
And, true to their instincts, the wild race ignored the hardened warriors at the front and went for the rear—the weak.
Those with little defense, unable to protect themselves up close.
The mages.
“Ah—ahhh!”
Among the mages gathered to protect me, one woman’s scream stood out—sharp and clear.
Every other sound faded, leaving only her voice.
“Help me.”
She was a young woman in her twenties. Plain, without any adornment.
When she screamed, her small white teeth showed.
“Please… help me…”
For some reason, when her hair fluttered, I thought I smelled flowers.
A strange scent for such a bloody battlefield. And as it reached me, the world before my eyes wavered.
Then—『I still can’t forget the look in your eyes that day.』
A fierce memory surged from the sword—burning, violent emotion.
『The lovely voice that once laughed shyly was torn and broken.』
 『The clothes that suited you so well were blackened and ripped apart.』
 『Your pale skin was laid bare, bruised blue and streaked with blood.』
My body was still broken. Fighting now was sheer madness. But the sword screamed madly in my hand.
『Sobbing, crying, you said it clearly.』
 『“Help me. Please, help me.”』
When I came to my senses—my body was already running toward her.
『It wasn’t a vague cry. It wasn’t a prayer to the heavens.』
 『Ah, yes…』
I knew it instinctively. If I accepted this memory— 「Gale」 would be completely absorbed.
Because what was surging inside me now—『You were calling me.』—was the final memory of 「Gale」’s previous master.
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You once told me that I was like the wind. And I agreed.
My life had been like a single strand of wind.
***
The memories flowing in from the sword were almost violent. They shook my very being, like waves crashing onto the shore. It was difficult to dispel the thick emotions and memories that poured into me. I was nothing more than a 「Sword Walker」—a mere novice, a boy who still knew little of life’s joys and sorrows.
But the former master of 「Gale」 had been a 「Sword Runner」—a seasoned wanderer who had roamed across the continent. His voice, vivid and commanding, devoured my heart and resonated in my soul. If this continued, I would no longer be Arhan; I would become that wanderer from the Eastern Continent—and I would never return.
“Move!”
 “Block them─!”
 “Protect the mage!”
Were those charging figures beastmen? Or were they trained soldiers breaking through the barren plains to invade the Labyrinth City?
The woman sprawled on the ground—was she the mage Dorothy? Or a stranger who had rushed to help me during the 「Race Duel」? I couldn’t tell.
The memories swallowed my mind and dyed my soul with the color of wind.
“Ugh─”
 “Die… ghk.”
The mage squeezed her eyes shut. In that instant, my body became the wind.
With a light thrust of my sword, I pushed aside the beastman lunging toward me. As he was flung back, I slashed at the air. A sharp shreee sound rang out as his body twisted, red lines etching across his furred skin. Blood sprayed, and the whirlwind from my blade tore through his thick hide without mercy. The cry that followed sounded almost like a whimpering dog.
Thud. One beastman fell.
“Ah—”
Behind the fallen beastman, more enemies surged in. A new vision unfolded before my eyes—a world made of “Paths.”
They were unlike the “Paths” I had seen before; these ones were marked by arrows pointing in specific directions, and those arrows shifted whenever my blade moved.
It was a force that could disturb the flow, twist it, and break it—the mystery of 「Gale」.
“What the hell!”
 “Magic? No… it’s different—”
My body moved on its own, ignoring my will.
 The sword that unfolded in my hands was far beyond my ability—powerful, elegant, and beautiful, much like Seol Yoon’s.
 A perfect circle was drawn. From its center, the beastmen were lifted into the air and hurled away as if caught in a storm.
But the closer my sword came to perfectly reproducing the Gale, the fainter my consciousness became. The world before my eyes wavered, again and again.
Was I Arhan? Or the wandering swordsman who lived through a desolate age?
My mind spun in confusion—until my master’s voice called to me.
「Do not be swept away by the wind, young descendant.」
That solemn voice.
「Have you forgotten my words?」
Eyes sharp as blades appeared before me.
「No steel is ever carried away by the wind.」
My pounding heartbeat echoed through me—and within that sound, I heard my master’s heavy tone.
「Was the steel you carried lighter than a wanderer’s blade? It should not be so. Do not lose yourself.」
 “……”
 「Remember, young descendant.」
That voice reverberated through my soul.
「The purpose you swore to uphold the very first time you held a sword.」
Those words could not be ignored.
 The roaring wind inside my mind vanished as if washed away, replaced by a single blazing memory. No other memory, no other life could ever cover the mark that moment had left on my soul.
— I’ll let you live. Forget this day and live your life.
Helplessness.
— Blame your family.
Fear, resentment, hatred, anger, sorrow.
— If you inherit the blood of Karavan, I will come for you again—wherever you are.
Vengeance.
— Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster, young master.
The butler’s words cut deep into my bones. The moment I heard them, I took up the sword. Even with clumsy hands, when I first grasped the heavy blade, I made a purpose both foolish and clear.
Only a Swordmaster can kill a Swordmaster.
So— I decided to become a Swordmaster.
“Haa…”
I came back to my senses.
 I reclaimed myself.
That didn’t mean the memories of 「Gale」 were gone. The life of that wandering swordsman still flowed through my blade. But now I wasn’t swept away. I accepted it. Like steadfast steel, I faced the gale head-on.
I was the one who would do the devouring.
『For you, I became the wind.』
The dwarven-forged steel sword in my hand was now only half a blade, broken. My hand gripping it was soaked in blood, and the air was thick with the scent of scorched earth.
Then came the final memory of 「Gale」’s former master.
『At that blue dawn, I swept away everything that threatened your tomorrow.』
 『The Lord of the Labyrinth City imprisoned me by the city’s law.』
 『You wept bitterly as you watched me being locked away.』
 『Thinking back, I shouldn’t have done that.』
 『I should have swept you away, not the army.』
 『To a faraway world where you’d have nothing to fear.』
***
At that blue dawn, I was imprisoned in the spire of the Labyrinth City—the price for driving out the invading legion. The Lord had merely acted according to the law. If I’d wanted to fight the legion, I should’ve officially joined the city’s forces as one of their swordsmen. But I hadn’t. I’d simply cut them down under the pale light of dawn.
The moonlight beyond the spire window was dim.
 The curved crescent resembled your smile.
 You had made me into a romantic fool.
 The moon glittering between the clouds looked as though the heavens themselves were smiling.
I did not feel lonely. My life has always been solitude.
You were merely someone who passed by for a moment.
After you left, my world grew old and faded.
Everything that wasn’t you turned to dust and lost its meaning.
The Lord asked if I regretted it.
I said no. In this age soaked in endless wars, I was glad that you were not swallowed by hatred.
Let it be me who’s drenched in blood, who cuts withered flowers under crimson skies.
Let it be me who sleeps restlessly, my worn sword always at my bedside.
Even if I never see you again, that’s fine.
I could live a lifetime on the sweetness of a single fleeting dream.
How many souls had my sword swept away?
How deep had the blood run across the wastelands?
Was it justice—or evil?
At that moment, none of that mattered.
The world was wind, and in the end, all would be swept away and forgotten.
But the night sky did not smile upon me after all.
On that blue night, I heard a scream.
“Help me.”
It was your voice.
The moment I heard that piercing cry, I left the spire.
The guards were lax, the ropes that bound me were loose, and the iron bars broke with a single kick.
Outside, the Labyrinth City was burning. Its blue walls were red with blood, and beneath the flames lay countless charred corpses. So many lives now slept beneath the moonlight. The crescent moon still shone bright—as though it smiled gently upon the eternally sleeping.
“Please, help me.”
Sword in hand, I went to you.
You were in a pitiful state.
Your white silk nightgown was burned and torn. The pale skin I’d only ever imagined was exposed, marked with bruises and blood.
Your beautiful face was streaked with tears. You looked at me, trembling, sobbing—calling my name.
“……”
I cut down the guards clutching your hair, harvesting their necks like grain. The moonlit blue blade danced, scattering crimson blood. You closed your eyes tightly and let your body fall into my arms.
Your sobs, your tears, your trembling body—they were all cold.
“I only wished… for today.”
Once you calmed a little, you spoke.
“I didn’t wish for anything grand. I only wanted this terrible tomorrow to be replaced by an eternal today. So why—”
The Labyrinth City fell. It was a common destruction.
Though we’d repelled one invasion, the second and third came soon after. I saw the savage soldiers raging below the blue walls—knights in iron armor, mounted on warhorses, laughing cruelly.
I knew their faces.
They were soldiers from my homeland—the soldiers of the 「Great Land」, conquerors of the widest realm on this continent. No city lord could stop them, no wall could hold them back.
Carrying you on my back, I fled—but not far.
 The continent’s fastest legion allowed no survivors.
 The mounted soldiers surrounded us. At their head stood a general with a spear—an opponent I could not defeat, a legion I could not sweep away.
You were sobbing. But I did not give up.
For you, I could become anything.
“I have a proposal.”
 “A proposal?”
 “In the name of the Ever-Waking Father, I demand a sacred Trial of Combat.”
 “…Are you serious?”
The Trial of Combat—an ancient rite of the 「Great Land」.
“Yes.”
In honor of the Ever-Waking Father, their supreme god, it was a sacred duel. If one faced every foe and prevailed, no matter the circumstances, the victor’s life would be spared. Before me stood over ten thousand soldiers—each a seasoned warrior.
“You’re insane.”
 “……”
 “Do you even know what that means? In the Trial of Combat, we don’t grant our enemies a clean death. We’ll crush your gut under our horses’ hooves, pierce your belly and chest with spears, spill everything out—and shove it back into your mouth. The Ever-Waking Father loves blood, death, and agony.”
 “I know.”
 “Then so be it.”
I knew it was madness.
 There was no chance of victory.
But—“You, why—”
 “I chose it because I love the fight.”
For you, I could do anything. Truly, anything.
“You’re lying.”
 “……”
 “Liar.”
You were wise.
You knew my heart.
“What changes, then? What will that achieve?”
 “……”
 “Can you defeat that monstrous army?”
 “That I do not know.”
 “No—you do. Even if you win, nothing will change.”
You wept bitterly.
“Even if you somehow survive, nothing will change. If I live, countless lords will summon me again. I’ll be thrown back into war after war. Even if I survive those, I’ll keep fighting until I die, until I return to dust. That’s my fate. Now I see it clearly…”
 “……”
 “So don’t. Don’t do something so meaningless. Let’s just die here. Don’t fight this cruel world—let’s just die together…”
Perhaps you were right.But you didn’t know—what I dreamed of.
“Don’t worry.”
I had already decided. For you, I would become the wind.
“You need only remain as yourself.”
A wind that could sweep away anything.
“So just watch.”
The next day, the army of the Great Land took me to Ferma, the Iron Kingdom’s city of steel. 
They wished to display my execution before all—to show their authority. There, a massive Arena awaited.
The audience roared with laughter.
 The legion soldiers surrounding me wore blank faces, and in the corner, you were crouched, crying. The only things I was given were crude armor and a single sword.
They all mocked me. But I saw none of it.
I saw only you—sobbing.
Your tear-streaked face overlapped with the bright, innocent smile I once knew.
— My name is Dorothy.
Would you remember that small, loving smile, when you whispered your name?
— Dorothy, from the Mage of Oz.
That smile was what made me become the storm.
“The Trial of Combat begins—!”
At that blue dawn, as I gazed upon you in your white silk nightgown, I had made my vow. To become not a wind that’s swept away—but a wind that sweeps all else away.
Would you ever know that? No—never.
“Kh…!”
As sharp spears pierced my body, you closed your eyes. My shoulders shattered, my knees collapsed, crimson blood poured as my entrails spilled, yet you did not open your eyes. Tears glimmered beneath your lashes. I watched only you—your trembling lips, your pain, your sorrow. 
Even as spears shattered my bones and hooves crushed my flesh—even as jeers and laughter rained from the crowd—they could not break my soul. My soul was made entirely of you.
Pain, dust, and blood could not bring me down. My heart was calm—utterly calm. And in that stillness, my sword gently sliced the air. As it did, my wings gleamed brilliantly.
“You… once told me…”
Blood frothed in my throat.
“That I was… like the wind.”
I squeezed out the last of my strength. When I swung, my blade broke—clean in half. The shattered edge spun, clattered against the ground. Laughter erupted from the crowd.
And then—
“I agree… with that… too.”
The wind blew. It gathered around my sword, forming a roaring vortex.
The raging gale lifted your body into the air.
Just as you once said—you became the wind.
“My life… was like… a single strand… of wind.”
A wind beyond nature surged upward.
The legion realized something was wrong and screamed to seize the woman. But how could mere humans grasp the soaring wind? You rose, higher and higher, toward the smiling sky.
Some soldiers drew their bows—but I did not allow them to shoot.
With my broken sword, dragging my shattered body, I thrust at their throats. Blood sprayed, and one more soul seeped into the desolate plain.
A riderless horse kicked me back. Even as I spat blood, I did not release the broken blade.
A spear pierced my back. A boot struck my skull.
Still—I fought.
I did not stop.
My eyes followed only you.
“Fly… away. Become a wind… swift and wild… that no one can ever catch.”
Like my broken sword, my body shattered and fell apart.
But even torn to pieces, I would not fall—not until you disappeared beyond my sight.
“Yes… just as you… said…”
Your image blurred. I could not tell if it was because you drifted away—or because my consciousness was fading.
The sounds of the world ceased.
Dorothy from The Mage of Oz was carried away by the vortex, far, far into an unknown world.
“Like a gale…”
The blinding sunlight filled the sky.
 I never knew if you flew away completely, fell midway, or simply faded into the wind.
That answer belonged to the heavens.
For only the heavens knew where the wind would blow.
Yes—only the heavens…That was the end of a wanderer.
...
When I opened my eyes, the sword in my hand was surging with a fierce wind.
I fully understood the final secret it held.
A drowsy stillness settled over me as I looked ahead—at the fierce battlefield, at the warriors locked in combat.
And then, I saw it—a “Path” unlike any I had ever seen before.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
I knew exactly what I had to do.
「Sweep them away.」
Chapter 62
Chapter 62 – Gale (3)
“Brings back old memories.”
Amid the chaos of battle raging across the 「Black Forest」, someone muttered.
“In those days, everyone fought without question. The Arena was called a coliseum then—there were no rules about not killing, and words like justice or reason were nothing but jokes. You children call that age the ‘Era of War,’ don’t you?”
 “The old man of the forest reminisces, eh? History itself walks before me.”
 “Heh, mind your manners, boy. I’ve lived longer than your parents and grandparents combined, you whelp whose blood’s still wet.”
It was rare for the strongest of each race to personally take the field in a 「Race Duel」. They had ascended too high, carried too much weight—authority, power, responsibility. Such people could not fight carelessly.
They had too much to lose.
“To be honest, this is… enjoyable.”
But right now, that no longer mattered.
The board was set.
“It’s been far too long since I could run wild on a battlefield.”
Unrestrained for the first time in decades, these mighty beings radiated a vigor unfitting for their age. The scent of war rekindled something in them—the thrill of a time long past, when they could clash freely without thought of politics, faith, or profit…
“Battle! Is what sets the heart aflame! Do you finally understand how empty your lives have been, you long-eared weaklings of the forest, you half-witted beasts, you cowardly dwarves of the Sky Mountains?!”
With blood surging hot, the orc warrior who bore tag number 444—King of the Orcs—laughed with booming joy. When his green foot struck the ground, a violent wave of battle aura exploded outward. The earth quaked with every step; countless fighters lost balance and fell.
“That doesn’t mean I’ll tolerate your brute ignorance, orc!”
 “Puhehehel! When have you ever understood us in all your long history, elf? We never needed your understanding!”
On the trembling soil, new sprouts burst forth—twisting into vines that bound warriors tight.
Then rain poured down from the night sky. Spirits danced within the rain; each droplet hardened into a clear spear that pierced the enemy ranks. With a single gesture from an elf who had lived eons, nature itself became violence.
“How uncouth you’ve all become. So… vulgar.”
Within the frenzy, shadows deeper than night crept forth. Without a whisper, darkness swallowed warriors whole and called forth hell into the living world. Screams and despair consumed the forest as the Nobles of the Night laughed elegantly.
But from within that darkness, flames rose.
“You talk too much, spoiled by peace. Unlike you, we still live in war! What would you pampered flowers of the plains know of the hardship of the Sky Mountains? You greenhouse weeds could never best the hardy dwarves─!”
Lightning.
Sparks of metal-born violence erupted.
Each deafening roar was followed by screams as the Iron Men, clad in the continent’s sturdiest armor, trampled the fallen.
A miniature war unfolded before all eyes—one that recalled the ancient 「Race War」, when the seven races once fought for dominion.
And then—
“You damned dwarf! What’s that absurd armor of black iron you’re wearing?”
 “My apologies, but the Sky Mountains are home to far deadlier spirits than yours, long-ears. To survive, we had to learn how to kill them.”
The first race fell.
“Curse the blessings of your World Tree. You’ve never had anything to protect, nothing to hate enough to kill for. So it’s no wonder you’ve lost.”
The Elves. Their King, bearer of tag 444, was defeated by Dwight, the dwarven vanguard.
“Filthy orc bastards!”
And next—
“T-The chieftain… he’s actually participating? This can’t—”
 “Puheheh, chieftain? What an honor! Sadly, I’m but a mere elder.”
The Beastmen.
“If our High Chieftain were here, the rest of you would’ve been slaughtered before nightfall! Puheheh!”
The wolf-shaped beastman was stripped of tag 444 by the Orc King, and with that, the Beastmen were eliminated. Two races fell in an instant.
“Hmph.”
And then—
“The night is nearly over. I smell dawn.”
The Demons quietly withdrew.
“Once the sun rises, it will only expose us at our worst. Better to leave in grace than linger in disgrace. A human once said, ‘Leave while the applause still sounds.’”
Without hesitation, they forfeited as the sky lightened.
 The Demons’ tag number 444 was cast to the ground.
“This will do. I’ve had fun watching the fascinating humans.”
Thus, three races withdrew. As dawn broke, only three remained—Humans, Orcs, and Dwarves.
And then…
“That one… is just a 「Sword Walker」…?”
Amid the chaos, one human fighter stood at the center of all attention.
***
The broken blade of 「Gale」 had marked the wanderer’s end. Even snapped, the sword he’d held to the very last breath resembled him—unyielding, mocked by all, unrecognized by anyone, yet steadfast, even if his efforts bore no fruit.
The old master of Gale never knew where his final wind reached. But as he died, he held no regrets.
He did not look back on his life—only faced the present that embodied it.
Like a wind that wandered without destination.
Like a gale that swept forward, brushing past all things.
The wind was complete precisely because it never looked back for results.
“Haa—”
My body, now light, moved freely across the battlefield.
My senses were razor-sharp, detecting enemies before they came near.
My 「Path」 collided with theirs—a phenomenon that always occurred when swordsmen above the level of 「Sword Walker」 crossed blades.
Victory depended on whose Path was more efficient, more complete.
But right now, I didn’t need to go through that process.
“……?”
There was no collision. I merely let them pass.
The moment their blades brushed mine, their Paths faltered—disrupted, tangled, shattered.
A sword that broke the flow. Centered on me, the gale swept my foes away.
Even 「Sword Runners」 could not easily counter such a mystery.
I saw many paths. The disciplined, steady Path of the knight Fetel. The wary, doubting Path born of my own suspicion. And the blazing Path of a Hero, revealed only in rare moments.
But at this moment, I followed none of them. Instead, I chose one more faint, aimless, and free of destination—the wanderer’s 「Path of the Wind.」
“What kind of clown trick is this!”
It was not a Path meant to sever necks.
It merely brushed past. As the wind touched them, their paths twisted into chaotic spirals, turning into whirling vortices centered around me. Enemies lost balance without knowing why.
「For a chaotic melee, this sword is unmatched.」
 Liam’s words were right. In this moment, I was like a ghost in the Arena.
An invisible phantom that none could touch—a Sword Demon.
But I needed to remember—No matter how wondrous this sword’s power was…
“Hooh.”
—I was still just a fledgling.
“The descendant of Steel—wielding quite an interesting blade, aren’t you?”
The wind stopped at the battlefield’s center. As my trance faded, I looked up. Before me stood a figure clad in pitch-black iron armor.
A dwarf—yet not merely a dwarf. His stature was small, but his presence was immense.
“At your current level, you shouldn’t possess such power. Is it the strength of Steel?”
I could not see his path. Nor could I sweep him away with wind.
Because—
「Now you’ll know how those who faced your sword felt, young descendant.」
His aura was heavy—immensely dense and solid.
As if…
「Not quite like us, but strikingly close.」
…it was the same as looking at my own sword— born from the core of my heart.
「He’s forged Steel itself.」
 「Not through blessed blood—but through pure effort.」
Yes. He was truly an Iron Man.
“I cleared the field of distractions before coming. You see?”
Dwight grinned and pointed behind him.
“Now only we dwarves and you humans remain.”
Behind him lay the massive body of the fallen Orc King—eyes rolled back, a large X engraved across his 444-tag clenched in his teeth.
The Orcs had been defeated—likely by the dwarf before me.
“How ironic. You, descendant of Steel, belong to both races, do you not? How amusing.”
 “……”
 “Whoever wins, you lose nothing. Hah!”
Dwight’s eyes gleamed.
“I showed disgrace earlier. My heart says I’d grant you anything you wish, descendant of Steel—but I doubt you’d want an empty victory, would you?”
 “No.”
 “I think what would please you most is trial. A harsh, unrelenting trial that hammers the Steel Blood within you until it’s on the verge of breaking.”
He drew a massive hammer from his back.
“In return for my earlier disgrace, I’ll be that trial.”
 “……”
 “I assure you—”
For a moment, I saw a hallucination.
The dwarf before me vanished—replaced by something far greater.
“You will now face the wall.”
Before me stood a fortress.
***
「I’ll be honest, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「Sending that dwarf into battle is practically cheating.」
Liam’s tone was grave.
「It’s no wonder that mighty orc fell. Even with all his strength, he was just an elder.」
The dwarf before me said nothing—just stared.
「To defeat this one, the orcs would’ve needed at least a chieftain—and even then, they wouldn’t have won. At best, it would’ve been an even match.」
 “……”
 「Do you know why?」
Still, Dwight appeared to me as a fortress—an unshakable bastion of iron. 
I was briefly overwhelmed, but as my focus sharpened, I saw the truth.
It wasn’t a fortress. It only looked like one.
It was armor. Which meant—「He’s a Sword Expert.」
The mark of mastery.
“I won’t hold back, descendant of Steel. The foes you’ll face ahead will be far mightier than I. You’ll battle those who command armor itself, and beyond them, the ones who’ve forged their souls into blades—the Absolutes. Just as the great Karavan once did in the Era of War.”
 “……”
 “And inevitably, you’ll cross swords with the Prince’s Executioner.”
Dwight’s voice was steady as he lifted his hammer.
“Compared to them, I’m nothing but a weakling. They can erase dwarves from the world with a single sword, wage war against a nation and carve it out of history, even cut through heaven and sea to mock the gods themselves.”
 “……”
 “One day, you will stand among them. That is the fate of Steel—the destiny flowing through your blood.”
The hammer in his grasp began to move.
“I pray this trial serves you well.”
Thus began the final battle of the 「Race Duel」.
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“……That’s a lie, right?”
The human fighters gathered to protect me all reacted the same way.
“The dwarves have lost their minds. What kind of lunatic race sends out a 「Sword Expert」 for a Race Duel?”
 “This is as shocking as when the orc high chieftain showed up that one time.”
The 「Race Duel」 was meant to be a kind of event match. When the orc side sent their high chieftain before, everyone understood—it was the orcs, after all. They were an unpredictable, mad race by nature. But why would the dwarves, whose true experts were rare and precious, send out someone like that?
To the human warriors watching, it was incomprehensible.
The humans had no chance of winning from the start. Their strongest fighter barely reached the level of a 「Sword Runner」, and most hadn’t even come to defend their race’s honor—they just wanted a bit of attention or prize money. So it was only natural that morale had completely collapsed.
“Damn it. I’m out.”
 “What the hell is this…”
The hesitant fighters all withdrew. Not because they were cowards.
The human participants were brave—worthy of the title fighter. They had risked their lives countless times against stronger foes, triumphed in honest duels, and earned glory through blood and steel.
But a 「Sword Expert」? That was beyond reason.
They could face a giant made of stone.
They could wage war against a horde with nothing but a spear.
But against that thing? Never.
Even the bravest warrior could not fight a natural disaster.
You could not swing a sword at a tidal wave, or stand firm against a storm, or dive into a volcano.
Yes— A 「Sword Expert」 was a calamity. An unyielding, wordless force of destruction that one could not resist.
“I forfeit! Take my tag!”
 “You too, hurry! Move!”
Before a disaster, humans could only pray—or run. And no one could laugh at them for it. It was natural. Inevitable.
But then someone said—
“……Then why isn’t that young man running?”
Indeed, they couldn’t understand.
“Maybe he’s given up on living! Come on, move!”
 “No… that’s not it. Look at him.”
Everyone else fled—famous fighters, seasoned swordsmen who’d reached the level of 「Sword Runner」.
But one didn’t.
“That kid… he’s standing like he means to fight.”
A mere 「Sword Walker.」A boy who didn’t even look eighteen. Yet he didn’t run.
He stood firm—like steel.
***
“It’s only natural that your realm is beneath mine, descendant of Steel. You’ve barely begun walking the path of the sword, while I, Dwight, have lived through endless wars since before I could even walk.”
 “……”
 “If I were to move, you’d be crushed before you could blink. So—”
He raised three fingers.
“I’ll let you strike three times. No defense, no evasion, no counterattack. You may unleash everything you have.”
 “……”
 “Don’t misunderstand—this isn’t mercy for the weak, nor arrogance of the strong. It’s simple greed.”
Through the gap of his black iron helm, I saw his gleaming eyes.
“I’ve always wanted to see it with my own eyes—the famed Steel Blood spoken of only in legend. To feel it in my own flesh. That is my ugly desire.”
Yes—there was no arrogance in Dwight’s tone. Only hunger.
“And as a descendant of Steel, you must understand.”
I understood instinctively.
“This isn’t compassion. It’s a harsher trial than being killed in a single blow. A crueler ordeal than death.”
I could tell just from the pressure alone—even if I swung for decades, I wouldn’t leave a scratch on him.
That was the scale of the difference.
“So then—strike, descendant of Steel.”
His heavy voice echoed.
“Show me how solid you truly are.”
His presence pressed down like gravity.
I could barely breathe. And in that suffocating stillness, I understood what he meant by “a harsh trial.”
The hand gripping my sword trembled helplessly.
Reason whispered that it was hopeless.
No strike of mine could wound Dwight. And when he saw my swordplay, he would be disappointed—the fantasy he held of Steel Blood would shatter.
He would see me for what I was: small, powerless, pathetic.
Yes. A cruel trial indeed.
I hadn’t even swung, yet I already felt defeated. It was more humiliating than being thrown to the dirt. More degrading than being jeered at by thousands.
As I looked down at my trembling hand, memory surfaced.
Yeah. It had been like this before.
“……Damn it.”
When that cursed Swordmaster had come to my estate.
When Swordmaster Carlos stood over the blood-stained earth, my parents dead, my home in ruins, his sword dripping with my family’s blood.
What had I done then? Nothing.
I’d frozen, paralyzed by fear.
Even with my parents’ killer before me, I’d done nothing but tremble.
I still remembered that trembling.
 The pounding of my terrified heart.
 The cold sweat.
 The metallic stink of blood.
 The way every hair on my body stood on end.
I remembered it—painfully, vividly.
And that was why—
“Hooh.”
—I could never let it happen again.
 Better to die than feel that helplessness again.
 Better to fall here, fighting, than live another day in fear.
“Truly… that heart of steel is no myth.”
I forced my legs to move. My stance was clumsy, but firm.
 Dwight’s voice rumbled.
“For a mere 「Sword Walker」 to bare his fangs before a 「Sword Expert」—I’m honestly impressed.”
 “……”
 “But that’s not enough. Show me more.”
“Show me—your path!”
I drew in a breath and swung. Mana surged. My Mana Heart thundered, flooding me with strength. Every slash I’d ever learned, every will I’d absorbed through my sword burned into this strike.
『The last thing I remember was a burning mansion.』Mary’s 「Needle」.
『The Free City of Crowley failed to live up to its name.』The nameless assassin’s Fang.
『The boy dreamed of becoming the hero.』Knight Fetel’s twilight.
『There is no paradise for the runaway.』Orc great warrior Beric’s Wild Instinct.
『My life was like a passing wind.』The wanderer’s Gale.
“Haa.”
All those blades intertwined within me.
All their wills fused into a single flawless strike.
And yet—
“Incredible. That swing was like watching ghosts. I can’t even guess how many blades were in it.”
 “……”
 “But…”
None of them reached him.
The wall before me remained unbroken.
“In the end, they’re just the blades of ghosts, aren’t they? Forgotten lives that left no mark on history.”
The one wounded was me.
 My hand trembled violently.
 My grip weakened.
 My head spun; my knees nearly gave out.
 My stomach twisted in nausea.
Mana shock.
The backlash of clashing against mana is far denser than my own.
 Pain rippled through me like my heart was being torn apart.
 I’d already pushed my body to its limits using 「Gale」—now, with mana shock, it was a complete overload.
My flesh and bones felt like they were splintering.
It hurt. But—
“Haaa─!”
—I could endure it.
 Pain was nothing compared to helplessness.
 The agony only made me sharper, clearer, more alive.
“Enough ghosts. I want to see your sword—the sword of Karavan!”
The sword of Karavan. His words struck me.
Did such a thing exist?
“If all Karavan could do was devour the swords of others, how could your clan ever have stood at the pinnacle of an era? Mimicking dead blades is a trick, nothing more. The true power of Steel Blood lies elsewhere!”
I had learned much from my master. But never that.
“Show me, descendant of Steel!”
Not knowing, I could only show what I did know.
 I sliced mana thin—shaping it into a line. The unbreakable Path of Steel.
“Sharp, for your level. But against legend? Worthless!”
The line shattered instantly.
 The unstoppable Path… stopped.
My second strike had failed.
“Show me true Steel─!”
The sword might break. No, my body might.
If my body was made of iron, then now it was rusted thin—fragile enough to shatter at a child’s touch.
「Young descendant.」
I could not retreat. Even if I broke here, I would not step back.
「Are you confused?」
I could not allow myself—or anyone—to grant me permission to fall.
「They ask you to show what you don’t know. Confusing, isn’t it?」
 “……”
 「Each martial house has its secret sword—its own techniques, its own steps, its own breath. But all I taught you was Steel. That’s why you’re lost, isn’t it?」
If I didn’t know—then I would swing anyway.
If I didn’t understand—then I would fight anyway.
 That much, I knew for sure.
「I never taught you our family’s unique sword, or its steps, or its breath. Nothing concrete, nothing certain.」
 “……”
 「And that confuses you, doesn’t it?」
My third strike failed to cut through the armor.
「There’s no need for confusion, young descendant.」
Disappointment began to cloud Dwight’s face.
「Trust in what you’ve learned. In your sword. Trust in the teachings of your great master, who painted the darkest age in steel. Trust in me. And…」
 “……”
 「Trust in yourself.」
Even through his helm, I saw it—his disappointment.
「Trust in your father, who was maddened by battle yet protected you to the end. Trust in your mother, frail and gentle, who clung to life just to keep you safe. Trust in the Steel that runs through your veins.」
Was this truly the extent of Karavan?
Was it all just myth and ashes?
「Even tarnished steel does not break.」
It didn’t matter. Whether Dwight was disappointed, whether legends crumbled—it didn’t matter.
「Swordsmanship isn’t a technique. It isn’t how you swing, how you step, or how you breathe.
 What matters most is who swings it.」
I was still standing. Exhausted, but upright.
My vision blurred, but my eyes stayed open.
Then I would fight.
「Picture the summit you wish to reach. When you stand there, what will you wield? To face the Swordmaster you hate most—what do you need?」
 “……”
 「To cut down this unjust world that steals your happiness, what kind of sword must you forge?」
Thud.
Dwight moved his foot.
The ground shook, the vibration running up through me. His cold gaze pierced me. But I wasn’t afraid. I didn’t move back. I simply raised my sword.
“Three strikes are done. I’m… disappointed.”
I wasn’t listening to him anymore.
 I was listening to the question inside me.
The man before me was no longer Dwight. Not a 「Sword Expert」, not a dwarf, not a general.
“Perhaps the trial was too harsh.”
What kind of sword could cut down everything that tormented me? The moment that question formed, I saw a clear sky. A brilliant blue sky, dotted with white clouds and birdsong.
“Next time we meet, I hope you won’t disappoint me.”
Even on that day—when I lost everything—the sky had looked just like this.
My father’s head hung from a flagpole.
My mother lay still, her face at peace.
Their armor and helmets shattered, scattered across the dirt.
Even then, the sky had been blue. 
The sun had risen bright and merciless, illuminating the tragedy with the same light that shone on everyday life.
And now, in that remembered sky, the sun changed. It was no longer calm. It grew immense—its flames fierce and violent, burning as if to incinerate the world.
“May it be so…”
And the instant I imagined it—heat roared through me.
A searing, all-consuming fire.
For a moment, I was the flame—burning, melting, devouring.
“……?”
Was the thing in my hand a sword—or a blaze?
“What… is this…?”
I couldn’t tell. It was too hot to hold.
If I simply kept gripping it, it would burn my hand, my body, my very heart.
To survive, I had only one choice—Before I was consumed, I had to burn everything that tormented me.
My enemies.
My hatred.
And—
「Now that’s more like it. Congratulations, young descendant.」
—this unfair world that took everything from me.
「From this moment forth, you’ve stepped into the realm of Mystery.」
***
“The duel is over!”
Silence fell. Dwight stood still.
“The victors of this Race Duel—the dwarves of the Sky Mountains!”
He held the 444-tag in his hand. Cheers erupted in the distance. But Dwight heard none of it.
“For the first time in decades, the dwarves claim victory! Let us all celebrate this glorious triumph!”
Dwight looked down at the fallen youth. At the shattered blade in his hand. Silver fragments glinted faintly in the dirt. Broken, lifeless. And yet—
“…The legend wasn’t a lie.”
The fragments weren’t just scattered on the ground.
Trembling, Dwight raised his hand to his armor—his invincible black-iron armor that no elf elder or orc champion had ever scratched. Over his heart—There, embedded deep.
“…The words of our ancestors were true. Poor fools that we are.”
A shard of the sword.
A single sliver of its edge, driven into the thickest plate.
A 「Sword Walker’s」 blade had pierced a 「Sword Expert’s」 armor.
No—perhaps that wasn’t quite right.
At the final moment, before the boy fell, Dwight had seen it.
“It’s not over yet.”
That face twisted in defiance.
The clumsy sword raised high. And behind him—beyond his broken armor and tattered form—something faint had unfurled.
Something he’d never seen in all his life.
Something unimaginable. And yet unmistakable.
Wings.
“……The Age of Steel isn’t over yet.”
The greatest wings he had ever seen.
Wings of Steel.
***
「Designation: Gale」
 「A broken sword containing the life of the wanderer of the Great Land.」
 「Imbued with the Mystery of Wind.」
 「Assimilation complete.」
 .
 .
 .
 「The Steel Blood is hungry.」
 「Consume a new sword.」
Chapter 64
Chapter 64 – The Night Before (1)
“Son, do you know about butterflies?”
My mother once said that to me.
“You only ever see the beautiful butterflies that appear in the garden, but they were once insignificant caterpillars that chewed on leaves deep in the forest.”
 “Caterpillars? Don’t butterflies fly from the moment they’re born?”
 “That’s right. Those tiny creatures, no bigger than a fingernail, nibble at leaves and slowly grow their bodies while hiding from other insects’ eyes. They live a dull, pitiful existence for a very long time.”
There was a butterfly with splendid wings resting on my mother’s hand.
“When they endure those dull and dangerous days—when they endure them over and over—glory finally comes to them. Wings that everyone envies sprout, and they no longer have to hide from prying eyes. They spread their magnificent wings and soar toward the blue sky.”
Her voice was gentle and kind as she continued,
“Arhan, my dear son. Someday, a hard and sorrowful day may come for you too. The world is harsher and more unreasonable than the fairy tales you love.”
 “……”
 “The trials that await you might last for a very long time. Like the caterpillars that live hidden in the lowest places, you may have to avoid others’ eyes, enduring long years alone without anyone’s help.”
The sun that day was dazzlingly bright. It was a hot, summer day.
“Such is the life of men in this Iron Kingdom. Even your carefree, dreamer of a father once endured cruel times. So did Demern, that always-smiling blacksmith. Perhaps it’s not only men. Before I met your father, I also suffered through such times. My childhood in Blade City was so terrible that I can hardly bear to recall it.”
 “……”
 “Maybe it’s not only men who live harsh lives, nor only those who live in the Iron Kingdom. Perhaps everyone in this world does. So, Arhan, my son—one day, you too will face the coldness of this world.”
It had been hard for me to understand back then, but I could clearly feel the affection in her voice.
“Whenever that time comes, remember the butterfly.”
My mother stroked my head. As I leaned into her soft touch, the butterfly on her hand beat its wings and took flight.
“Live without breaking. Don’t yield to the world just because it’s hard now. Endure today for the sake of tomorrow. Look not at the pain of today, but toward the radiant tomorrow.”
The butterfly gleaming in the sunlight was breathtakingly beautiful.
“When that harsh time passes, you too will be reborn as a butterfly.”
Yes, it truly was beautiful.
“A butterfly with wings so splendid that everyone will envy you… able to fly anywhere you wish.”
Why this memory surfaced now, I didn’t know. It rose like a mirage, too warm, too vivid.
I didn’t want to wake from it. I didn’t want to return to reality. I just wanted to remain a boy, safe in the lush lands of my family’s estate, in my mother’s arms.
Just stay like this. Peacefully.
“…Fighter.”
Ah, Mother.
The harsh season that has come to me is too much to bear. Too cruel for someone so young and weak.
 I need you.
 I need your gentle voice, and Father’s kind eyes as he told his old tales.
 I need the clumsy but passionate nanny, and the butler who moved slowly but never erred.
“Li…ttle… Gladiator.”
I’m still too weak to endure this cruel time alone. So please, don’t go. Stay with me a little longer. I’m not ready to let you go. I… I still…
“Wake… up. Lit…tle Gladiator…”
Breathing hurts. It felt like I was drowning slowly underwater.
A faint voice called my name from beyond the surface, desperate.
Yet the water—ironically—felt both suffocating and comforting.
How could the sensation of dying feel so peaceful?
The strength drained from my body. And then—
「Young descendant.」
The tender scenery before my eyes was consumed by flames. Those I longed for turned to ash and vanished, and in their place, countless blades thrust upward from the blackened ground. 
They looked like gravestones for the dead—or swords abandoned by their masters.
Among them was a chair made of swords.
No, to call it a mere chair was not enough. It was far too magnificent. If it needed a name, it could only be one thing—the Throne of Swords.
「It is not yet your time to come here.」
 “……”
 「Did you not swear revenge? Did you not say you would become a Swordmaster? Did you not declare you would be strong enough to kill one?」
Upon that grand Throne of Swords sat an old man with the face of a lion.
I knew that face. But this time, he wasn’t a faint, ghostly image—he had a complete body, a complete presence, and his eyes met mine.
「Go back. To where you belong.」
Agony pierced through me, unbearable and sharp—as if a thousand blades ran through my body from head to toe. 
And then—“Wake up, Little Gladiator—!”
The once-distant voice now rang clear.
“Hah!”
I gasped, drawing a ragged breath. When I opened my eyes, I saw countless people standing around me. All of them were watching me. Among the crowd of gazes, I spotted one familiar, sly grin.
「You thick-headed brat. You sure sleep a lot.」
It was my master—once again in his ghostly form.
「The sun’s already high. Get up and do what you must.」
***
The first event of 「Infinite Duel」—the Race Duel—had ended with the dwarves as victors.
But no one was impressed.
After all, what attention could a race led by a 「Sword Expert」 expect to get? Instead of praise, the dwarves were criticized for fielding an overpowered champion.
People grumbled: The tension broke, the balance shattered—it was like watching an epic knightly duel suddenly struck down by lightning. Like reading a chivalric romance only for everyone to drop dead in the last chapter. Like… well, like being interrupted mid-dump.
It wasn’t the first time this had happened. When the orc chieftain once appeared and annihilated everyone, the same complaints flew. So the dwarves didn’t bother to make excuses.
They admitted fault—openly.
Their goal had never been to win, anyway, but to advertise their goods. So they decided to spin the criticism into noise marketing.
The siege weapons 「Thunderbolt」 and 「Explosion Shell」—which they’d flaunted throughout the Infinite Duel—hit the market at discounted prices. And, as always, people loved cheap, high-quality tools.
The dwarves might’ve lost face temporarily, but they sold plenty and recouped their profits soon enough.
Still, aside from all that business talk, one name was burning brightest in the Iron City.
“The Sword Demon, Liam. He’ll become a great man, mark my words.”
 “Which academy did he come from? His swordsmanship was extraordinary.”
 “I studied his movements—they resemble those of the warriors from the Great Land of the East. Could be a master from there. They say strange geniuses roam that continent.”
The former Little Gladiator—The Sword Demon Liam.
He was the hottest fighter in the Iron City.
“I bet half my fortune on him and lost everything—but I don’t regret it.”
 “Ha! It was an honor.”
The reason for his popularity was simple. He had delivered spectacular moments in the Race Duel, but, above all, he embodied everything the Iron City admired—struggle and valor.
“If the Goddess Refri herself had been watching, she would’ve done three flips in the sky.”
 “That sounds almost blasphemous…”
 “Just a figure of speech!”
A mere 「Sword Walker」—yet he never backed down from a fight.
 He dove into battlefields teeming with stronger foes. He outsmarted the orcs with logic, and even when everyone else fled, he—the weakest among them—stood face-to-face against a 「Sword Expert.」
The perfect embodiment of the underdog, and of the “struggle” the Goddess Refri preached.
No wonder people’s hearts burned for him.
At last, a fighter worthy of the name warrior.
“I’ve been a fan since his match against the Black Bride.”
 “The Black Bride? Don’t compare that no-name wench to our Sword Demon! You think someone who fought a Sword Expert is some pushover?”
 “Sword Demon Liam is a god. No arguments.”
 “Ahh, this—this is the hope of mankind!”
And thus, the name Sword Demon Liam spread farther than ever before.
While I, Arhan, lay in the Arena Recovery Room eating sliced apples,completely unaware.
Well—“…Liam?”
As always, fame wasn’t entirely a good thing.
“Why… that goddamn name of all things…”
Anyway, time moved on.
***
“They said it’s not that serious.”
That was the doctor’s report.
My injuries weren’t grave.
Dwight hadn’t struck me seriously—had he fought in earnest, I wouldn’t be lying in this bed; I’d be floating somewhere like Liam’s ghost.
I hadn’t lost consciousness from his attack, but from the backlash of forcing 「Gale」 to its limit—and from another force I’d unknowingly awakened at the end.
That searing heat that consumed my whole body…It had burned my heart and mind until I blacked out.
「The omen of wings.」
Liam had explained it to me.
「The path within your body is hardening. Your inner force is beginning to affect the outer world—your Mystery is preparing to awaken. For a moment, that Mystery broke through.」
Yes. For just a moment, I had glimpsed the fragment of a 「Sword Runner.」
「But that doesn’t mean you are a Sword Runner. As I told you before, for a Karavan to reach that stage is a rare ordeal indeed.」
 “…Yes, I remember.”
 「So don’t get cocky. You’re still worthless—slow, talentless, and your willpower’s rotten.」
 “……”
Even bedridden, Liam showed no mercy. Truly, a Swordmaster’s blade was sharp enough to stab even a dying man.
「Remember this: the Wings of Karavan are forged from three blades. You’ve only digested one, young descendant.」
Indeed. The path ahead was long.
Well then—
“One more apple, please.”
 “Okay, just a second.”
So maybe resting a little longer was fine.
“Say ‘ah~’.”
 “Yes.”
Seol Yoon sat beside me, knife in hand, slicing the apple with surgical precision.
The other fighters in the Recovery Room glared daggers at me.
 I’d seen those looks before.
Their faces said it all: What’s this bastard doing with his girlfriend here? Why are we stuck with nothing but sweaty dudes? Why doesn’t anyone visit me when I’m sick?
I just lay there and grinned back at them.
“Cutting apples is kinda fun.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah. It’s like peeling someone’s face off. Or maybe carving out their heart? Either way, it’s not bad.”
 “……”
I just hoped the others hadn’t heard her—because her innocent face and disturbingly skilled knife-work were terrifying together.
***
After the Race Duel ended, after the name Sword Demon Liam echoed across the city,
after enduring those heated stares in the Recovery Room—time passed quietly. Eventually, the Arena announced the second event of the Infinite Duel—the War Duel.
Thanks to Iron Heart’s resilience, I recovered quickly and attended the announcement with Seol Yoon.
According to the rules, War Duels recreated battles from history—large-scale team matches meant to honor and remember the wars of the Iron Kingdom.
I wondered which historical war would be chosen. But then—
“…A conquest war fought around the Great Land of the East? I’ve never heard of that. Do you know anything about it, Seol Yoon?”
 “……”
 “Seol Yoon? What’s wrong? You look pale…”
Her face turned ghost-white. She was silent for a moment, then said,
“…My homeland.”
 “Pardon?”
 “It’s the war that destroyed my homeland.”
Her homeland—caught in that war? That didn’t make sense.
The War Duel was supposed to honor Iron Kingdom history.
Why choose a conflict from the far-off East?
But then—
“…You ask if I know? Of course I know. I’ll never forget it.”
Seol Yoon’s expression hardened with fury I’d never seen before.
“My homeland was annihilated in that war.”
I was still reeling from her anger when the Arena revealed more details—and the prize for the winners. Then I understood why they’d chosen this war.
1. Fighters on the “Defender” side—representing the fallen peninsula—will be provided the relics once wielded by that nation’s warriors.
2. Collectors may recognize them as treasures symbolizing the dragon, including the Dragon Sword.
3. Upon conclusion of the War Duel, these relics will be sold in a public auction. Lovers of glorious struggle under the Goddess Refri’s light are invited to participate enthusiastically!
It was nothing more than a grand marketing stunt—a flashy showcase to sell the relics of a dead nation for the highest price. And then came the final line: One fighter from the winning team will earn the right to claim a Dragon Relic. A golden opportunity for those interested in the spoils of a fallen land!
A trap to lure the greedy.
“Little Gladiator.”
Seol Yoon’s cold voice echoed beside me.And I knew—without doubt— “This War Duel… I’m going to win it.”
Yeah.
This wasn’t going to be an easy battle.
Chapter 65
Chapter 65. The Night Before (2)
Genius. That was another name for the girl — Seol Yoon.
“This girl is special.”
Her other name allowed her black hair and black eyes to be seen not as flaws, but as marks of rarity on this foreign continent. From the very first moment she held a sword, she could tell. The moment she gripped that blade — she could be someone special.
“Lucky, aren’t we? To find a gem like this in the sewers.”
It wasn’t arrogance.
“Come with us, Seol Yoon. With your talent, you can live a new life. In this Iron Kingdom, those born with talent are always rewarded.”
 “……”
 “Whether it’s one of the Three Great Academies or a Knight Order of the Blade City, you’ll be accepted anywhere you wish. The word of your talent has spread. Some of the most renowned swordsmen in the Iron Kingdom are coming here as we speak — all wishing to take you as their disciple.”
Her talent changed her life.
“In this Iron Kingdom, all are equal under power. That’s how this place works.”
 “……”
 “It doesn’t matter that you were once a peasant from the now-ruined peninsula, nor that you were a prisoner sold at a slave market by the soldiers of the 「Great Land」. This is the Iron Kingdom.”
But still—
“So stop clinging to that gutter and come along.”
 “……”
 “They can’t come with you. What we need are wolves, not sheep.”
If she had no talent—If Seol Yoon had never held a sword—What would have become of this small girl’s fate?
“Sis, don’t worry about us. Go.”
There was no need to think deeply.
“Don’t look back, sis.”
 “It’s okay, unni.”
In that final moment, when she was being sold to strangers in a foreign land, Seol Yoon saw with her own eyes the future that would have awaited her had she not possessed talent.
“……”
Children barely a year or two younger than Seol Yoon were locked behind rusted iron bars. They were caged, collared like livestock. Each child with a shadowed face had a price tag hung from their neck. Seol Yoon couldn’t read the language of this foreign land, but she could read the numbers. The price placed upon those children — with endless potential — was absurdly low.
“We’re really okay.”
Cheaper than a bundle of wheat bread she’d seen on the way here.
Cheaper than an old ox.
“Remember what you told us on the way here? We all believe it.”
That day, as Seol Yoon alone stepped toward a different fate, she couldn’t take her eyes off the children.
“We’ll go to paradise first and wait for you.”
 “……”
 “So someday, you have to come find us. You’ll come as an Immortal to paradise. You can do it, unni. Yes, you can…”
In their last moment, the children smiled brightly. And so, Seol Yoon parted from them — those children who smiled so cheerfully.
Not long after, Seol Yoon saw those black-haired, black-eyed children again — in the alleys of the Steel City.
They were dead, lying as if asleep.
Every one of them.
***
After the announcement of the 「War Duel」, countless fighters showed burning interest.
No one questioned why the theme was a war from the Eastern Continent — the Arena’s sole logic had always been “fun.” As long as it entertained the audience, that was enough. The 「War Duel」 promised great excitement, and so any controversy was quickly buried.
Besides, the 「Conquest War」 had once been a conflict in which the Iron Kingdom itself had participated. Naturally so — there were few large-scale wars across the continent where the Iron Kingdom had not joined. An old proverb even said: Where there is war, there will always be Steel.
True to that saying, the Iron Kingdom took part in the war of the East, and it was the Iron-Blood Legion that finally crushed the peninsula devastated by the legions of the 「Great Land」. Soldiers of the Iron Kingdom trampled the desolated soil, hunted down captives for sport, and plundered treasures from the burning royal palace at will. Among those spoils was the Dragon’s relic.
Though its original worth was low, the 「Arena」 imbued it with legend — breathing story into it. That was their greatest art.
All over Steel City, people buzzed with talk of the upcoming 「War Duel」. Some were excited, some anxious, and some indifferent. Yet among them were those with dark expressions.
“It wasn’t a ‘ruined peninsula.’ It was Han. Call it by its true name, you Western snub-nosed bastards.”
 “……”
 “Call it the Korean Peninsula — unless you wish to die pierced by the swords of the fallen.”
Those with black hair and black eyes —Swordsmen from the Eastern Continent — emanated a terrifying aura. Several drunkards who had uttered insults toward them ended up dead. 
Headless corpses rolled in the streets, forcing Ferma’s city guards to rush about in alarm.
And—
“…I’ll return the day before the War Duel begins.”
Seol Yoon was among those filled with fury.
“……”
Upon hearing the details of the 「War Duel」, she declared she would win — and vanished soon after, taking only her sword. The last look on her face had been like ice — cold as if forged from the bitter north, brittle enough to shatter if touched.
But I couldn’t stop her.
「Your face looked worse than hers once, young descendant.」
Because I understood better than anyone how she felt.
The rage that bound one to the past — the feeling of swinging one’s sword driven by that rage — I knew it all too well. So I let her go. As I watched her departing back, Liam said:
「Leave the girl be. Worry about yourself.」
 “Are you sure she’ll be fine?”
 「Of course not. But have you forgotten what I said about her?」
Liam raised an eyebrow.
「That girl is a genius, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「You should know — I never lie about the sword. The talent I saw in her is unmistakable — the talent of a true genius.」
His voice grew firm.
「You don’t yet understand how terrifying and violent the gift of a genius can be. That’s why you can still ask foolish questions like whether she’ll be fine.」
Liam’s gaze fixed on me.
「Mark my words, young descendant. Before this duel even begins, that girl will surpass your realm. You’ll come to realize — painfully — how unfair heaven’s gift to geniuses truly is.」
 “…You mean—”
 「Yes.」
Liam nodded.
「That girl will soon spread her wings. She’ll become a Sword Runner.」
And in my experience, Liam was never wrong about such things.
Thus, the night before the duel — the night before the storm — flowed on through the Steel City.
***
The atmosphere in Ferma, the Steel City, burned hot.
Even the random killings by Eastern swordsmen, or drunken brawls that broke out every night — nothing could cool the fever of the city.
Amidst that unending heat, a guest visited my lodging.
“You’ve recovered quickly, heir of Steel. The legends weren’t wrong — they said the heart of Steel hardens faster the more it’s struck. Like a blade that cools and tempers the instant it leaves the forge.”
Thud— a mug of beer hit the table. Beyond it stood a group of splendidly bearded dwarves. And at their center — Dwight. Yes, that terrifying dwarf was my guest.
“What brings you here?”
 “Perhaps to see the end of the duel I couldn’t finish last time?”
 “Then I suppose I’ll die. Will you at least give me time to leave a will?”
 “Puhaha! Still can’t take a joke, can you? How do you say such things with that straight face? I’m beginning to think your skin’s made of steel too.”
Ah…Had I finally inherited my master’s steel-faced composure? I sighed at Dwight’s teasing.
“Enough jokes. Let me explain why I came.”
 “I’m listening.”
 “All dwarves who came to the Steel City as fighters are leaving soon — myself included. Only the young merchants and artisans will remain.”
He took a deep gulp of beer — kyaah — a resounding sigh.
 “Heir of Steel, I won’t return to this city. I’m a general sworn to defend the Dwarven Kingdom. If I’m gone too long, the harshness of the Sky Mountains will tear down our walls in days.”
 “……”
 “And if I stay too long, I’ll draw the attention of that monster.”
 “Monster… you mean—”
 “The Prince’s Executioner.”
Swordmaster Carlos. Dwight spoke his name.
“That monster might use our meeting as a pretext to invade our kingdom and slaughter every dwarf over eighteen. Our walls, weapons, centuries of tactics — none of it would stop him. That’s what it means to be a Swordmaster.”
 “Of course. Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.”
 “So yes, I’m running away — disgracefully, but out of fear.”
Dwight’s eyes burned with frustration.
“But no matter how afraid I am, I can’t leave without doing something. Knowing that the heir of Steel still stands — I’ll offer what little aid I can.”
 “Little aid?”
At my question, Dwight tapped the shoulder of the dwarf beside him.
“If it were up to me, I’d give you every weapon in the 「Golden Vault」. Legendary swords that once belonged to heroes — they’d amplify your power immensely.”
 “……”
 “Among them are blades used by your ancestors — the 「Karavans」 of the age of glory. We’ve kept them safe.”
 “……!”
 “But the 「Golden Vault」 lies far away — and it cannot be opened now. The greedy master of the sky is watching us.”
 “You mean—”
 “The Dragon.”
At that word, Dwight’s voice trembled.
“If we open the Vault while those creatures watch, their breath will burn us to ash — and they’ll steal every treasure, hoarding it in their nests. So, not yet.”
 “……”
 “So as I said, what I can give now is small.”
Then, the dwarf beside him hefted a huge bundle onto the floor — thud! — the heavy sound echoed. I glanced from the bundle to Dwight. My eyes asked the question.
He answered.
“When we fought, I noticed something — your weapons are crude.”
 “……”
 “These aren’t our finest works, but still far better than what you’re using. Choose freely.”
Inside the bundle lay an astonishing number of weapons — not just blades. Armor, boots, gauntlets — every kind of gear imaginable. And every one of them gleamed like top-quality masterpieces.
“You’re… just giving these to me?”
A windfall. Even Daisy’s gifted weapon couldn’t compare to this trove. Dwight nodded, eyes shining.
“These are nothing. Take them.”
The dwarves’ generosity was overwhelming.
Even I could tell — these were no ordinary arms. Mithril-coated armor that glowed blue, longswords emanating an eerie edge — all of them extraordinary. As I admired them, Dwight continued:
“I’ll also send word to my smiths. At any forge, say ‘I’ve come to collect the debt of Steel in Dwight’s name.’ They’ll do any job for you, free of charge.”
An astonishing offer —With my current coin, I couldn’t even buy a discarded steel ingot, let alone a dwarven sword. Yet Dwight spoke as if this was trivial.
“Heir of Steel.”
 “Yes.”
 “The power you bear will one day outgrow even dwarven craftsmanship. Your swings will ruin blades in one strike, crush boots in a step, tear armor with a leap.”
 “……”
 “When that day comes, come to the Sky Mountains. I’ll be waiting in the Dwarven Kingdom.”
Dwight’s voice was resolute.
“When that time comes, I’ll open the lock of the 「Golden Vault」 for you myself.”
***
After that distant promise, Dwight and his kin departed. I returned to the inn to carefully choose among the gear they’d left. Before leaving, Dwight had given one last piece of advice.
“As we leave, other mighty warriors of various races are leaving too. The next duel may not be as fierce as the Race Duel. Still, don’t lower your guard. The greedy are sometimes deadlier than demons in the night — and more tenacious than beastfolk in the mountains. Stay sharp.”
I took his words to heart.
I had no intention of relaxing.
Even if many extraordinary fighters had left, in the 「Infinite Duel」 I was still one among countless warriors — nothing more. The Steel City might chant my name for my bravery, not my skill.
So my task remained unchanged: Stay vigilant. Doubt everything. Walk the best path, and win.
No matter who the opponent was.
As I steadied my mind once more, the night before the war drew to its close.
The start of the 「War Duel」 approached.
Then—
「Young descendant.」
Liam murmured as the dawn sun rose.
「Be especially careful this time.」
His tone was heavy with meaning.
「The swords are coming. Ten swords.」
***
As the 「Infinite Duel」 continued, the number of people flooding into Ferma skyrocketed. After the thrilling 「Race Duel」, spectators now gathered to witness the second event — the 「War Duel」 — in person. Where crowds gathered, merchants followed, eager to profit. And where money gathered, everything else did too.
Naturally, that included bandits.
“Oh-ho, look at these fine gentlemen — full of confidence.”
When crowds swell, thieves thrive. Bandits across the Iron Kingdom caught wind of the rumors and swarmed the routes leading to the Steel City.
“Do we really have to rob them, boss?”
 “Why not?”
 “They’ve got no baggage, no carriage — look broke. Let’s skip ‘em and go for the next lot. Plenty of merchant caravans around.”
Among them was a particularly notorious criminal.
“Idiot. Can’t you tell he’s a noble? Ransoms like that could make us rich. Attacking merchants is dangerous — who knows what mercenaries they’ve hired? I heard one caravan even brought a witch from the Sky Empire for protection.”
 “Wh-what? A witch?”
 “Yeah. So just do as I say. Have you ever seen the ‘Butcher’ Pen fail?”
 “Haha! Never, boss! We’ll follow your lead!”
The Butcher Pen. A cunning criminal who once wiped out entire Knight Orders — infamous for his brilliance and brutality. 
At that moment, Pen brimmed with confidence. In his mind, he already saw the glory — other bandits chanting his name, his fame spreading through the Iron Kingdom. A pleasant dream of infamy and profit—“Stop right there, you fools!”
Lost in his fantasy, Pen raised his beloved twin-bladed axe and blocked two travelers. No carriage, no load — two men walking alone. He sensed no mana (Mana) from either of them, no hint of danger. Civilians, clearly.
Arrogant nobles, he thought.
Who else would dare walk through such a forest road without even a single guard?
“On your knees! You’re the targets of the ‘Butcher’ Pen! Behave, and I’ll spare your lives — for a fair ransom, hehehe!”
Pen laughed, spittle flying. But the two men didn’t move.
They didn’t even flinch — just stood there, staring silently.
Pen thought they were frozen in fear.
He thought so—until the man on the right lowered his hood.
“How many times must I see this? So many vermin gnawing at the dignity of the Iron Kingdom. I’ve seen your kind bleed a thousand times — yet still you remain.”
When the hood fell, moonlight gleamed upon the man’s hair — gray, cold, like steel.
“You refused the carriage, Your Highness, and insisted on walking. Naturally such pests would appear.”
 “Indeed. But what does it matter? The air is fresh, and even this black-hearted man beside me adds to the scenery. It’s a rare thrill — a delightful diversion.”
Gray hair. No — to Pen’s eyes, it wasn’t gray. It wasn’t even silver.
“Ah, I suppose I missed the first event. No matter. What I see before me will be a far more beautiful dance.”
In the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, that color had only one meaning.
The color of steel — the symbol of iron blood.
The mark of the kingdom’s ruler.
“Uh… u-uhh…”
Pen’s mind went blank.
Then he glanced at the other man — the one in rags beside the steel-haired noble.
At that instant, he felt it. The power he hadn’t sensed before.
Now that they were close, it hit him like a storm.
What stood before him was no man.
“You.”
What stood there—was a sword.
“You’re over eighteen. Unlucky for you.” Ten swords.
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The equipment Dwight had gifted me were all masterpieces. From among them, I chose the ones that would be immediately useful to me.
「Not bad at all.」
After ingesting 「Wild Instinct」, my body no longer held the fragile power of a boy. Yet even so, the nature of my sword had not changed. From 「Needle」 to 「Fang」 and now to 「Gale」, my swords have always shared a single direction. Crude, reckless blades like those of the northern barbarians or orcs did not suit me.
A swift sword. The most fitting way to make use of my doubts — to slit the enemy’s throat through the smallest opening. My body had changed, but my blade still walked that same path.
「A larger body and feral strength are mere tools. To abandon the weapon you’ve honed just because you’ve gained something new — that would be foolish.」
In place of the sword Daisy had gifted me, I chose a longsword with superior cutting power. 
A blade forged from 「Winter Steel」, a rare metal that could only be obtained in the Sky Mountains. Ordinary steel would be sliced apart like wood before this sword’s violent edge.
「Do what you do best, young descendant.」
For armor, I chose pieces made of mithril. They weren’t as sturdy as the black-iron full plate Dwight had worn, but they were light enough not to hinder movement. I equipped a set consisting of mithril armor, boots, and gauntlets — sturdy enough to deflect stray arrows with ease.
To that, I added several daggers for emergency use — all made from the same 「Winter Steel」 as my sword.
「Fine gear, though far too good for your level.」
 “…Is that so?”
 「Indeed. Back in my day, you’d have been lucky to swing a lump of scrap iron you found on a battlefield, you blockheaded fool.」
Winter Steel was among the rarest and finest metals on the continent. It couldn’t compare to the Three Great Metals like Dwight’s Black Iron, but among all obtainable steels, it was second to none.
「Tch. Using such fine things this early will spoil you.」
While Liam grumbled like an old man, my preparations came to an end. I had selected my gear, recovered my condition, and finished assimilating 「Gale」. As time passed, Seol Yoon, who had left without a word, finally returned.
“You’re back.”
 “I promised I’d come a day early.”
Her presence had changed — drastically.
「Hah, after watching you crawl like a slug, seeing a genius take flight is refreshing indeed.」
 “……”
 「Truly, that girl should have inherited the blood of Karavan, not you…」
To be honest, I couldn’t disagree this time. In just a few days, Seol Yoon’s aura had transformed. Even when she had returned from her earlier journey, her growth had been evident — but now, it was incomparable. Beneath her tattered clothes, I could almost see faint wings forming on her back, flickering in and out of view.
I muttered quietly.
 “…Was it always possible to grasp the thread of the 「Sword Runner」 so quickly?”
 「No. Didn’t I tell you? Wings are the highest wall for all swordsmen.」
 “Then…”
Seol Yoon had remained in the realm of the 「Sword Walker」 far longer than I had. She had trained with the sword longer than I’d been alive. Perhaps, I thought, it was merely the difference of time.
「Talent — the gift of a genius.」
But as always, my master never lied when it came to the sword.
「A sword chosen by the heavens.」
 “……”
 「No matter how hard the mediocre chase, they will never catch up — that is the cruel, violent nature of talent. All geniuses are the same, young descendant.」
Seol Yoon had already reached a place far beyond my reach.
“I’ll rest a bit. Tomorrow, I’ll have to use a lot of strength.”
 “Ah, yes.”
She entered the inn with a drowsy look. Even after she disappeared inside, I remained standing there, feeling something complicated stir within me.
「Are you envious?」
 “Honestly, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t.”
 「No need.」
Liam grinned down at me.
「In my time, there were countless swordsmen with talent far beyond hers. The world was overflowing with geniuses — so many that even the ‘geniuses among geniuses’ were as common as stars in the sky.」
 “……”
 「And yet, at the final moment, only steel stood tall.」
His eyes gleamed.
「Be proud. The Steel Blood that flows in your veins has been proven by history — by me — as the mark of invincibility.」
The cool air of dawn grew warm. Slowly, the sun began to rise.
「Wherever you go from here, you will find countless geniuses — dazzling ones whose brilliance makes ordinary people seem dull, perhaps even you.」
 “……”
 「But remember this: even among the rain of geniuses, the peak is always one.」
With the sun at his back, Liam looked down at me, eyes sharpened like a blade.
「And within you flows the blood of that peak.」
***
The final day was no different from the rest.
「As that dwarf told you, the Karavans with the Steel Blood grow slowly. Our blood is quite literally like steel itself.」
As always, I ran until I could barely breathe.
「Those with the blood of the Five Great Houses are like nature. They burn like fire, consuming all as fuel to grow. They surge like waves, devouring their surroundings to gain strength. They flash like lightning, revealing themselves in brilliance. But steel — steel is still and silent.」
I swung my sword until my palms tore. The calluses on my hands were never going away.
「To forge a single sword requires long patience. It must be heated, cooled, then heated again and hammered endlessly. Our blood is the same. It does not burn endlessly — it heats, cools, and is tempered once more.」
 “……”
 「Thus our glory comes slow, and our light arrives late.」
My muscles screamed. The world blurred.
「But once forged, steel never breaks.」
 “…Haa.”
 「No flame can burn it as fuel. No tide can sweep it away. No lightning can scorch it.」
 “……”
 「Grip your sword, young descendant — and become harder than any other.」
My heart pounded like mad.
「Then the world shall revere you.」
Thus dawned the day of the 「War Duel.」
***
The grand circular coliseum, the 「Arena」 — symbol of the Iron City — was packed to the brim. The heat of the spectators and the fighting spirit of the gathered warriors filled the space like fire.
“The day of the War Duel has dawned, brave warriors!”
The host’s booming voice rang out.
“As announced beforehand, this 「War Duel」 will reenact the War of Conquest! The bloody campaign led by the Conqueror of the Great Land! In past duels, we’ve reenacted ancient wars few of you knew about! But really, how could the brawlers and blood-drunk audience of the Iron City have time for history lessons?”
 “Hah! Damn right, you clown! None of us here are scholars!”
 “Hey, you Arena jester! You’re no different — what’s with the sudden lecture?”
The host and the crowd’s voices blended in fiery laughter.
“Hahaha! You’re right — I know nothing of history either! When we reenacted that so-called ‘Sand War’ last time, I thought, ‘What the hell is that?’ Never even heard of it!”
 “Ha! Same here!”
 “Because the old bastards running the Arena are nerds! Imagine them giggling in their rooms thinking that crap would be fun — disgusting!”
The words were crude enough to make officials squirm, but in this place, such things were not forbidden.
“However! Even an ignorant fool like me, and you lot, know of the War of Conquest! It only ended recently! Some of you fought in it — others lost family to it — since that damned Iron Kingdom conscripted half the men just to lick the conqueror’s boots!”
Because this was the Arena.
“Today, we will recreate that damned war! In the style of a Territory War!”
Here, as long as it was entertaining, anything was allowed.
“Do you remember when the War of Conquest began to drag on? It was when the Great Land’s army, which had trampled across the eastern continent, was stopped for the first time — by none other than the fallen peninsula!”
At those words, the eyes of many warriors from the eastern lands sharpened.
“The fallen peninsula was small, its people few. A vassal state of the Great Land, paying tribute each year. Yet it fought more fiercely and held out longer than any other! Truly, an inspiring tale!”
 “……”
 “So the Arena has chosen to reenact that glorious battle — in the form of a Territory War!”
The host snapped his fingers, and robed women emerged from outside the arena. Their faces were veiled, only their eyes visible, their bodies covered completely in thick gloves and boots.
Some of the crowd murmured, “…Witches.”
Beings from the Sky Empire — devout servants of the 「Father of the Sky」, one of the Seven High Gods, and the most potent wielders of mystic power.
At their appearance, the audience fell silent.
“For this match, the Arena has invited these Witches! To craft the perfect battlefield for our War Duel!”
The host’s eyes gleamed red.
“The second event of the ‘Infinite Duel,’ the 「War Duel」, will take place within a spiritual world created by these Witches! You may fight to the death — without risk to your lives! After all, what is war without killing, eh? Isn’t it more fun this way?”
Amusement.
The Arena’s pursuit of primal entertainment was steeped in madness.
And of course—
“Hell yeah! A real duel means someone’s gotta die!”
 “Uwaaaaah─!”
—the crowd of the Iron City was no different. The Arena was always a place of frenzy.
“As the match is a Territory War, each fighter must choose one of two sides! The first — the Great Land! You will act as the invading army! Break the fortress walls within the time limit to win!”
 “Oooh!”
 “The Great Land army — recreated by the Witches — will include their infamous cavalry who never knew defeat!”
A few shouted from the stands,
 “Then that’s unbalanced! Only the Sky Empire could stand against them on open ground!”
 “These lunatics really made another broken match!”
The host raised his voice again.
“Patience! The second faction is the defenders — the fallen peninsula, the Han faction! Those who choose this side must repel endless waves of invaders and defend the fortress walls! As announced, fighters of the Han side will be lent the sacred armament symbolizing dragons — the Dragon Sword!”
 “Well, that’s still—”
 “Ah, but there’s more! To balance it further—”
He threw his arms wide.
“The wielder of the Dragon Sword may summon the dragon who once protected the fallen peninsula — the Guardian Dragon — up to three times, each for one minute, before the duel ends!”
 “……”
 “With this, I believe the scales are balanced!”
It was shocking — utterly shocking. The crowd fell silent.
But the host didn’t allow them time to think.
“Now, warriors — choose your sides!”
And thus, the curtain rose on the 「War Duel.」
***
“Little Gladiator, I have a favor to ask.”
As fighters chose their sides, Seol Yoon approached me.
“I’ll be joining the Han faction. I decided that the moment I heard what this duel was about.”
I had expected that. I’d felt the fury she carried. I too planned to choose the same side.
But—
“You should join the Great Land.”
 “…What?”
 “This duel will take place in a spiritual world. I see it as a chance — a chance for us to fight with our lives on the line, to see each other’s swords down to their roots.”
It was an unexpected proposal.
“I intend to win this duel. Even if it’s a clown’s play — a fake victory — I still want it. But just as much, I want to see your sword — your true fangs, the ones that don’t appear in polite duels. We’ll never see them if we fight on the same side. So just this once, fight me as an enemy. That’s my request.”
Her expression was serious.
It troubled me. To fight Seol Yoon seriously — even in a spiritual realm — to clash blades to kill with someone I called a friend… it felt wrong. I should refuse. Tell her we’d fight together, as always.
And yet—
“To be honest,” I said, my heartbeat quickening, “I’ve wanted that too.”
A genius. The one who’d once defeated me — the 「Black Bride.」
The swordswoman even my master had called heaven-blessed.
“Then I accept, Seol Yoon.”
For those who lived by the sword — how could one refuse?
“However…”
Something inside me began to burn.
“If I win — if the Great Land triumphs, and the right to claim the Dragon’s Armament falls to me — I’ll keep it for myself.”
 “Fine by me.”
Perhaps she felt the same.
“If you can, that is.”
In that moment, we were no longer Arhan and Seol Yoon.
The 「Little Gladiator」and the 「Black Bride.」
Two warriors facing each other once more in the Arena — as enemies, aiming for each other’s throats.
And—
“Now, let the War Duel begin!”
There was one thing we didn’t yet know.
“This sacred duel shall be dedicated to the Goddess of Justice, Refri!”
The 「Arena」— was a place utterly mad for entertainment.
***
I opened my eyes within the spiritual world crafted by the witches.
Their magic was truly as mysterious as rumored — the realm felt no different from reality. Every sense was vivid, every sight perfectly real. But something was wrong.
A voice echoed in my head.
『You have chosen the Han faction.』
 『Defend the fortress until time runs out.』
…Why was my faction Han?
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- “Everyone, don’t be alarmed! This isn’t an error!”
The host’s voice rang out, filled with excitement.
- “This was our intention! Those who chose the Han faction will be assigned to the Great Land! And those who chose the Great Land will now fight for Han! We’ve deliberately reversed your choices!”
There was laughter mixed in his words — unmistakably deranged.
“After all, wouldn’t it be too dull if all the eastern warriors fought for Han, while the rest became invaders of the Great Land? Predictable! Boring! Expected! So we decided to make it more fun!”
Madness. There was madness in that voice.
- “To all you eastern warriors trembling in your boots — fight now as the conquerors who destroyed your own lands! Crush your homeland with your own hands! And to you opportunists who hoped to enjoy the thrill of invasion — despair before overwhelming might, and show us your pathetic faces! So that we, the audience, may be entertained!”
Right. Nothing surprising there.
- “There will be no preparation time. Because that’s what war is.”
They had always been insane.
- “Now — go out and fight!”
Utterly, irredeemably mad bastards.
***
Han. A peninsula on the eastern frontier of the continent — a nation that vanished without a trace after being swept up in the Great Land’s war of conquest.
That fallen land was now perfectly reconstructed through the witches’ mystic arts.
The re-created Han encampment was pitiful.
The barracks held not a single decent weapon — just rusted iron swords, dented helmets, crude armor, and bows with slack strings. The beds were little more than straw mats fit for slaves, and the floors were crawling with centipedes.
Inside those neglected barracks, countless warriors frowned in discontent.
“Why… why the hell am I stuck here?”
They were all fighters who had chosen the Great Land side — those who wanted to rampage as invaders, revel in destruction, and bask in violent glory. But their plans had just been flipped upside down.
Most of them looked displeased, but I couldn’t afford to care. Whether the situation was miserable or not, the 「War Duel」 had already begun. And in war, one had to adapt to the battlefield as it was.
‘My equipped gear remains the same.’
Even within this spiritual world, my equipment hadn’t changed. The dwarven-made arms Dwight had given me still protected my body. That was fortunate, since Han’s native gear was garbage. 
The weapons hanging on the walls were useless junk — the swords would shatter mid-fight, and the armor wouldn’t stop even a single arrow.
‘And since the Great Land has its recreated invasion army, we must have our own defenders here as well.’
Indeed — outside the barracks, beyond the warriors, stood soldiers of Han. Unlike the listless fighters, these soldiers looked grim but resolute. They knew the Great Land’s forces would come, and yet, they hadn’t given up. They would serve as valuable allies in this war.
And—
“So they swapped the factions. A foul trick… but since it’s begun, I’ll do my best.”
 “Hah! Fighting from the losing side is thrilling in its own way! The Goddess Refri herself says there’s glory in overturning hopeless odds!”
Not all fighters had lost their spirit. Some, like me, accepted the situation immediately.
And then—
“You miserable lot! Stop whining and gather up! Grumbling won’t change a damn thing!”
A voice roared across the barracks — rough, booming, unmistakably full of vigor.
“We’re fighters, aren’t we! Idiots who only know how to fight! So quit your whining and fight! Nothing’s uglier than big men sulking like children!”
The tone was distinctly orc-like. At first, I thought an orc had spoken. But the voice, for all its force, carried a subtle feminine note. And sure enough — it belonged to a woman.
“And besides — isn’t this a good opportunity? Instead of fighting as the broken army of a ruined nation, we get to face one of the most powerful legions on the continent — the Great Land’s Conquest Army! What fighter hasn’t dreamed of facing them at least once? And here, you won’t even die! You can fight— all you want—!”
She was large, muscular, with sun-bronzed skin and armor that covered only her vitals. A massive greatsword rested in her hands. Her long, thick hair was tied high, swaying like a horse’s tail. Everything about her screamed warrior.
For a moment, the others went silent. No one mocked or laughed at her for being a woman. Because her exposed limbs, shoulders, and legs were covered with intricate violet tattoos — the mark of something undeniable.
“…A Valkyrie.”
「Valkyrie」— a title bestowed upon only the greatest warrior women of the barbarian tribes living in the northern mountains of the Iron Kingdom. Their most distinctive trait was their “blood-marked skin,” the violet tattoos they engraved through their ancient rituals.
“A northern warrior woman? Here?”
 “If a Valkyrie speaks, it’s worth listening to. And better listen — if her tone’s any clue, refusing might be dangerous. Barbarians are nearly as mad as orcs.”
The crowd murmured in awe.
Liam’s voice echoed within me.
「A Valkyrie, eh? Been a long time since I saw one.」
 “……”
 「Times have grown soft indeed. In my day, ‘Valkyrie’ was a title reserved for at least a ‘Sword Expert’.」
He stroked his chin, smiling faintly.
「Regardless of her rank, she’ll be a fun warrior to watch, young descendant.」
 “…Whenever you’ve said that, it’s never ended well for me, Master.”
 「Haha, but hasn’t it always been interesting?」
 “……”
 「Barbarians are fascinating. Sometimes they do things even orcs would call wild.」
I sighed inwardly.
‘Then I should avoid her.’
If there truly existed humans who could outmatch orcs in recklessness, I wanted no part of them. But of course—
“O–oh! You there, with the old helmet—! Aren’t you the 「Sword Demon」 Liam!?”
—my life never went the easy way.
“Perfect! Come here! I’ve watched your duels! You’re the bravest warrior I’ve seen — fighting gloriously, never backing down, no matter the foe!”
 “…What?”
 “I can tell even through that helmet! Don’t be shy — come! Surely you wish to fight the Great Land’s Conquest Army head-on, yes? You don’t have to say it — warriors understand each other without words!”
 “I’m not—”
 “So humble! But everyone here knows! The 「Sword Demon」 Liam is a great warrior!”
Damn it. Even with my helmet on, she recognized me — and singled me out, shouting before I could even respond. Her speech pattern reminded me of a certain green-skinned race whose brains had been marinated in battle.
“Come, Sword Demon Liam! Let us stand together at the very front! No greater honor exists than to face the invaders head-on!”
 “Wait, hold on—”
 “If anyone here objects — speak now! If there’s a warrior greater than us, step forward! I, Maia, Sixth Valkyrie of the Lakota Mountains, shall test your worth myself!”
 “……”
 “Hmm! No one? Then it’s decided!”
The others, who had been grumbling seconds ago, fell silent — and began clapping.
 “Liam! Liam!” they chanted.
‘Damn it. I was going to hang back and observe first.’
My greatest weapon — suspicion — was strongest when I had time to read the enemy, gather information, and find the smallest weakness to exploit. Charging in headfirst? The worst possible role for me.
“I’m glad to share this honor, Sword Demon Liam!”
The Valkyrie, who introduced herself as Maia, laughed heartily, clearly oblivious to my despair. I could almost see the bright, simple grin behind that voice — the kind orcs often had.
‘This isn’t good.’
I didn’t like how things were going.
I planned to ignore her and avoid the vanguard, even if others mocked me. I didn’t care about fame or glory — the fall of the “Sword Demon’s” reputation meant nothing to me.
But then—
「Do as the Valkyrie says, young descendant.」
Liam’s calm voice again.
「Go with her. It’ll be fun.」
 “……”
 「With your current level, you’re ready.」
I looked at him. And I realized — he wasn’t joking. Liam was genuinely urging me to step to the front.
And my master was never wrong. At least, not when it came to the sword.
‘…My current level, huh.’
***
“The might of the Great Land, the Empire of Khan, now pierces the heavens! Every nation of the eastern continent lies in ashes, their souls buried in rivers of blood. The conqueror’s blade spared no one — not woman, not child, not elder. Wherever they passed, only death remained.”
 “……”
 “And now, only we remain — the last corner of the continent not yet claimed by them.”
On the city wall, a general — conjured by the witches’ power — spoke in a thunderous voice. His aura was modest, merely at the early stage of 「Sword Runner」. Too low for a general, perhaps, but his eyes burned with fierce resolve.
“If we fall today, our parents, our wives, our sons and daughters will be defiled. And afterward? Buried beneath rivers of blood. Beasts will live better than they do.”
 “……”
 “So we cannot lose. We must not lose.”
He continued.
“History may never remember us. Our odds against the Great Land’s invincible legions are slim to none. But we must fight regardless. Even if we are forgotten, even if no glory awaits us — we must take up our swords and spears. Because we are human. Because we are fathers, sons, and husbands.”
History is written by the victors. But here, the forgotten story of the defeated was being relived.
As his speech went on, the ground began to tremble. Dust rose from the horizon. A distant thunder of hooves echoed — and then they appeared: ranks of steel-armored warhorses, carrying the Great Land’s terrifying cavalry.
“The Legion of the Eternal Sun arrives.”
The general stared at them calmly.
“Loose the fire arrows.”
That command signaled the start of war.
Flaming arrows streaked across the blue sky like rain. But despite the desperate volley, the arrows met no success. A blinding flash erupted, and a transparent barrier formed, shattering their momentum and dropping them harmlessly to the ground — the invaders’ magic defense.
Han’s army had neither the knowledge nor the power to understand such mysteries. Yet they did not flinch. They had known too much defeat already. Fear had burned away long ago, leaving only grim resolve.
And then—
「The Great Land — the Khan Empire — was founded by the fourth Swordmaster to appear on this continent. After uniting the Great Plains, he forged a vast empire. They learn battle before they can walk, and ride horses instead of studying. To them, war is play.」
At the very front of Han’s line stood me and the Valkyrie Maia.
「The nations of the east mocked them as savages, beasts no better than orcs. But since the day their first conqueror began his war, no one has dared mock them again.」
 “……”
 「For on that day, all the east beheld the god of war descending to earth, young descendant.」
The Great Land’s army closed the distance — fast, frighteningly fast.
「Their legions are unmatched. Even without a Swordmaster, they would still have conquered.」
 “……”
 「To face such a force — doesn’t that excite you?」
 “Not particularly.”
The ironclad cavalry came into view.
I took a slow breath. Mana filled my lungs, my body, every fiber of my being. The second heart pulsed, carving the 「Path」 within me, sharpening the world into clarity.
「Young descendant.」
My hand gripped the sword.
「You have faced many strong foes.」
I closed and opened my eyes once.
「The trials that tormented you — they forged you harder than before.」
 “……”
 「You’ll see now that none of it was in vain.」
Through the onrushing army, I could see clear lines — threads of light weaving like a spider’s web. I knew what they were.
The sword was showing me the path I must take.
“...Haa.”
I drew in a deep breath. And with it, the wind entered me.
「Show the conquerors of the east—」
The wind gathered, and my body leapt forward — soaring toward the incoming cavalry.
「—what the true summit looks like.」
I saw their banners whipping in the wind. I saw the shock in their eyes as I closed the distance in an instant. The commander’s mouth opened — his voice booming to give an order.
“Sto—!”
Too late. Of course it was.
『To sweep them away, I had to become a stronger wind.』
In that instant, I was the wind itself.
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『The eternal sun of the Eastern Continent— the great “Khan”— unified the vast plains and spread his glory across the world. After building a mighty empire and drenching the continent in blood, the “Khan” ascended to the heavens, following the laws of the Swordmasters, to detach himself from the mortal realm. Yet even after the first Khan departed, the name “Khan” did not vanish.
The Khan is the eternal sun that never sets.
The warriors of the Great Plains, inheriting his will, desired to plant their banners on every inch of land across the continent. But that was not easily done. In time, the vast empire of the “Great Land” fractured. Ideology, ambition, and countless interests plunged the empire into chaos. The Great Land was no longer ruled by a single Khan, but by dozens of lords and a powerless king — the empire turned into a tangle of grinding gears.
In that age of chaos, a Great Warrior appeared, claiming to be a descendant of the Khan. The lords mocked him. They called him a man of no lineage, a brute with no education. The powerful scoffed, and the weak followed suit.
But the mockery did not last long. The so-called heir of Khan slaughtered every lord across the Great Land, and mounted their heads on the ancient Khan’s standard. Beneath that blood-soaked banner, the warriors of the plains trembled in awe.
“Khan has returned.”
The divided powers united in an instant. After all, this land was the domain of the Khan’s children — people who worshipped strength and conquest. A Great Warrior who crushed the heads of nobles without politics or scheming, relying purely on strength — to the warriors of the plains, he was the reincarnated god of war, the Khan returned to earth.
Thus, standing like a god, the Khan’s descendant declared: he would plant the Khan’s banner across the entire continent, reclaim the lost glory, and forge a new age for his people.
The descendant of Khan declared war.
The Great Land had no navy and poor shipbuilding skills, so their conquest turned toward the Eastern Continent. The “War of Conquest” began, and it was swift and brutal. The peaceful nations of the east, softened by years of prosperity, once again tasted the nightmare known in history as the Great Land.
Six nations were consumed by fire and reduced to ash. Men, women, and children were all turned to dust. The Great Land’s Conquest Army always offered but one chance: surrender. If refused, they rejected all negotiation and unleashed utter destruction. Faced with such overwhelming power, the eastern nations capitulated without a fight.
For the Great Land had the descendant of the Khan—and their Conquest Army was the strongest land force on the continent, rivaled only by the Sky Empire. In the end, every nation fell under their rule, save for one.
A tiny, insignificant land—shaped like a tiger’s claw on the map—the peninsula on the far eastern fringe of the continent.
Han.
When the Conquest Army arrived at its doorstep and demanded surrender, the King of Han, dressed in his golden robes, calmly gave a short answer.
“Go to hell.”
No one expected it.
Some said the King of Han had lost his mind from terror. But the real surprise came after. Han repelled the Conquest Army— not once, not twice, but three times. Thus began the longest war of the century.』
***
The witches’ magic had faithfully reconstructed the Great Land’s Conquest Army within the spiritual realm. Though they couldn’t perfectly emulate every detail recorded in history, the army’s might was undeniable. Yet in this moment, the Conqueror’s vanguard stood dumbfounded.
“What in— what is that!?”
Against their charge, the army of Han sent forth a single warrior wearing an old helmet. And that lone swordsman was tearing through the battlefield. With every swing of his sword, the heavens trembled and the wind howled. The proud cavalry were thrown from their mounts and killed instantly. The momentum of the vanguard broke, and the soldiers behind faltered. For their Conquest Army’s pride to be wounded by one man— it was unthinkable.
“Kill him! Tear off his arms and legs! Mount his head on our banner!”
Their fury converged on the lone swordsman. Spearmen surged forward — veterans, men whose names carried weight.
But.
“Guh—!”
Nine of those seasoned soldiers were dead within seven seconds. The others realized something was terribly wrong. The way that swordsman fought— it was unnatural. His first strike was vicious, like that of a vengeful woman warrior. His next was silent and cold, like an assassin’s blade. The last was precise, elegant — a western knight’s thrust.
Someone muttered,
“A spirit…”
And indeed—
“To win this war, Han has summoned a ghost…”
Logic could not explain what they saw.
“A haunted blade… the Sword Demon! The Sword Demon blocks our way!”
Countless spears and blades danced before one man’s sword, and yet they were all being toyed with. Through the dust, the swordsman in the old helmet looked less human than phantom.
Well.
“Fighting on the front lines was a stupid idea after all.”
If they could’ve heard what that swordsman was mumbling to himself, they might not have been so afraid.
“This is insane… I’m not going to die from a sword, I’m going to drop dead from exhaustion.”
 「Hahaha, but isn’t it fun?」
 “Damn it…”
 「I keep telling you, don’t stop at ‘damn’, finish the—」
…Truly insane.
***
The Conquest Army was mighty, yes — but that didn’t mean every soldier in it was. No army in the world could be made of pure elites. That was where my suspicion took root.
Through the eye of doubt, I saw it clearly: the vanguard was weakly composed. 
Their muscles were trained, their weapons sharp, their horses strong — their charge formidable. But even the strongest armies had weaknesses.
Their numbers were their greatest strength — and their greatest flaw.
To maintain such vast forces, the Great Land must have chosen mass production over mastery: 
better to train a hundred decent soldiers in a week than one master swordsman in twenty years. Thus, while their overall level was high, the number of true elites among them was few.
Even their spears — mass-forged, standard issue — told me as much.
‘Besides, no sane commander would risk true experts in the vanguard. Not when there’s an army to spare.’
For on the battlefield, anything could happen. Even a 「Sword Runner」 could die to a blind arrow or a desperate swing. My master had said: On the battlefield, even a 「Sword Beginner」 can kill a 「Sword Runner」. A famed swordsman can die by the hand of a grieving mother.
And he was right.
“Surround him! Don’t let him disrupt our formation!”
This battlefield was unlike any fight I’d known.
Arrows rained down. When I dodged them, spears followed. Crude weapons — no mana, no aura — just pure muscle. Yet still deadly.
I read the 「Lines」 and barely evaded, spinning and weaving like a dancer. But I couldn’t avoid everything. A spear struck from a blind spot — ting! — a clear note rang out as it glanced off.
The mithril armor Dwight had given me had saved my life.
Dwarven craftsmanship — light, resilient — no common spear could pierce it. I gritted my teeth, slashed the spear’s shaft, and stabbed through a soldier’s chest. Mana surged, and my strength soared. Dozens of ordinary soldiers could be crushed beneath such force.
Yet even with that power, I couldn’t guard every direction. And an army wasn’t just blades and spears — their purpose wasn’t glory, but victory. They would use every brutal tactic available.
“Tie him down!”
A strange chant rang out in the distance.
The words were not human language — not meant for speech, but to trigger phenomena. The moment the chant began, the Lines around me twisted and crawled. A spell? A curse? Whatever it was, I knew one thing: magic was about to strike.
‘Cut it off.’
I’d learned how to counter magic when I fought Jerry Selfit, the Black Mage who invaded my territory. When doubt and Steel Blood merged, even a 「Sword Walker」 could cut through magic itself. I could do it again—But.
“Throw yourselves at him! Hold him down! Just a moment longer, and we’ll bind him!”
The enemy commander, seasoned and sharp, must have sensed the danger from my composure. He barked the right order — soldiers lunged, spears stabbing wildly. I couldn’t swing freely anymore.
Should I use 「Gale」? No — the space was too tight. Without room to move, the wind couldn’t form. Then… rely on my mithril armor? Mithril was famous for resisting the arcane. It might withstand three or four spells…
‘No. That’s not right.’
I shook my head. That wasn’t the best move. Doubt must be applied everywhere — even to one’s own judgment. So what was the best move?
The Lines before me twisted into a thousand possibilities.
Then, from behind—
“Sword Demon Liam! Over here!”
The thunder of hooves followed the voice. I turned — and there she was, mounted on a powerful steed, her long hair whipping like a horse’s tail. The Valkyrie Maia.
A true northern barbarian warrior, rivaling even the Great Land’s cavalry in her mastery of horsemanship.
“A glorious fight, Sword Demon! But how can you wage a war alone? War— is fought together!”
Maia reached out and grabbed me by the arm, hauling me up onto her horse in one fluid motion. In place of her greatsword, she now held a long spear that spun gracefully in her hand.
“Now, let me show my worth too!”
 “Wait, Maia— there’s magic coming! I don’t know if it’s a spell or a curse, but—”
 “I know! My blood-marked skin warns me — foul sorcery approaches!”
 “Then—”
 “Do not fear, Sword Demon! Have you forgotten the ancient saying?”
She smiled, eyes burning like coals.
“Only magic can answer magic.”
Valkyrie Maia. As her hair swayed, faint light shimmered behind her — wings of red, glowing like blood.
She sang softly, almost reverently:
“The Winter that never sleeps— walks with me.”
And then she leapt from her horse. As countless spears turned upward, Maia did not fall — she rose, shining wings spread wide.
She looked like the war-angels of the continent’s oldest myths.
 A true 「Valkyrie」 come to life.
「The Dance of the Valkyrie… it’s been a long time,」 Liam murmured, delighted.
Moments later, above the battlefield, an angel of death descended — wielding a greatsword in one hand and a long spear in the other.
***
『Name: Valkyrie 
Origin: Among the barbarian warriors of the Iron Kingdom’s north, only the greatest female warriors receive this title.
The name is taken from the battle angels of the continent’s creation myths.』
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The 「Wings」 possessed by 「Sword Runners」 were a kind of symbol.
Wings formed from the radiance of mana were proof that a swordsman’s power had transcended their own body— that their existence could now influence the world around them. But that didn’t mean those wings were physical organs capable of flight. They were merely a symbol.
However, certain warriors of the Iron Kingdom’s northern wilds did not see it that way. They bestowed the title of 「Valkyrie」 upon their greatest warrior women, and to them, a Valkyrie should soar through the skies and strike like the battle angels described in myth.
Combat efficiency or technical difficulty meant nothing to them. These barbarians, far removed from civilization, cared little for such refined reasoning. To their minds, if you have wings, you must fly. That was all.
To those versed in the sword, it was madness— the kind of foolishness that defied all reason. 
They laughed at the inefficiency of trying to manipulate mana purely to fly rather than to strike. Yet when one among the Valkyries succeeded, no one laughed anymore.
When the first flight was achieved, the entire mountain range erupted in celebration— the barbarians gathered, singing and feasting as though a god had descended among them.
Centuries passed since that first ascent.
For hundreds of years, every Valkyrie who spread her wings believed it her duty to fly, to fight gloriously in the air like the angels of legend. And so they forged their own style of combat— how to sustain flight, how to slay effectively from the skies, and above all, how to fight beautifully.
It might have begun from foolish dreams, but centuries of refinement turned it into reality. When a perfect Valkyrie finally appeared in the world, no one dared mock them.
They stood in awe— just as those barbarians had, long ago— because what they saw before them was no longer human, but divine.
To all who beheld them, the Valkyries truly looked like battle angels out of myth.
***
Every 「Sword Runner」 was granted two weapons.
The first was acceleration— the very essence of the Runner. The moment one gained wings, they could accelerate themselves beyond human limits. That was the true reason they were called “Runners.” Their speed surpassed the extraordinary and reached the transcendent— rivaling the teleportation of mages, striking and killing in less than a heartbeat.
The second weapon was their Mystery— the manifestation of one’s conviction, faith, or way of life. A unique phenomenon born from their soul, shaping the nature of their sword. Like my 「Gale」, which conjured storms and tore through the flow itself.
Valkyrie Maia, too, was a 「Sword Runner」. And she invested both of her gifts— acceleration and Mystery— entirely into becoming the battle angel of legend. Thus, her violence was simple. No complex, magical technique resided in her blade. She simply soared and struck— her sword and spear piercing through men, each blow taking a life.
But simple did not mean weak.
Even that single, pure strike shattered the enemy’s momentum completely.
“Loose! Loose the arrows!”
 “She’s too fast— we can’t aim!”
 “Then bind her with the spell!”
 “It’s not working!”
The acceleration of a 「Sword Runner」 was transcendental.
To the soldiers of the Great Land, Maia appeared in several places at once, cutting men down faster than their eyes could follow. To those without mana— she was a divine apparition, a phantom out of legend.
Even to my eyes, the Valkyrie’s battle was dazzling.
“She’s stronger than that knight I fought before.”
 「Of course. The ‘ghosts of the battlefield’— that title originally belonged to the Valkyries. When they first appeared during the Age of War, all believed that the furious gods had sent angels to the battlefield.」
The mounted cavalry were helpless prey before her.
Their spears pointed upward, but they could not follow her movement. Their thrusts stabbed empty air while their comrades fell one after another. When her work was done, Maia simply drifted back to the skies, hovering above like judgment incarnate.
“Where are the chants!? What about the spell!?”
 “T-the casters are all dead, sir!”
A 「Sword Runner」 could reach any place visible within an instant.
Maia’s first targets had been the chanting soldiers in the rear. With a single beat of her wings, over a dozen men fell silent— as if a ghost had passed through them.
“What do we do!? What do we do about that!?”
 “That’s not the issue! The shamanic corps are dead— the barrier won’t hold much longer! At this rate—”
Because Valkyries were not mere berserkers— they were warriors who knew how to win. They did not fight blindly for glory; they struck at the heart.
Maia had not rushed in for attention. She was a seasoned warrior who knew exactly what to destroy.
“Archers! Fire! Fire the burning arrows again!”
At her command, the rear fortress rained fire once more.
The sound of drums, the cheers of soldiers— and then the screams.
The Conquest Army, scorched by the flaming storm, began to crumble. The tide of battle was turning.
I took the reins of the horse Maia had left me and shifted my weight forward. I had never learned to ride— but I knew how.
『A knight must move as one with his horse.』
My old comrade, Fetel. A man who had mastered every art a knight should possess— of course he had known how to ride. Drawing from his memories, I moved naturally with the horse beneath me. Amidst the chaos created by Maia and the fortress archers, I rode freely.
For a 「Sword Walker」 among soldiers who couldn’t even wield mana, cutting through the melee was child’s play.
“Do not panic! Regroup and— guh!”
Even more, Maia focused her attacks on the officers— the heads.
Once the command was severed, the body would fall apart.
Leaderless soldiers stood dumbly and were cut down where they stood.
It seemed, for a moment, that Han’s side had seized the early advantage.
But then—“Press forward! Do not fear death! The eternal sun watches over us! Khan protects his warriors— advance, advance!”
The army recreated in this spiritual world was no ordinary force. It was the Great Land’s Conquest Army— the mightiest land force on the continent.
They had never failed, never suffered defeat. And they would not start now.
Even if the descendant of Khan himself was not recreated, his warriors— his Great Warriors— were.
“Warriors of the plains! Did we not swear to break their walls before sundown!?”
The Arena had set the victory condition for Han’s side: Defend the fortress until time runs out.
If we lasted, we would win.
Why, then, would the Arena— a place that thrived on brutal spectacle— grant such a merciful rule?
The answer was simple.
It wasn’t mercy.
“Hold tight to your reins!”
Because lasting that long would already be a miracle.
“The eternal sun rides with us!”
The earth thundered. From afar came a presence far greater than before.
A rider on a crimson-armored horse, galloping impossibly fast— a beast that could scarcely be called a mere horse. Upon it sat a giant of a warrior wielding an enormous polearm.
And then—“Hah— now these are worthy foes!”
A spear of light shot toward Maia. She barely dodged the first, but the following volley forced her down from the skies.
The thrower— a warrior clad in azure armor— had eyes like sharpened steel.
The Great Warriors of the Plains.
“It’s an honor, mighty Conquest Legion!”
Even from afar, I could feel it— their overwhelming presence. And they were not the only ones. From the flanks, killing intent erupted like wildfire.
Not ordinary soldiers— but fighters.
Warriors dressed differently from the Great Land’s army, wearing varied armor and helmets— the duelists of the Arena.
“Oh, this is going to be fun!”
They were the ones who had originally chosen the Han faction—skilled warriors from the Eastern Continent, at least 「Sword Walkers」 or higher. Now, they were pouring in among the Conquest Army’s ranks. And among them, one presence burned brighter than all.
A familiar figure in a black helmet— black hair gleaming beneath the sun, her eyes cold and indifferent through the visor slit.
Seol Yoon.
The 「Black Bride.」She had finally appeared.
“Maia.”
 “What is it!”
 “That black one— be careful.”
Maia was strong— a 「Sword Runner」, a seasoned warrior, fierce and fearless. But the aura radiating from Seol Yoon was… monstrous.
Why?
I had never seen her fight as a 「Sword Runner」.
The last time I saw her blade was back when she was still a 「Sword Walker」— and I had even beaten her once or twice.
But now— her presence was suffocating.
“I feel it too!”
 “Then—”
 “That’s why! I want to fight her even more!”
Maia grinned at me, teeth bared.
“Of course— not yet!”
 “Not yet?”
 “To withstand the storm that’s coming! We still have something, don’t we? The jesters’ little gift!”
The jesters’… gift?
Before I could ask, the gates behind us swung open.
A flood of warriors— the other duelists— surged out alongside Han’s army. Their faces were alight with excitement, spurred by Maia’s and my earlier onslaught. Even the ones who’d been grumbling before now shouted eagerly, as all true fighters would when battle called.
But what caught my eye wasn’t their enthusiasm.
It was the Han general at the front— and what he held in his hands.
The Arena’s earlier announcement echoed in my mind.
“Those who choose the Han faction shall be lent relics symbolizing the Dragon.”
Dragon relics. As soon as the thought surfaced, the general raised his voice.
“To aid our valor, His Majesty has bestowed sacred treasures upon us! Weapons once used by our ancestors to protect this peninsula!”
His gaze turned to Maia and me.
“It is right that those who first proved their courage should be the ones to bear them. Choose, brave ones— choose your weapon to stand against the enemy’s might!”
And at that moment, a voice echoed inside my head.
『Select your Dragon Relic.』
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“Circumstances may have changed, but what we must do remains the same.”
At the start of the 「War Duel」, the fighters who had been assigned to the Great Land faction gathered together.
“It’s unpleasant, standing on the side of those who once trampled our lands. But the 「Arena」 promised that the victors would receive one of the Dragon Relics. Even if we can no longer reclaim the honor of our fallen nations, we should at least seize whatever faded glory remains.”
Most of those present were fighters from the eastern continent — men and women from Han and other countries crushed beneath the Great Land’s conquest. They detested this situation, but they weren’t the type to simply whine. They had purpose.
“When this War Duel ends, the relics of the East will be put up for auction. And the cruel truth is that we, the exiles of fallen nations, don’t have the wealth to buy them back. The rich from the West and Center — the collectors who stack mountains of gold — will take everything. We won’t even get to bid. Not a Dragon Relic, not even a decent sword.”
None of the eastern fighters could argue. Though some of them had managed to scrape together lives abroad, even the most successful among them were paupers compared to the nobles and merchants of the western powers. All they had were their swords.
Some were only now beginning to rebuild, clawing their way up from ruin. And rebuilding a life after losing one’s homeland… that was never easy. Never.
“Still, we all know this much: the Great Land’s Conquest Army is the most brutal and powerful army on the continent. If they’ve been faithfully recreated here, then defeat should be impossible. They might not even need us…”
 “……”
 “But even so, we must prove our worth. To bring light to our forgotten homelands, to reclaim even the smallest shred of glory, we must fight — no matter the shame.”
No matter the shame, fight with everything you have.
That sentence struck through every heart.
Rumor had it that the coming auction would even include the Red Bank of the Black Isles and the collectors of the Machine Empire — those who would buy anything rare, no matter the cost. Competing with them was impossible. How could wanderers challenge the masters of gold?
So if they wanted even one Dragon Relic to remain in eastern hands, there was only one option.
They had to win.
They could not afford to lose.
“Though there’s one thing I still don’t understand.”
A fighter who had been listening to their resolute speeches finally voiced his question.
“What exactly are these Dragon Relics that you people are so obsessed with? Do they hold legendary power, like the treasures of the Dwarves’ Golden Vault? Or are they magical artifacts, crafted by witches to bend the laws of nature?”
Not everyone here was from the East. 
Some ordinary fighters, ignorant of eastern history, had also chosen the Han faction — so their confusion was natural.
“The Dragon Relics possess no legendary power. In fact, they’re duller than the cheap iron swords made by young Dwarves.”
One of the eastern fighters answered.
“But to the people of the East, they’re more precious than any blade.”
 “Why? Historical value? Are they royal heirlooms or something?”
 “No.”
The fighter paused, thinking how to explain. To them, the significance of the Dragon Relics was so deeply ingrained that putting it into words felt strange — like explaining why one breathes.
After some thought, he spoke.
“Do you know why the small nation of Han managed to hold out so long against the Great Land?”
 “Because of strong walls?”
 “No. Against that monstrous army, walls meant nothing. Han survived as long as it did because of its ruler — the King.”
He continued, his expression firm.
“And in the East, there is an ancient legend.”
He spoke slowly, solemnly.
“The one who bears the Dragon Relic… shall summon the true King.”
***
The general brought forth seven Dragon Relics: a sword, shield, helmet, armor, bow, spear, and ring.
Each glimmered with hues of red and gold — magnificent to the eye, but on closer inspection…
‘They look more like ornaments than weapons.’
Take the so-called Dragon Sword, for instance. Its blade was blunt, more ceremonial than functional. The others were no better — decorative objects suited for display, not battle.
When I stared at them, unimpressed, the general spoke up.
“Do not look at them, young man. These are treasures of the royal family, passed down through the generations — relics containing the spirit of our ancestors.”
 “Spirit or not, I doubt they could even scratch armor.”
 “Watch your tongue!”
 “……”
I recalled that Seol Yoon had once been promised the Dragon Sword as payment for interfering in my Promotion Match. That meant these relics were low-grade even by Arena standards — rewards for mid-tier fights. The Arena’s greedy officials knew the value of every artifact they handled; if these were truly priceless, they’d never treat them this way.
‘So they’re just props — trinkets for show.’
They’d probably planned to give these relics a “story” through this War Duel, then auction them off at inflated prices. If they’d been genuine treasures, they wouldn’t risk them here.
As I looked around, one fighter must’ve noticed my doubt.
“The Dragon Relics are ancient weapons from eastern legend. There are dozens of stories about them, but the core is the same — whoever possesses them shall summon the true King.”
 “……”
 “But scholars say it’s nothing but folklore. Dwarven appraisers declared the blades dull and worthless, and even the Machine Empire’s specialists confirmed there’s no trace of magic or enchantment. So, yes— they’re antiques. Nothing more.”
Antiques.
Yes, that was exactly what they looked like.
While I mulled it over, Maia suddenly shouted—
“The ring! I’ll take the ring!”
 “Wait— you can’t just—”
 “I like the ring! I’m still a woman, after all! But Sword Demon Liam! If you want it, I’ll let you have it! Do you want it?”
 “No, thank you…”
I shook my head as Maia’s booming voice filled the air. She slipped on the ring and beamed happily. No mana, no aura — nothing changed.
 It was official: these “relics” really were just old trinkets.
Not that I cared.
“Then I’ll make my choice.”
Because in the Arena, rules could be rewritten.
 I remembered clearly what the host had said earlier:
“The defenders’ side will also receive a special advantage!”
That “advantage,” granted for balance—
“The one who wields the Dragon Sword may, up to three times before the battle ends, summon the Guardian Dragon that once protected the fallen peninsula. Each summon lasts one minute!”
The strongest species among all seven races.
Beings who grew infinitely with time.
Lords of the endless skies.
Dragons.
“I’ll take the Dragon Sword.”
Because no man alive could resist that. As I accepted the shining blade, a small thought flickered in my head—‘…I shouldn’t eat this, right?’
Just for a second. Really, just a second.
***
The choosing was over quickly. No one wanted the others anyway; only the Dragon Sword held any appeal. Soon, it was time to return to battle. I sheathed the dull-looking sword and heard Liam’s voice at last.
「So this is how far the times have fallen. You can all stare at a blade and see nothing at all.」
 “…What do you mean?”
 「Tell me, my young descendant— even your doubtful eyes see that sword as an old relic, don’t they?」
My master, who’d been silent all this time, finally spoke.
“And what exactly is inside it?”
 「Hah… you’re still just a mortal. Your path is long, child.」
 “……?”
 「You haven’t even noticed what that blade holds within.」
The drums of war thundered again. The earth trembled as the enemy cavalry charged— fiercer and faster than before. Yet Liam’s calm voice continued.
「Within that blade dwells a flame.」
 “……”
 「A lonely flame that once burned to light the path for others, to declare that someday, light would come again— even when surrounded by darkness.」
A flame.
The word stirred something in my chest.
「The world has grown blind. People now seek swords that can cleave mountains or summon miracles— but the true worth of a blade lies elsewhere. You, who have consumed so many blades, should know this by now.」
 “……”
 「A sword carries a soul. And its worth is decided by that soul.」
The enemy was closing in fast. Their momentum was terrifying— enough to crush us if we gave an inch. If they reached the walls, it was over.
We needed to break their charge— now.
「When you truly understand that, a new path will open.」
 “……”
 「Remember this, young descendant. To spread your wings, you must learn to hear a sword’s voice without consuming it. That is the first step.」
His words were still beyond me. And perhaps that’s why another, far simpler thought crept into my head.
‘…I really shouldn’t eat it, right?’
Because the easy path was right there. But whenever I’d chosen the easy way before, life had found a way to twist it into hell. It always did. So, as usual, I’d take the hard, miserable route.
“I’ll try it your way, Master.”
 「Good. As always— charge forward blindly and stubbornly, as befits a mediocre fool.」
 “No. Not this time.”
I drew the dull Dragon Sword.
「…What do you mean by that?」
 “This time, I’ll take the easy way — just once. I’ve got three chances, after all.”
A blazing warmth surged through my palm. And then— a voice rang in my head.
Is it time, then?
I knew whose voice it was the moment I gripped the sword. Once I answered, the Arena’s “benefit” would activate. Before me, the enemy legions charged in full force.
Three chances. And now was definitely one of them.
“Come forth.”
The heat exploded, roaring like wildfire. Then, with a thunderous KWA-RUNG! a bolt of lightning struck from a clear sky. In an instant, dozens of cavalrymen were reduced to ash.
Smoke rose from their blackened corpses.
“……”
Silence fell over the battlefield. Both sides froze, staring upward.
The sky— was opening.
“Wh—what…”
And from that rift in the heavens, a colossal shape emerged. Its shadow alone darkened the earth. Eyes like gemstones flared as sunlight glinted off its scales.
No explanation was needed. Everyone knew.
“R–retreat.”
Of course. Every child on the continent had heard tales of them— the subject of countless myths and stories, the divine beasts of creation itself.
“Retreat! Scatter! RUN!”
The strongest of all seven races.
The rulers of the sky who nested atop the Sky Mountains.
The proud, arrogant beings who looked down upon all creation.
“RUN!”
A Dragon.
The Guardian Dragon of the fallen peninsula descended from the heavens— to obliterate every insignificant creature crawling below.
As its massive wings stretched across the sky, I couldn’t help but smile in satisfaction.
“I’ll understand the sword’s soul and hear its voice later. Just give me a moment.”
I grinned. Broadly.
「……」
 “Just once, Master. Let me take the easy way.”
Really. Just this once.
Chapter 71
Chapter 71. War Duel (6)
Dragon.
The mightiest of all lifeforms that reigned supreme over the seven races—lord of the skies, a being that grew endlessly through the passage of time. In that moment, the dragon that appeared above the battlefield—the 「Guardian Dragon」—looked down upon the enemies with an air both serene and regal. Within their eyes, it read a torrent of emotions: fear, confusion, and even a faint reverence…
Such gazes were nothing new to a dragon. Every creature on the ground looked upon the rulers of the sky with the same feelings. Now, as the Guardian Dragon spread its wings wide, it did what was most “dragon-like.” It savored the fear of the lesser beings below, reminded itself of its own magnificence, and in the next instant—began sweeping those insignificant lives from its sight.
It was far too easy.
The dragon didn’t even need to invoke Dragon Words—the miracles that defied logic—or rely on its colossal mass, nor the innate arsenal of spells it had known since birth. It merely did what all living beings did: it inhaled and exhaled.
For lesser beings, breathing was the essence of life. For dragons, that breath meant something else entirely. The Mana it drew in was transmuted within its lungs into pure elements, and a special organ near its windpipe turned those elements into sheer destruction—into a merciless force that annihilated all things.
“Raise the barrier!”
The commander of the 「Great Land」’s conquest army shouted in desperation. Some of the magic troops, barely surviving the Valkyrie Maia’s assault, hastily cast protective shields—a transparent dome of resistance against external attack.
But resistance against a dragon’s breath—against a being deemed the “most perfect existence” among the seven races—was impossible for mere human sorcery.
“We can’t hold i—”
A beam of light shot from the heavens. It struck dead center among the tightly packed conquest troops, and a crimson point appeared. The crimson point slid forward in the direction of the dragon’s open maw, drawing a long line across the battlefield. Nothing remained in its wake. Countless soldiers perished without even leaving ashes behind.
Even those lucky enough to survive were no better off. Limbs and torsos scorched away by that light left men crawling across the ground, screaming in agony. The ghastly sight shattered the army’s morale; the once-boisterous soldiers were paralyzed by the sight of their ruined comrades.
And yet, the conquest army of the 「Great Land」—the army that never retreated—did not lose its courage. They had always fought to the very end, even in the face of overwhelming death. 
The Guardian Dragon, descended here to protect Han, knew that truth. So it opened its maw once more—But instead of releasing its breath, it roared.
A roar so pure with Mana that the very air trembled.
“────!”
The sound that followed was no mere growl—it was a cataclysm of sound that tore through the cavalry ranks.
Dragon Fear.
When the apex predator of the continent roared, the cavalrymen’s horses froze. Their primal survival instinct took hold, paralyzing them. Uncontrollable terror spread like a disease through the soldiers’ minds.
And then—
“Ugh—!”
The horses went mad. One after another, they reared and bucked, throwing riders to the ground. Formations collapsed into chaos, and some soldiers were killed by the hooves of their own mounts.
In the midst of that pandemonium, the commander shouted again:
“A-Arrows! Javelins! Anything—!”
Ears still ringing, he barely managed to issue orders. The soldiers obeyed, launching volleys of projectiles skyward. A few even reached the dragon—But it was meaningless. The dragon did not fail to evade them. It simply did not bother.
“Ah…”
The dragon’s scales were the hardest material known to the continent. To even scratch one required a weapon forged of the “Three Great Metals,” or a sword wrought by a 「Swordmaster」 capable of cutting through anything. Remembering that too late, despair washed over the commander’s face.
How could he possibly overcome this? The Descendant of Khan—the only one who might have stood a chance—was not even here…
Then, a voice called out from somewhere:
“It’ll vanish soon. Don’t worry—just minimize the damage. I heard the Guardian Dragon can only rampage for one minute.”
They were warriors from the Eastern Continent.
They knew that this dragon was a magical reproduction by a witch—usable only three times, limited to one minute each.
“Look at the corpses and it seems hopeless, but the army’s numbers haven’t really thinned. After all…”
He laughed bitterly.
“...there are just too damn many of them, aren’t there?”
The Eastern Continent fighters weren’t afraid. Especially not those from Han. They had witnessed the real war, not this re-enactment. They already knew how it ended.
The Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 would win. Always.
Dragon relics? Brilliant warriors? The Guardian Dragon itself?
“None of that matters.”
They knew from experience—Han had truly fallen.
They remembered the shattered walls, the screams within the breached gates, the mangled corpses, and the Guardian Dragon’s body lying dead, tongue lolling lifelessly.
Even a dragon, a being of myth, couldn’t stop the malice of the conquerors who had trampled the East. This time would be no different. The same cruelty would burn everything away, just as it had when Han disappeared into history.
***
The Guardian Dragon, summoned by the 「Dragon Sword」, had exceeded all expectations.
The defenders, nearly forced back to the walls, regained ground and managed to reform their ranks. Even more importantly, the dragon’s appearance had crushed the enemy’s morale—a decisive factor in any large-scale battle.
Only two summonings remained, but for now, it was worth it.
As panic spread through the Conquest Army, the open sky slowly closed again. After one minute, the dragon faded like mist. I sheathed the 「Dragon Sword」 and drew the Winter Steel blade Dwight had given me.
Then, the arena announcer’s voice boomed across the battlefield.
— You all saw that, didn’t you?! What a majestic presence! That was the very Guardian Dragon that fought alongside Han during the Conquest War! Though it lacked noble blood and hadn’t lived even a hundred years, it still gave the Conquest Army quite the bitter taste!
 — And as some of you might know, our warrior, the 「Sword Demon」 Liam, wields the 「Dragon Sword」—a relic said to bear a legend! That the one who possesses the relic of the dragon can summon the true king!
The announcer’s voice burned with excitement.
— No one knows what that legend truly means, but who’s to say the other relics don’t hold mysteries of their own? Don’t you want them? These artifacts of divine legend, wielded by the valiant Sword Demon Liam himself—!
Apparently, he was trying to hype up prices for the relics’ auction once the War Duel ended.
It was almost funny hearing my name being used for advertisement.
But I had no time to care.
“There’s still too damn many of them.”
The Conquest Army’s numbers were still overwhelming—less an army and more a tidal wave. A natural disaster repeating itself endlessly.
I should save the remaining two summonings for more critical moments. The immediate crisis is over; I’ll use them later when we’re truly cornered.
Yes. Our job as defenders was not to annihilate them—just to hold.
— The Guardian Dragon performed brilliantly, but there are still countless enemies left! Can Han’s warriors hold the walls until the end of the day?! Remember, not even an hour has passed since the war began!
Twenty-three hours remained.
It already felt like days.
— And now, dear spectators, which warrior will you bet on? Throw your gold to the side you believe in! Place your fortune on their victory—it’ll make the show that much sweeter!
The announcer laughed like a jester while men clashed steel to steel.
Amid the re-enactment of an ancient war, spectators cheered and gambled from their seats.
For a moment, anger flared within me—but I swallowed it. Instead, I looked to what truly mattered.
The enemy before me.
The sword in my hand.
That was all.
「Go forth, young descendant.」
***
I saw it—the “Path” slicing through the mass of bodies.
Following that path, I swung my sword. Each strike scattered blood and claimed a life. For every one I felled, two more came charging in. From a thrust, I shifted into a slash; when my movement threatened to stop, I spun, scattering arcs of steel in all directions. The techniques I’d mastered so far appeared one by one, carving through the foes before me.
What truly helped me in this chaos was 「Fang」. Amid the flood of enemies, the Assassin of the Free City had once taught me how to vanish within presence itself.
I stripped a fallen Conquest soldier of his uniform and wrapped it around myself.
Smearing blood across my face, I erased my presence. Revealing myself, then hiding again—it confused them, made them think I’d disappeared and reappeared like a phantom.
In the midst of this noisy battlefield, I moved with the steps of an assassin and struck with the sword of a knight.
A mercenary’s ambush took several lives; surrounded, I borrowed the whirlwind strikes of a Ronin.
Through the unbroken path—my path to survival—I moved without stopping. My blade drank deep of life after life, until my stamina began to wane. My breathing turned shallow, my vision blurred. Even a heart of steel couldn’t grant infinite endurance.
Moments of dazed emptiness came over me. Every time my awareness flickered, an enemy’s blade came my way. I barely managed to dodge, though cuts began to gather across my body. Small wounds, but they added up.
A thought crept in—what if I died here, to a stray sword or arrow?
Battle lust and resolve could not burn forever. A strange drowsiness began to settle in.
Was I still fighting… or drowning underwater?
The din of battle faded to a dull hum.
War was quieter than I’d imagined…
“Sword Demon! Snap out of it!”
A powerful blow struck me, sending my body flying. The shock jolted me back to my senses. 
The muffled hum became sharp again—clashing steel, cheers, screams, the crunch of bone and flesh. I staggered to my feet. My chest throbbed in pain; cracks ran through my mithril breastplate.
I looked ahead—and saw her.
Valkyrie Maia, wings spread wide.
“Do not fall into the lethargy of war! Even when you tire, even when your body weakens, fix your eyes forward! When Death calls your name—shout that today is not the day!”
She fought like a dancer—graceful, lethal.
「Well? Young descendant—war is not so different from those knightly tales you read, is it?」
Liam’s voice came, calm as ever.
「This is war.」
 “……”
 「It always begins with noble cause—but once thrown into its depths, soldiers forget everything. Conviction, victory, the ideal of the sword—all of it fades. What remains is the question: Why am I here? What meaning does this have?」
Blood spattered. Valkyrie Maia roared like a beast.
「After enduring endless meaninglessness, longing takes its place. You start wishing to return home—to warmth, to family, to rest before a gentle fire. Foolish, useless thoughts.」
Her wings gleamed. A long spear pierced through an enemy’s skull. Another warrior charged beside her, pushing the Conquest Army back.
「Perhaps your vengeance will be like this war, young descendant. Rage and vengeance burn bright—but they are fleeting flames. When all is consumed, only emptiness remains, like the numbness you just felt.」
 “……”
 「You may regret it one day—that you should never have begun this path. That instead of giving yourself to fury, you should have lived for something greater. Such thoughts may come to torment you.」
All around us, warriors fought.
「But even so—once you’ve taken up the sword, once you’ve chosen to advance—there is no turning back.」
 “……”
 「The only path left is forward. The only place left to go… is above.」
My heart thundered.
「So grasp your sword, young descendant. As you always have.」
The heartbeat pumped power through my body. The second pulse of the Mana Heart awakened strength beyond mortal limits, sharpening my blade anew.
I had to move forward.
The place I could return to was long gone.
My destination lay ahead—above.
Then, I saw her.
Across the chaos, a lone woman moved with quiet grace. Her sword did not belong to war. The sound it made was calm, yet it resonated through the noise of battle—clear, serene, beautiful.
Her swordlight gleamed like a cold star, captivating all who saw it.
I knew that sword.
That beauty.
The genius.
The Black Bride—Seol Yoon.
Through the slit of my helmet, our eyes met. For a moment, the world stopped.
Since I had met her, I had never seen her make that face.
Her eyes looked… unbearably sad.
Truly, achingly so.
***
「Time remaining until War Duel ends: 21:47:13」
Chapter 72
Chapter 72. Seol Yoon (1)
What was war? To Seol Yoon, war had been like a bolt of lightning—sudden, senseless, and blinding. The soldiers on horseback had given no warning, no explanation, before they burned and trampled her village. Everyday life crumbled in an instant. The kind woman who used to tell her jokes, the little brother who feared insects, the children who played together until dusk—all of them died.
Seol Yoon never knew how the walls of her homeland had fallen, nor how bravely Han’s army had fought. She never saw their resistance, nor their valor. To her, war had been nothing more than a one-sided massacre. By the time the invaders reached her village, Han was already in the throes of destruction. The conquerors took delight in crushing what remained—slaughtering those who offered no resistance.
Thus, Seol Yoon did not understand war. 
All she remembered were the deaths of the innocent, the blood of children, the sound of trembling breaths fading into silence, the acrid scent of earth and smoke, the reek of burnt corpses that filled her village. That was all. Wherever the conquerors passed, color vanished from the world.
Her world had ended that day.
Since then, Seol Yoon’s life has been empty. There had been anger, yes—but it was faint, a flickering ember. What filled her heart was loss. It felt as though the world had stolen everything precious from her. A girl stripped of all she had ever held dear had lost the color of life itself. The world had become gray, and she swung her sword without meaning, in a void devoid of feeling.
To reclaim color—to fill the hollow space within—she could only try to recover what she had lost.
As her father once said, she would ascend as an Immortal, to the paradise above.
Seol Yoon believed that once she regained what had been taken, she could return to being the girl she once was—innocent, carefree, laughing without thought.
For that, she was willing to do anything.
Anything, to bring back those lost days.
“Keuhk—”
Obtaining the 「Dragon Sword」 was part of that journey. There was a legend—that the one who possessed the relic of the dragon could summon the true king. As one born of the East, Seol Yoon knew what that meant. The true king was the founder of Han—the progenitor.
In the hand of an Eastern swordsman, the will of that ancient ancestor within the Dragon Sword could awaken.
It wasn’t as though awakening the progenitor’s will granted any great power.
He was a figure from a bygone age, able only to lend wisdom on rare occasions—unable to affect the world physically, or shake heaven and earth like in the founding myths.
But Seol Yoon had one question she had to ask him.
If one became an Immortal, could they truly reach paradise?
Would the people she had loved—her family, her village—be there waiting for her?
It was the most important question in the world to her. And if anyone would know the answer, it would be the founder who had once built the very foundation of this land.
That was why Seol Yoon had always desired the Dragon Sword.
If wielding it would tell her whether the path she walked was truly right, she would do anything.
Standing on the side of the 「Great Land」 and cutting down the soldiers of Han? That was nothing. After all, this world was nothing but an illusion—a recreated memory. Killing phantoms wasn’t difficult. Besides, she resented them.
If they had been just a little stronger, if they had endured just a little longer, her village might not have been destroyed. Her tragedy might never have happened. Everything might not have been taken from her.
So yes—these soldiers were her enemies, too.
Men who failed in their duty to protect their own.
“……”
And yet—
“I’m… sorry.”
 “...Why.”
 “Because I couldn’t… protect you.”
Why did the dying soldiers apologize to her?
“I’m sorry. Forgive me.”
Seol Yoon didn’t understand. Even as she cut them down and drenched herself in their blood, she couldn’t comprehend it.
Only later did she realize the truth.
It was an echo.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you, child.”
The soldiers in this spirit world weren’t actually speaking to her.
That faint, trembling voice—she had heard it before. Not here, but long ago, on a desolate plain covered in blood and dust, where a broken soldier had found her.
He had not fought the enemy with his shattered spear. Instead, he had lifted a dying girl—one drowning in the blood of her fallen home.
“You have to live.”
He had been a defeated soldier of a fallen kingdom. A man who had lost his commander, his lord, and his homeland. He had taken the hand of a girl who had lost her world.
“No matter how hopeless, no matter how cruel, you must live.”
That was why Seol Yoon could not smile.
Why could she only wear that sorrowful face?
“If you survive, you can see tomorrow.”
***
It was a memory from long ago.
Her village had become a wasteland. No more smoke rose from the chimneys—only the black smoke of burning bodies. The smell of cooking fires and burning flesh were not the same; the stench of charred human meat was unbearable.
Seol Yoon crawled among corpses and pools of blood.
The conquerors wanted no survivors. They scoured the ruined village, performing executions on the already dead—stabbing lifeless bodies just to make sure.
Even the dead, Seol Yoon thought, were being wounded again.
She wished she had died then, together with her parents. But somehow, she survived. And now, she was too frail to choose death. She feared blades, fists, kicks—the savage violence the plainsmen would unleash upon her. She feared everything.
The world that had once been warm and gentle now terrified her.
 Was the world always this harsh, this lonely?
 Were humans always this cruel?
She wandered for days—how many, she no longer knew.
She hadn’t eaten in as long. Eventually, the lost girl collapsed in the barren ruins of her village. Under the scorching sun, parched and delirious, she thirsted. The only water left was rot and blood.
She chose blood.
Pressing her face into a crimson puddle, the weak girl began to drink.
Her tears fell into the blood as she sobbed, even as the pool began to drown her.
Just when she thought perhaps dying like this wouldn’t be so bad, a rough hand seized her by the hair and pulled her up.
Through hazy eyes, she saw a soldier—bloodied, dust-covered, leaning on a broken spear.
He lifted her frail body into his mangled arms, without question or explanation, and said only—
“I’m sorry, child.”
Somehow, those words comforted her.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”
 “……”
 “You did nothing wrong.”
She remembered that the sunlight that day had felt strangely warm.
“So you must live.”
***
Now, Seol Yoon’s eyes were clouded with sorrow. Yet her sword was far too dangerous. More than ever, her beauty carried a fatal edge. A deep, thunderous horn blared.
The defenders of Han shouted—
“Form ranks! The Great Warriors of the Plains are coming! The true lances that once conquered the steppes themselves are here to tear down these walls!”
The defenders moved in unison, the warriors among them readying their weapons.
Steel clashed, arrows flew blindly, bodies fell and tangled in the mud. Blood turned the earth to red mire. The origins of the battle no longer mattered.
And then—The 「Dragon Sword」 at my waist began to tremble.
『───.』
As if trying to speak.
『───!』
But to me, its sound was nothing but noise—like metal scraping metal, or a beast’s growl.
I couldn’t understand its meaning.
Then, the ground began to shake.
A long spear streaked through the air like a ray of light, impaling several of Han’s soldiers. At the same time, a booming laugh echoed.
I saw him—a massive warrior clad in blue armor, mounted on a great warhorse.
“How dare a petty nation defy the will of the Great Land! You will know today just how small you are!”
This one was different. His aura, his presence—everything.
“Sword Demon Liam.”
It was Maia’s voice beside me.
“Yes.”
 “That one looks fit for warriors to face.”
 “I agree.”
 “But there are plenty of others to deal with here.”
She raised her hand, pointing ahead.
“Sword Demon Liam!”
 “Speak.”
 “If you don’t mind—will you let me fight that warrior first?”
She was pointing at Seol Yoon. The Black Bride, with her sorrowful eyes.
“I haven’t felt this alive in ages. Even if I lose, I want to fight her. In the Lakota Mountains, there wasn’t a single female warrior my age stronger than I—but that one… she looks even mightier. I can’t resist!”
Maia’s face burned with genuine excitement.
 I smiled faintly and nodded.
“Go ahead.”
Maia was a mighty warrior—one of the few granted the title Valkyrie among the northern barbarians, a title reserved for those who had proven themselves in battle.
And yet—“It won’t be easy.”
I couldn’t picture Maia defeating Seol Yoon.
“Truly.”
***
Amid the furnace heat of battle, Seol Yoon felt lost.
Her body swung her sword by instinct, but her mind drifted elsewhere.
Why?
Did she feel guilty for killing soldiers of Han? Or had her past trauma been stirred anew? She didn’t know.
It felt like wandering in circles—like walking the same path endlessly. When she’d first heard the War Duel’s theme, she’d been angry. But, as always, her anger had cooled quickly.
Her days were filled with emptiness, her emotions hollow. Anger, like fire, needed fuel—and Seol Yoon had nothing left to burn. 
Everything had been taken. Everything.
Was it sorrow? Confusion? Self-loathing, for killing echoes of her homeland’s soldiers just to obtain the Dragon Sword? Or was it simple exhaustion from endless swordplay?
She couldn’t tell. Her emotions were so faint that even she couldn’t describe their color anymore.
That was why Arhan fascinated her.
He acted like a boy, but inside burned a storm of rage—a fire that refused to die.
He had lost everything, just as she had, but instead of being consumed by loss, he turned his fury into strength.
While she lingered in the past, Arhan moved forward—always upward.
He was not shackled by memory; he had become something stronger.
His will was steel.
Sometimes, Seol Yoon wished she could be like him—Not always weighed down by sorrow, but able to think of the future, to stand tall as an adult. But that was not an easy thing. Not at all.
“Greetings!”
A sudden shout snapped her from her thoughts.
A female warrior stood before her.
“I am Maia, the Sixth Valkyrie of the Lakota Mountains, and I challenge you to a duel!”
Seol Yoon looked at her dully.
“…In the Arena, barbarians, we usually don’t announce our names.”
 “Is that so? No matter! What is your name, swordswoman?”
 “I told you, we don’t share names here.”
 “Then at least tell me the name you use in the Arena!”
As the Valkyrie declared with fierce vigor, Seol Yoon quietly raised her sword.
Its cold blade shimmered faintly.
For a brief moment, her confusion subsided. If her opponent was not a soldier of Han, then no echoes would follow. And when she swung her sword, all unnecessary thoughts disappeared.
This would be a good chance to clear her head.
“…The Bride.”
Please, she thought, don’t die too quickly. Stay with me until my mind grows quiet again.
“The Black Bride.”
***
「Time remaining until War Duel ends: 20:55:41」
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Chapter 73. Seol Yoon (2)
Despite Han’s long resistance, its fall came in an instant.
The 「Guardian Dragon」—the savior spoken of only in the founding legends—had descended, but the Descendant of Khan, a war god incarnate, dragged the dragon down from the sky to the earth. The Guardian Dragon bled and died, and with it, the last walls of the humble peninsula collapsed.
When the Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 finally entered Han, they raged as if to repay every humiliation they had ever suffered. From the capital to the smallest village, everything burned. Their blades spared neither the old nor the young, neither men nor women. Death came equally to all.
Even the mercenary bands from the greedy 「Black Peninsula」’s Red Bank, and the Iron Legion of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, who joined the war without allegiance or cause, took part. They scrambled through the ruined nation to snatch whatever profit remained.
Ironically, their participation was a twisted kind of mercy for Han’s people.
Unlike the Conquest Army, which slaughtered indiscriminately, the foreign soldiers—marching under the guise of “reinforcements”—took women and children as prisoners instead. Thus, the survivors made their choice by the flags they saw: Run, or raise their hands and surrender.
“Live, child.”
That defeated soldier had shown young Seol Yoon the only path left to her. The emaciated man never spoke of the war’s glory, nor of valor or courage. He only apologized—quietly, endlessly—as if the ruin of his nation were his own sin.
Seol Yoon had once asked him with hollow eyes, “Will you teach me the sword?”
Then she told him the story her father had once told her—the legend of the Immortals.
The soldier, warming himself by a campfire, had chuckled softly at that absurd tale. Yet he never said that Immortals didn’t exist, nor that it was foolish to believe.
“My sword’s worthless. I didn’t survive because I was strong—but because I was too much of a coward to die.”
 “……”
 “But still… if I can give you even a shred of my sword, I’ll do it. If anything I have can help you, it’s yours. Maybe that’ll count as my atonement.”
Indeed, the soldier’s swordsmanship was crude—pitiful, even.
“There’s a paradise where those we love still live, where the days we long for still exist,” he once said with a faint smile.
 “That’s a finer world than any heaven promised by the Nine Goddesses or the Seven Lords.”
He had been an optimist. Had there been no war, he said, he would have become a scholar—a man who admired the beauty of nature and composed poetry beneath the clouds.
Once, as they traveled, Seol Yoon saw him washing himself in a river. His body was covered not just in scars, but in rot. His flesh had decayed in patches, not from weapons but from disease.
“It’s leprosy,” he said without shame. “They call us lepers.”
 “……”
“I caught it hiding in a leper colony—trying to stay alive. Funny thing, really. Maybe it’s the reason I’ve survived this long. The proud warriors of the Great Land are terrified of lepers, ha ha.”
He was a dying man. Only later did Seol Yoon see how frail he truly was. But she didn’t avoid him. She didn’t recoil.
Each day, the soldier weakened. His voice still sounded young, but his face aged rapidly, and his body withered like an old man’s.
And every day, he repeated the same words:
“No matter how cruel the world, no matter how painful—live.”
It became his refrain.
“If you live… you’ll see tomorrow.”
 “……”
 “No one knows what tomorrow holds. If you want to reach that paradise, if you want to become an Immortal, first—you must live.”
Seol Yoon cared for him as he waned, witnessing for the first time the process of death.
She saw, in excruciating detail, the slow collapse of the one man who had pulled her from ruin.
From that day forward, Seol Yoon could no longer ignore the suffering.
A human teetering between life and death—there was nothing more pitiful.
Even as his body decayed, the soldier always apologized. Sometimes he wept like a child.
But Seol Yoon never thought him ugly, nor pitied him with contempt.
What she came to hate was the world itself—the merciless world that crushed them so.
Time passed. And one day, a new army appeared before them.
But the flag they carried did not belong to the 「Great Land」.
It bore the crest of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville.
The Iron Legion.
***
The reason the Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 was considered the most powerful force among all ground armies was simple. The Great Land controlled nearly all the Eastern Continent—and its vast territory came with an equally vast population. With that population, they could field an army so immense that witnesses described its advance as “a human tide.”
Moreover, that army moved as one under a single absolute leader—the Descendant of Khan, a being revered as divine. With but a word, he could command millions. His soldiers did not fear death.
Thus, the true terror of the Conquest Army lay not merely in its size, but in the presence of the Descendant of Khan himself. Even without him, however, they remained a nightmare: overwhelming numbers, bolstered by the Great Warriors of the Plains—elite horsemen interspersed among their ranks.
“Haaah!”
To hold formation at all, those Great Warriors had to be dealt with.
I could call forth the 「Guardian Dragon」 again and crush them—but wasting a summoning now would be foolish.
There was still far too much time left. And this much, I could handle.
Maia will keep Seol Yoon occupied. I should move quickly while she does.
I drew a breath.
Following the revealed 「Path」, I became wind.
My sword carved its arc, cutting through lives one after another. The sea of soldiers surged toward me, yet I alone ran against their tide. Each time my blade spun, a whirlwind followed—and men fell in waves.
“There he is!”
The enemy had decided not to ignore me any longer.
Spears flew. I barely dodged them before arrows rained down.
Empowered by the strength of the superhuman, I moved beyond human limits—flipping backward through the air to evade. In that moment, I heard chanting. Magic. I couldn’t tell what kind—but it didn’t matter.
I had learned how to cut through spells themselves, ever since my fight with the black mage Jerry Selfit.
“Haa—”
I sliced through the 「Path」 of the spell.
The unfolding magic dispersed, leaving confusion on the enemies’ faces.
Then I invoked 「Wild Instinct」—spinning wide, cutting down all who surrounded me. Kicking a fallen spear into the air, I caught it mid-spin and hurled it, killing another soldier. Every object, every motion on this chaotic battlefield became a weapon. That was also 「Wild Instinct」.
A crack echoed—a Great Warrior fell.
Then, with eyes blazing, another charged.
I awakened 「Gale」. I wasn’t aiming for him, but for his horse. If I disrupted the rhythm of its gallop, he’d fall—But his spear struck faster than my wind.
“Kh!”
I barely caught it with my blade, but couldn’t fully deflect the force—I was thrown back, dust scattering as the warrior laughed.
“So this is the sword said to be haunted! Is this all your ghost can do?”
I spat blood.
He’s fast. Damnably fast.
The real problem wasn’t the warrior’s skill—it was his horse.
Armored in blue steel, the beast moved like a living storm, almost monstrous in speed. His thrusts carried the horse’s full momentum—each one powerful enough to shatter my blade, had it not been forged from Winter Steel.
How do I deal with this?
A troublesome opponent indeed.
And then—The 「Dragon Sword」 trembled again.
『…This…』
The voice was faint, indecipherable. Yet the sword kept calling, desperate to be heard.
『…The star…』
But I had no time to listen. Doubt opened its eyes within me—reading meaning into every motion of the Great Warrior, predicting his next move.
Following the drawn 「Path」, I struck.
Steel met steel with a resounding clang.
Ordinarily, I would have been the one pushed back.
But—『In a book of the Western Lands… I once read a line.』
My heart was steel. Unless the gap was truly immense, my sword held dominance in a direct clash. Surprise flashed across the warrior’s face—he hadn’t expected such weight.
『Those words, written upon white paper, captured my life perfectly.』
I lowered my stance and swung again. The blue-armored horse’s legs were severed. Blood fountained as the beast screamed, pitching forward. As its rider’s balance broke, I drove my blade through his skull.
“GRAAAAH—!”
But there were countless others.
I raised my sword—But one blade could not cut them all.
A sting at my neck—a shallow wound. Another across my shoulder. Even as blood trickled down, the 「Dragon Sword」 continued to speak—and now, its voice was clear.
『It was written thus:』
The voice was solemn, resonant, and gentle.
Killing intent swarmed around me.
My heart burned as though aflame.
And then—
『How happy was the age when one could look upon the starry sky, and read the map of the path one could—and must—follow?』
Before I knew it, I had drawn the 「Dragon Sword」.
『How happy was the age when the starlight illuminated that path so brightly?』
As though the sword itself had guided my hand.
『I longed for the Age of Stars—not this age of war.』
***
Valkyries.
Seol Yoon knew of them—Warriors among the northern barbarians, the greatest of their kind. To bear the title “Valkyrie” was to stand at the summit of strength, and anyone who reached that summit was, inevitably, called a genius.
This Valkyrie was no different.
She had likely been praised for her talent from childhood, proven herself early, trained relentlessly, and risen to greatness through sheer will.
Seol Yoon believed that the truest conversation between warriors was spoken through the sword. And in the Valkyrie’s blade, she felt it—the woman’s struggle, her resolve, her burning life.
This warrior had never once been idle. She had always given everything.
And so—
“…The name Valkyrie suits you far better than it does me.”
This outcome was simply the difference in talent.
“Amazing. I was just a frog in a well. They called me a prodigy all my life. Said I was the first in centuries to become a Valkyrie at my age. But…”
 “...I see.”
 “It was all an illusion. I wasn’t a genius. You are what that word truly means.”
Valkyrie Maia laughed faintly.
“I envy you—chosen by the heavens to wield such a sword.”
Her left hand lay severed on the ground, crimson pouring from her wrist.
Seol Yoon’s voice was calm.
“There’s nothing to envy.”
Not a single wound marked her body.
“…It’s just the one thing I got in exchange for losing everything else.”
Not a single thing more.
***
「Time remaining until War Duel ends: 20:50:14」
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“You have to surrender.”
The defeated soldier said quietly.
“It’s the only way to live. The Great Warriors of the Plains don’t take prisoners. Those madmen butcher women and children without hesitation. But the mercenaries sent by the Red Bank of the Black Peninsula, and the Iron Legion of the Iron Kingdom, they’re different. They’re not here for glory. They’re scavengers, come to pick up scraps.”
 “……”
“So they won’t kill you. They’ll want to keep you—as a trophy. You know what they say? The nobles of the West have strange fantasies about Easterners. They think that just keeping one brings good fortune. That Eastern children are born with talent for the sword.”
The soldier placed a hand gently on Seol Yoon’s shoulder. She looked up at him.
“Then… What about you?”
He couldn’t answer right away. They both already knew. There was no future for him.
Even if the Westerners held such delusions, they wouldn’t take grown men as captives—especially not a soldier of Han’s defeated army. And certainly not a leper. No one would take a diseased man as plunder.
“I’ll be fine.”
But Seol Yoon was different.
A war orphan made a fine prize. A child could be tamed, molded, indoctrinated. And Seol Yoon—objectively—was beautiful. Many nobles would covet her.
“I should’ve died long ago.”
But the soldier refused to let her live as some noble’s pet. Better to die on the battlefield than live as a chained ornament. So he decided to spend what remained of his life for her sake—to take responsibility for one small life, since he’d failed to protect his nation.
Surely, he thought, his parents, wife, and brothers—already long dead—would understand. It would be a worthy end for a man who had fled in defeat and become a leper.
“I have no future.”
 “……”
 “But you do.”
He lifted his broken spear.
“Our ancestors said it—children hold infinite possibilities. Pure hearts are like the night sky—they can become anything. I believe that. You’re not like me, worn down by the world. You still have a future. If I can die for that future, it’ll be an honor.”
 “……”
 “You can become anything, child.”
The wounded man rose to his feet.
“Those men are the Iron Legion of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville. That nation values skill over birth or bloodline. If such men saw a little girl cut down trained soldiers with nothing but a sword, what would they think? Would they rage and execute her?”
He shook his head.
“No. They’d see a treasure. Not a decorative flower—but a rare talent, a priceless gem found in a fallen nation. The people of the Iron Kingdom are all the same—mad in their own way.”
He coughed—wet, heavy, flecked with blood.
“Child, your life from here on will be harsh. But you must endure it. I’ll burn what’s left of my life to open a path for you. I’ll make you into a rose with thorns.”
 “……”
 “There’ll be no flowered path ahead. But you must live.”
He limped forward, coughing.
“If you live, you’ll see tomorrow.”
 “……”
 “See tomorrow. Sharpen your sword. Become an Immortal. Go to paradise—and reclaim the things the wretched adults like me failed to protect.”
Muttering those words, the soldier walked toward the Iron Legion.
The soldiers, laughing and chatting among themselves, turned when they saw him—a shambling, limping man removing his helmet. Beneath it was the ruined face of a leper.
“Get lost, filthy leper!”
 “Damn it, a diseased beggar!”
They cursed, recoiling in disgust.
But he kept walking. And then he roared—a sound no longer human—and drove his broken spear into them. His fighting was clumsy, but desperate. He wasn’t strong—but he was terrifying. In his frenzy, he killed four Iron Legion soldiers before collapsing, his body a wreck.
Panicked, the others fled, blowing their war horns for reinforcements.
On his knees, the soldier watched them go. 
Seol Yoon, who had been hiding, ran to him.
He was covered in blood, his breath ragged.
“They’ll come back,” he said hoarsely.
And then, with eyes clouding, he made his final request.
“They’ll come for revenge—for the insult of being ambushed. Before that, you must kill me.”
His voice trembled.
“Pick up anything sharp and cut my throat. When they return, tell them this—tell them the leper tried to violate you. Say you killed him with one stroke. Say you don’t even know how. If they press for details, make something up. Make it vague—but interesting enough that they’ll imagine you as a prodigy.”
 “Ah… ahh…”
 “If they tell you to swing a sword, say you can’t now—but that back then, something inside you shone. Let them imagine it. Let them believe you’re gifted.”
 “I… I can’t. I can’t do that…”
 “You must.”
The soldier smiled weakly.
“You have to live… and see tomorrow.”
Seol Yoon sobbed as she looked down at the man with his eyes closed.
His leprous face no longer looked grotesque. His lips and eyelids trembled.
He was simply a man—a man trying to face death with dignity, even as fear gripped him.
“I’ll… I’ll become an Immortal. I’ll go to paradise. I’ll see my loved ones again.”
 “You will.”
 “And you’ll be there too. You’ll be in my paradise. So don’t be afraid. Wait for me, just a little longer.”
At her words, the soldier smiled faintly.
“Thank you.”
For the first time, he said not I’m sorry, but thank you.
Her sword struck his neck. It was a clumsy swing. The blade caught on bone.
He suffered for a long time before dying.
Even through her tears, Seol Yoon did what she had to do. Killing a person was a horrific thing. And yet, even as he died, the soldier never cursed her. Never apologized again. Only whispered thank you over and over…Moments later, the Iron Legion’s reinforcements arrived—far more numerous than before.
And among them flew another banner.
The blazing sun—the emblem of Khan.
The Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 had arrived.
“The leper’s gone… and here’s a girl instead.”
The man who spoke dwarfed the rest. Mounted on a black steed, his presence was overwhelming—like a war god descended to earth.
“So, little girl of the peninsula,” he said, gazing down at the corpse, “you killed this sinner?”
The Descendant of Khan himself.
Seol Yoon followed the script the soldier had given her.
“I—I killed him in one stroke…”
She spun her tale as best she could. But the Khan’s descendants needed no explanation.
He had already read the truth from the scene before him.
Those who had reached the pinnacle of Martial Will could discern what had happened simply from traces left behind.
He saw that the man had not resisted—that he had chosen death.
He even understood why. It was unworthy of a warrior—but he said nothing.
“…Not long ago, a mad knight from the Iron Kingdom came to me,” he said quietly. “He demanded that if he were to lose our duel, no one under eighteen be slain in this war. Disgusting as the memory is, I suppose I must honor my promise as the defeated.”
***
Valkyrie Maia’s consciousness blurred. Her sword hand was slick with blood; her severed wrist bled endlessly. And yet she laughed.
“So this is the world’s breadth!”
Their first clash—when Maia’s and Seol Yoon’s swords met, she had thought them equals.
Their strength, their speed—comparable. At first, Maia even held the advantage.
But as the fight continued, Seol Yoon overwhelmed her.
The process of that domination was something no ordinary person could even comprehend.
“Haaah—!”
Maia swung her greatsword. Seol Yoon mirrored her perfectly.
Their blades followed the same trajectory, colliding at the midpoint.
Every exchange was the same—synchronized, precise, flawless. It was like fighting her reflection.
Everything Maia had built through years of effort, every secret technique passed down through generations of Valkyries of the Lakota Mountains—This girl from the East replicated it all after seeing it once.
“I see now… it’s all been stolen. Every bit of it.”
 “……”
 “And the longer we fight, the more perfect you become. Your sword is sharper, cleaner… I can hardly believe it.”
Seol Yoon’s eyes gleamed. Then her sword changed.
No longer the Northern barbarian’s style—but a blade of flowing grace, like wind and water.
Maia couldn’t block it. Couldn’t dodge.
She could only think—how beautiful. Like the waterfall she had once seen as a child, holding her father’s hand.
“Ah…”
Her greatsword fell from her right hand. Kneeling, she knew she was finished. Soon, she’d be expelled from the spirit world. Before that, she asked the one question still burning in her heart.
“That sword… Whose did you steal?”
 “...I didn’t steal it.”
 “Then… from whom did you learn it? What’s its name?”
Seol Yoon’s voice was calm.
“I didn’t learn it from anyone.”
 “Then…”
As Maia’s words faltered, Seol Yoon leveled her sword.
The cold edge brushed Maia’s throat.
She remembered the words of her old teachers.
— Seol Yoon, there’s nothing for us to teach you.
At the academy, every swordmaster who’d come to instruct her had said the same.
She had learned dozens of sword arts, yet used none.
— Your talent surpasses all techniques.
The reason was simple.
— In the East, they call such a thing…
There was no need to imitate anyone.
— The Great Master.
For Seol Yoon already possessed the most perfect sword—her own.
— One day, all will know your name.
Her sword evolved with her, created by her, perfected only in her hands—a sword no one else could wield.
“It doesn’t have a name yet. I’m not good at naming things.”
 “Ha… haha…”
Maia smiled faintly. She understood now—this was Seol Yoon’s own creation.
Feeling the cold steel at her throat, Maia closed her eyes.
The talent of a true genius is far too cruel, she thought.
“……”
Seol Yoon looked down at Maia’s fallen form, and remembered a question her teachers once asked: — Seol Yoon, how did you come to possess such a sword?
And she had answered: ‘Because someone once told me… I could become anything.’
She remembered his words still—the dying soldier’s voice, the promise made long ago.
That was why she could become anything. 
Why she could steal any sword. Because his faith—and her god-given gift—made it possible. And so, Seol Yoon created her own sword.
To survive.
To see tomorrow.
To ascend to the heavens and become an Immortal.
To keep her promise.
To reclaim what was lost.
To prove that the man who had believed in the pitiful, blood-soaked girl had not been wrong.
“…There are still enemies left.”
She turned her eyes forward.
The battle was not yet over.
***
When I came to, the blade in my hand was not the Winter Steel sword—but something else. It wasn’t sharp, but lavishly decorated. Yet, from that ornamented sword, a chilling aura emanated.
“...What the hell.”
The 「Dragon Sword」 was glowing red—drenched in the blood of enemies.
All around me lay the corpses of the Great Warriors of the Plains, their eyes frozen wide.
Other soldiers stared at me as if they’d seen a ghost.
Well, to be fair, what I’d just done had been unnatural.
“What is this?”
 「The voice of the sword. I told you, there was a flame sleeping within it.」
 “……”
 「The soul within the sword recognized the blood of steel—and spoke to you.」
In the middle of the battlefield, Liam looked at me with a wry smile.
「It told you to devour it.」
The Dragon Sword still trembled violently.
「Do as it wishes, young descendant.」
 “...Is that allowed?”
 「That blade is worthy enough to become your second offering—for your wings.」
 “But it’s not even mine. It’s borrowed.”
 「Why think so hard?」
Liam chuckled.
「Just do it first, think later. That’s how the Karavans have always lived.」
Utterly irresponsible words. And yet—
“...Well, that’s how I’ve always been anyway.”
I couldn’t deny the pull. If anything, it was strong.
***
「Steel Blood is hungry.」
 「Ingest a new sword.」
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「The Dragon Sword you borrowed—it was merely a spiritual manifestation conjured by witches within this world. So whether you eat it, crush it, or breathe it in, it makes no difference. The real thing remains untouched outside.」
 “…So there really won’t be a problem?”
 「Well, that’s not entirely true. Once you devour that blade, the flame within it—the sword’s spirit—will be wholly absorbed into you. What’s left will be an empty relic, a lifeless trinket.」
 “……”
 「But what does that matter? No one has recognized its worth for hundreds of years. Better it fade inside you than continue gathering dust in obscurity.」
How shameless. Truly, the definition of brazen.
But—
“…You’re not wrong. I suppose the sword would prefer that too.”
 「Of course. Becoming one with a Karavan is the highest honor any blade can dream of.」
That, he had to admit, wasn’t entirely false.
“Catch him! Don’t let that demon escape!”
The Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 was in chaos. After I’d butchered several of their Great Warriors, they turned rabid in pursuit. Escaping was easy enough. We had our own lines—soldiers, defenders, and duelists who could serve as my shield. My brief absence would not cost the battle.
“Blade Demon! The Valkyrie’s fallen!”
 “Ah, has she now?”
So Maia had lost. No surprise there.
There was never a world where she could defeat Seol Yoon in pure swordsmanship. Against that kind of innate brilliance, only divine interference could tip the scales.
So I wasn’t worried.
“Anyway—does anyone have fire? A torch, a forge, a brazier—anything burning?”
Because I had preparations to make.
***
As the war duel dragged on, both sides finally began to understand why the Conquest Army of the Great Land had been considered unstoppable in recorded history.
Even without the Heir of Khan among them, the army’s sheer presence was overwhelming.
Han’s defenses were mighty; in territory wars, defenders always held the advantage. From the walls, the defenders of Han rained death upon the invaders with relentless precision. But no matter how many died, the Conquest Army advanced. Their ranks seemed endless, their courage unnatural.
The longer the battle went on, the more the duelists on both sides began to think—are they infinite?
Wave after wave of soldiers. Even with thousands slain, their numbers didn’t dwindle.
It was maddening.
At the same time, Liam—the Blade Demon—had disappeared from the front.
He’d gone looking for fire.
Then, the heavens split open.
The Guardian Dragon descended once again, roaring across the battlefield. Its arrival turned the tide, granting Han’s soldiers a momentary reprieve. But everyone knew—they could only call upon that dragon three times. Two had been spent already.
The reprieve was short-lived.
The soldiers of Han fought bravely, but exhaustion and dread spread like rot.
How many more waves could they endure?
Even the duelists began to break.
Some warriors from the Great Land’s own side faltered—unable to keep fighting. Seeing Han’s defenders trembling, hearing the desperate cries of men who had lost everything—they couldn’t bring themselves to strike.
“Damn it all… I can’t do this anymore! Keep your Dragon Relic, I’m done!”
They dropped their weapons.
And were cut down almost immediately.
The Arena’s operators didn’t intervene.
Such disobedience—such despair—was part of the spectacle.
***
Time passed.
The battle grew dirtier, slower, and real.
Viewers watching from outside the spiritual world could feel it too.
 This wasn’t the romanticized war of epic songs.
 This was the suffocating, senseless attrition of real warfare.
“This balance feels off.”
 “The Conquest Army’s numbers haven’t dropped at all. If anything, they’ve increased with reinforcements.”
 “They’re insane. Imagine—this is them without the Khan’s Heir leading.”
 “Yeah. If the Heir were here, Han would’ve been dust already.”
 “Hard to believe Han ever lasted even a day against these monsters in the real war…”
Some of the audience, who at first watched in fascination, now sat in uneasy silence.
It hit them that the Great Land’s army wasn’t just history—it was real.
Still out there. Still conquering.
The war that had devoured the Eastern Continent hadn’t truly ended—it had only paused.
“If not for the Sky Empire…”
 A collective shudder rippled through the watchers.
Between the continents, the Sky Empire of Velma stood—an unbroken power that had never lost a single war. Its might alone had halted the Conquest Army’s westward expansion.
Without them… the West would already be ash.
“So, who’s winning?”
 “My money’s on the Conquest Army. The defenders are holding, but they’re running out of space.”
 “Don’t be so sure. Once they reach the wall, breaking it’s another story. Territory battles always favor the defenders.”
 “Maybe. Hard to say.”
The debates went on.
But among all the chaos, one thing was clear.
“Regardless of the outcome—one duelist’s already stolen the show.”
 “Agreed.”
 “What was her title again…?”
They turned their gaze back to the battlefield—to the woman cutting through soldiers like a black flame, her blade dancing in silver arcs.
“…The Black Bride.”
***
To Seol Yoon, wielding a sword was like dreaming.
When she fought, the noise in her heart faded.
The memories, the guilt, the endless grief—all vanished.
Only silence remained.
In that silence, she was free.
No one in the world was freer than Seol Yoon when her sword was drawn.
“Ghh—!”
But freedom could be dangerous.
When she entered that trance, she sometimes lost control.
Her teachers had argued over what to call it—genius, or madness.
Now, for the first time in ages, Seol Yoon let that madness run wild. Her dark hair swirled. Her blade traced perfect, deadly circles. And every motion stole a life.
The battlefield grew quiet around her—save for the clash of steel and the ripping of flesh.
The voices that had haunted her—the apologies, the cries, the memories—were gone.
Only the music of war remained.
“Damn—she’s a demon—!”
An enemy lunged. Her body moved before thought.
A flick of the wrist, a graceful twist—and another body fell, bisected cleanly.
To watch her fight was to witness art made of death.
Her blade wasn’t fast—it was inevitable.
Every swing drew a path that must end in death.
Each time she cut, at least one life was extinguished.
And as the corpses piled, the survivors began to tremble.
Their fear fed her rhythm.
Their despair sharpened her edge.
Yet amid the carnage, Seol Yoon felt something strange.
Emptiness.
Even with her newfound wings—this transcendent power—she felt no joy.
Why?
Why did it feel hollow?
Wasn’t this what I wanted?
The answer eluded her.
The truth was cruel: she’d never fought for power or victory. She’d fought for meaning. And meaning could not be found in slaughter.
Her sword had always been a path to heaven—to the paradise she still hoped existed.
Not a weapon for vengeance.
But then—
“Look! The sky—it’s opening!”
A voice broke through her trance.
“The Guardian Dragon! It’s descending again!”
The third—and final—summon.
She looked up.
Through the clouds, the Dragon roared. And beyond it—racing through the lines of soldiers—was a young man.
His aura burned bright, defiant, unbroken.
The Blade Demon.
Liam Karavan.
Arhan.
And with his appearance—the emptiness in her heart cracked.
Her chest tightened.
Her pulse quickened.
“Ah…”
It wasn’t dreadful this time.
 It was—anticipation.
A warmth she’d forgotten how to feel.
For the first time, she didn’t push it down.
She let it live.
“…You’re late.”
Her lips curved.
“Little gladiator.”
And Seol Yoon smiled—not in despair, but in welcome.
***
I raised the sword in my hand.
The Dragon Sword was gone—because I had devoured it completely.
But gone didn’t mean lost. Its essence burned within me.
“Huuh…”
『To gaze upon the star-lit heavens, to read the map of the paths one may take—how happy were those who lived in that age.』
I closed my eyes.
The world became a firmament—dark below, stars above.
『How happy was the age when the light of the stars still illuminated our way.』
And in that darkness, I saw a man. Holding a lantern. Guiding the lost.
『I long for the age of stars.』
The people called him—King.
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I had once read a book from the western lands. There was a passage written on its white pages that seemed to describe my life perfectly. It went like this:
“How blessed was the age when people could gaze upon the starry sky and read the map of roads they could—and must—walk? And how blessed was the age when starlight illuminated those paths so brightly?”
I longed for the Age of Stars. Not the Age of War.
Swords and spears, shields—Rusty armor, arrows that poured like rain from the sky. Boys and young men thrown into battle without knowing why.
Countless lives were crushed beneath blood-soaked earth. I knew those lives were no different from stars. They could have become stars. Not extinguished in vain, but shining brilliantly to illuminate the world. Each of them had that possibility, that right to bask in the light.
But war extinguished every light. Before violence, life faded. Hot blood spilled beneath cold steel and stained the continent. Under the darkened sky, I lamented.
Why must they vanish beneath meaningless violence?
The Age of War brought darkness upon this land.
No one sang of peace.
No lovers whispered of love.
Children no longer laughed, telling absurd legends and tales of heroes.
Parents who lost their children hanged themselves.
Children who lost their parents died buried in hunger and thirst.
And in the end, what remained from the war they waged in the name of glory?
Where was glory in parents who hung themselves on shattered spears and swords?
Could there be joy in the dried-up infants seeking the twisted breast of their dead mother?
In a world where light had faded, only darkness remained. All the lights that could illuminate the dark world were gone. And as I looked upon that desolate world, one thought came to me.
The stars that once lit the world were gone. No star remained to show us the road ahead.
The pitiful living had lost their way, and hungry children wandered in tears.
I thought—this world held too many precious things to simply end like this.
I remembered the Age of Stars. And I made a decision.
 I would become a star to replace those that had vanished.
 I would be a guide so the lost could walk the right path.
 I would become the light that illuminated the living.
Gathering the lost wasn’t difficult. Like mayflies drawn to a flame, the pitiful ones gathered around me. But I didn’t use them as limbs or soldiers, as the lords of the War Era had done.
I simply showed them the beauty of the stars.
I taught them the Age of Stars—how radiant life could be. And so, they began to shine. Their eyes began to shine. When they thought themselves worthless, they were indeed insignificant. But once they realized they were beings of light, they began to shine.
Once they knew how beautiful they could be, they became beautiful.
Parents embraced their children and told them trivial stories. Children looked up at their parents, chattering about their dull day. 
Young men and women fell in love around campfires. The old watched the young and reminisced about the past. 
Elders spoke of good times and sang of peace, the young sang of joy and love in the present,and children sang of the happiness that would someday come to them—with hope in their hearts.
Children dreamed of the future, the young sprinted through a fulfilling present, and the old reflected upon their past and sang of peace. In this most ordinary of scenes, I was deeply moved. To see the long-forgotten past recreated on this small patch of land was truly a joy.
The Age of Stars was returning.
To my eyes, they were all shining stars—stars filled with boundless potential.
Human life could be this beautiful, whether child, youth, or elder.
Peace, humble and quiet, was the essence of all things. Even if not abundant, three meals a day without hunger were a blessing. To embrace someone, to love someone, and to be loved in return—those were blessings beyond all comparison.
I wished that these bright and beautiful lives would not fade away in vain.
The Age of Stars I had longed for was here. Yet, the little stars that had just begun to glimmer could not shine alone in this harsh world.
The wandering living still could not find their own way.
They needed a light to guide them, a leader to walk ahead.
I willingly became that light.
I willingly became that guide.
And for a light to fulfill its duty, it must burn continuously without extinguishing—bright enough to drive away the darkness so all could see.
…Even if that meant burning itself away entirely.
On the twentieth year since I was called King, an unending army came upon our land.
The times would not leave us be.
The Age of War still watched us.
But—
“Do not rise.”
I could not allow my stars—those who had just begun to shine—to be stained. I would not cast them into the cruel world. My people, who had shown me the Age of Stars I had yearned for, I wanted them to shine beautifully. To sing of happiness, not war. To feel joy, not rage.
“Take care of your wives. Protect your sons and daughters who have not yet grown. Protect what you love—and protect yourselves. Do not grieve by losing what you love. Do not hurt what you love.”
So I became the light.
“I shall protect this land. You protect yourselves—and those you love.”
To sing of rage—one was enough.
...
Amid the flood of memories, I slowly opened my eyes.
All my senses came alive, sharply receiving the world.
The air was foul—not clean, but heavy with dust and the thick scent of blood.
 It smelled of iron.
The smell of war.
The sound was dull—not laughter or chatter, not the laughter that sang of peace, but the metallic scream that sang of war and wrath.
The sound of flesh and bone breaking, of death begging for life.
Unlovely sounds. An unlovely era. An unlovely world.
When I opened my eyes, I saw countless soldiers, faces heavy with gloom, pointing steel at one another.
Swords, spears, shields—rusted armor, arrows tracing the sky.
The people who once sang beautifully of the heavens were gone,replaced by those revealing unwanted malice.
To my eyes, they all looked lost—sad souls wandering without a path.
「You must temper well the flame dwelling in that blade.」
Among those sorrowful souls was a girl, weeping, covered in blood.
「A hero becomes a myth upon death. A lowly human, sanctified by time, worshiped. Life becomes legend, and legend becomes religion. And so, the blade you swallowed lost its true name and came to bear the ridiculous title—‘Dragon Sword’.」
The lost girl could not stop crying. In her trembling hand was a single sword.
「You must return that sword’s true name.」
I knew who that girl was.
「Light.」
Seol Yoon.
「The true name of the flame that became a star within endless darkness.」
Genius. Overwhelming talent. Such things no longer mattered to me.
“……Haa.”
Before me was merely a pitiful girl, one who had not yet reached the end of her childhood.
A girl who had lost everything dear to her, left only with a faded sword granted by the heavens.
Strangely, the sight of the crying Seol Yoon reminded me of myself.
A long time ago, I knelt in a blood-soaked mansion, sobbing.
A boy who despaired at an unforgivable reality.
A boy who screamed his anger and hatred at the world.
A boy who broke his last promise to his mother and swung his blade in foolish rage.
A boy who awakened the forgotten Steel Blood and still sharpened his blade of revenge.
The sorrowful girl before me looked just like that boy.
Yes—Seol Yoon and I, both still ungrown, were alike.
“Seol Yoon.”
Truly, you are…
“Let’s fight.”
***
The final battle of the Conquest War that had once ravaged the Eastern Continent—the war between the Han faction and the Khan Empire of the 「Great Land」—how had it progressed and ended? Not as gloriously as people imagined. Its end was every bit as “war-like” as war could be.
The 「Great Land」 had chosen tactics unworthy of an invincible conquest army.
They blockaded supplies flowing into the peninsula, sent spies disguised as Han citizens to burn fields and farms, and even used shamans to curse the crops.
They employed fake peace offers and scorched-earth strategies—never made public.
It was dishonorable, yes. But dishonor was the nature of war.
The Khan Empire knew that history was written by the victor—and that the victor could always twist the truth afterward.
The noble “Descendant of Khan” turned a blind eye to the vile acts of his subordinates. He had to—for his nobility depended on ignorance. Even if the truth surfaced later, he could blame it on “faithless vassals.”
Thus, the final stage of the Conquest War dragged on tediously. Arrows flew, blades clashed, and soldiers smeared filth upon castle walls, hoping disease would spread among the enemy.
They even hurled corpses infected with plague.
Both sides longed for the war to end.
No mythical hero appeared to end it all in a blaze of glory. There was only the “Descendant of Khan,” great enough to throw away countless soldiers, and one King who clung desperately to his duty as ruler.
The difference lay simply in numbers—the 「Great Land」 had more resources, more soldiers,
 and thus could endure longer.
That was all war ever was: victory belonged to those who could endure.
The Khan Empire, planning to invade the Central Continent next, didn’t even send its elite forces.
The Descendant of Khan himself moved only once—to slay the Guardian Dragon. Otherwise, he held his hand. And so the war was hideous, tedious, and full of sorrow.
And now, that war was being reenacted—but even here, the “War Duel” was just as warlike. Even with Fighters involved, the true stars of this duel were the defenders and conquerors.
Their numbers were vast, their desperation greater. Still, the balance remained taut—for in siege warfare, defenders always held the upper hand.
Thus, the Fighters were meant to shine in the later phase—to break the stalemate. Amid exhausted soldiers, they would rise one by one, their weapons—the Dragon Relics—glorified in dramatic narrative.
But—
“……”
At this moment, the stars of the War Duel were not armies.
“That’s insane—”
 “Quiet. You’re ruining my focus.”
Silence swept through the audience. All eyes were fixed on one spot.
“Shut up and watch.”
The stars of the stage were two swordsmen.
“This might be something we’ll never see again…”
Everyone felt it.
“Truly…”
The outcome of this war duel would be decided by the clash of those two swordsmen.
It was absurd—that just two individuals could determine the fate of a war—and yet no one thought it strange.
Their presence was that overwhelming. Truly overwhelming.
“The Sword Demon Liam and the Black Bride…After this duel, there won’t be a soul in Blade City who doesn’t know their names…”
Whichever side’s Fighter triumphed—that side would win.
Everyone believed it. Their hearts blazed.
“Huh.”
Well.
“But hey, why does the Sword Demon’s Dragon Sword look so weird? The blade’s… gone. Like someone bit it off or something…”
 “Shut it! Who cares about that now? This is a once-in-a-lifetime scene—”
 “No, but it’s kind of important, right? It’s the prize weapon…”
 “Shut your mouth, idiot, read the room—”
 “……”
For Arhan, who had swallowed the prize blade without a second thought—it was, indeed, an extraordinary stroke of luck.
***
Seol Yoon knew the Little Gladiator’s gift.
He could become many different people.
He could become a wandering Ronin like the wind, an Assassin of the Free City steeped in the scent of death, or even transform into an Orc. One night he was a boy, the next day a young man.
Seol Yoon didn’t know where this mysterious gift came from, but instead of questioning it, she always felt anticipation.
Who will he be next?
What kind of sword will he wield?
“……”
Once again, the Little Gladiator had become someone new. And with his new self came a new sword.
“...Ha, haha.”
And then—
“What… is that?”
This sword was unmistakably different from the ones before.
Seol Yoon looked down at her armor.
There was a clear mark across it.
A sword scar.
“...That’s impressive.”
Just one step. That one step had saved her life. Had it gone one inch deeper, she would have died. She wouldn’t have even had the chance to show her new realm, or reveal the clue she’d grasped about the 「Sword Runner」.
That was how fatal Arhan’s blade had been. 
No—could it even be called a blade anymore?
“You really are incredible.”
Seol Yoon looked straight ahead.
Arhan’s figure reflected in her eyes was strange—not the venomous swordswoman, not the Assassin of the Free City, not the Knight before Twilight, not the wild Orc, not the wandering Ronin. It was something beyond such names. If it needed a name—
“Truly…”
A flame.
A light that illuminated the darkness.
“So I’ll give it everything I have.”
Gazing at Arhan, who wavered like a flame, Seol Yoon whispered. And the next moment, her heart throbbed violently. Not her heart that pumped blood—but the second heart that pumped Mana.
Her 「Mana Heart」 began to tremble. With it, the Paths that granted her superhuman strength spread through her body like threads of light.
Power unbefitting her slender frame filled her. Yet her second heart did not stop.
The Paths resonated with the world outside. Like veins, they extended beyond her body—visible now to all eyes.
The Mana within and without her harmonized, and those luminous Paths shone brilliantly—as if wings had sprouted from her back.
It was a symbol. A sign that a swordsman had transcended the world.
And the world called that symbol—
“All I have—”
—Wings.
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Chapter 77 – Seol Yoon (6)
Her body grew day by day. Her swordsmanship grew more refined with each passing dawn. From the outside, Seol Yoon seemed to be maturing steadily—like a fruit ripening over time. But Seol Yoon knew the truth.
In truth, she hadn’t grown at all. Her time had stopped on the day everything precious was stolen from her. She was still that girl, drowning in muddy water, weeping as she died inside.
Since that day, her world had been colorless, soundless, scentless. Joy no longer existed for her. In that achromatic world, the little girl merely swung her sword in vain—like a fool who knew nothing else.
A genius.
A sword chosen by the heavens.
Countless people showered her with praise, but Seol Yoon felt nothing.
What meaning did any of it hold?
What meaning could there be in swinging a piece of sharpened steel?
What glory could there be in killing—more skillfully than others?
Inside, Seol Yoon was rotting away. Her bright exterior concealed a soul slowly dying within.
Perhaps that was why, for all her genius, she could not break past the wall of the 「Sword Runner」. To spread one’s wings, one needed awakening. To grasp Mystery, one needed a conviction—one’s own way of facing life and the world. But Seol Yoon had none of that.
To her, the sword was merely a means to become an Immortal.
To her, life itself was something she merely continued because she hadn’t yet died.
So she remained stagnant for a long, long time.
An immature girl cannot soar on wings. A child who doesn’t know her path cannot take flight. And the one who took that lost girl’s hand—was a boy who had lost everything as well.
Like her, he had been stripped of everything dear. Yet unlike her, he knew clearly where he needed to go. Even though the world had taken everything from him, his eyes still burned like the sun. No matter how many times he broke or fell, he never stopped.
Armed with a single, unremarkable sword, he fought against the world.
And before she knew it, that boy had grown up. He had reached the end of his youth, walking ahead of her now.
In Seol Yoon’s colorless world, only that boy had color.
In a world painted in gray, only his eyes shone.
At some point, Seol Yoon’s heart began to beat faster.
At some point, she found herself following the boy.
At some point, she began to think—she wanted to walk beside him.
She no longer wanted to remain stagnant and slowly die.
She wanted to look toward the road ahead and live for tomorrow.
Like the defeated soldier had once told her, like her friends had told her, like her parents had told her…Perhaps the moment she thought that, her childhood truly ended.
“...Little Gladiator.”
Seol Yoon gripped her sword so tightly it seemed she might break it.
“No—”
Her wings were strange. Unlike the colorful world around her, her wings were woven entirely in black and white—like an ink painting drawn by Eastern artists of the old continent.
They were deeply Eastern in aesthetic—and deeply fitting for Seol Yoon.
“Arhan.”
When her wings fully unfurled, black-and-white light rippled along her blade. The same light as her wings. That was her mystery.
The power she gained at the end of her childhood.
The flower that bloomed at the end of a genius’s enlightenment.
“Show me everything you’ve got.”
Seol Yoon’s sword shot toward Arhan. A simple thrust.
Arhan angled his blade, intending to deflect it—but Seol Yoon didn’t allow it. Her thrust wavered mid-motion. In that single tremor, her thrust transformed— into seven consecutive slashes.
Arhan’s eyes flickered. He moved to block—but too late.
Kaak!
A sharp sound followed, and a deep sword mark carved itself into Arhan’s breastplate.
Blood spattered.
“If you don’t want it to end in vain…”
 “……”
That was the Mystery Seol Yoon had awakened—「Thousandfold Change」Endless transformation.
“You can become anything, child.”
The words of the defeated soldier who had saved her.
“You must come see us one day. When you become an Immortal—find us in Paradise. You can do it, Sister. You can…”
The words of children who died too soon.
“Seol Yoon. They say if your sword reaches the heavens, you’ll ascend to Paradise.”
And—“In that Paradise, the ones you love will be waiting for you. Happiness overflowing.”
Her parents’ words burned into her heart. But those words didn’t end there.
“But you see…”
Her parents had said something more to their little daughter.
“The true Paradise, dear… is this very world.”
She had merely forgotten.
“You will face many things in life, my daughter. This world is harsh. You’ll meet sorrow, anger, maybe even terror. One day, this world might take away everything you hold dear—slipping through your fingers like sand.”
At a very young age, her parents had already given her the answer.
“But there will also be joy. You might find someone to love. You might find something that makes your heart race. You might have a happy future.”
…
“Yoon, my little daughter. The world is fickle and ever-changing—‘Thousandfold Change’, as our ancestors said.”
Why had she only remembered it now?
“That’s why the world is beautiful. That’s why this world is Paradise. So, my dear, no matter what happens—live with hope for tomorrow. Look upon this unpredictable world with bright, shining eyes.”
Her parents had spoken those words with eyes and voices full of warmth, while holding their tiny daughter in their arms.
“To us, you are our Paradise—and our world, Yoon.”
Ever-changing. Fickle. Endless transformation.
An unfinished world. A sword that could become anything.
The Mystery Seol Yoon awakened was her world—the world she now saw, the world she had never known.
Seol Yoon looked at the wounded Arhan. Then she raised her sword and pointed it sharply.
“...I wonder what your world looks like.”
No answer came.
Arhan merely shifted his grip on the sword.
And to Seol Yoon, that was the best answer he could have given.
After all, she preferred conversations held through swords rather than words…
***
「The sword you devoured—‘The Light’—is a violent blade.」
I drew in a breath.
「True to its name, The Light bears the nature of fire—using itself as the wick.」
 “……”
 「It burns its own eyes, its own body, to illuminate the surroundings. And when there is nothing left to burn—it consumes its very soul. Like the stars in the night sky.」
Breath entered my nose, brushed my throat, filled my lungs, and exhaled again—a natural process, yet it felt agonizing. The air burned like fire. My nostrils and neck scorched. My body felt like it was melting. My whole being was collapsing.
「That sword is too violent, too self-destructive for you as you are now. It burns itself completely to ash.」
My teacher was right.
My hands trembled violently around the sword’s hilt. It wasn’t mental—it was physical.
My bones and muscles screamed don’t move.
「But what does it matter?」
Crack. My arm made a sound it shouldn’t have.
「This is merely the Spirit World created by the Witches.」
Crunch. Each step threatened to shatter my body.
「Even if you burn yourself to ash—it doesn’t matter. This is only a Spirit World.」
 “……”
 「So cast aside hesitation—and pour out everything you have.」
Through melting eyes, I glared at Seol Yoon. Her sword still radiated mystery.
I still couldn’t understand it.
「Abandon all fear, and give it your all.」
Even so, I didn’t retreat. Alongside my teacher’s voice, another resounded within me—solemn, majestic, divine. The will of a king who had once refused to step back.
『Even if all that remains is ash—it mattered not.』
To my eyes, Seol Yoon was still a girl. But the girl who had spread her wings was no longer lost. Still small and fragile, yes—but her eyes now carried light. She had found her path.
『If only the longed-for Age of Stars could return—』
Even so, I could not lower my sword.
She had found her path—but lighting that path was the Light’s duty.
『If that could be, nothing else would matter. Even if I am not there at the center of that age.』
Just as the original owner of this sword had once burned himself away to guide his people—I too would pour out everything I had to show her.
『If only these bright and beautiful souls would not fade away…』
Seol Yoon resembled me. That was why I wanted to show her my everything without shame—my sword, the resolve I had the day I first held it, my world.
『If so, then this insignificant body and soul of mine may burn as they please.』
I took in a breath.
『Truly—as much as needed.』
The ancient blade, originally called 「The Light」, had successfully fused with my body. But I couldn’t let it consume me. I had to use my doubt. I couldn’t rely solely on the sword to defeat this terrifying genius.
I can’t drag this out.
Seol Yoon—she was a genius.
I have to finish this fast.
She could break down and assimilate any sword technique she faced. That same genius would soon dissect the sword I had devoured. If this dragged on, she would steal my 「Light」— just as she once stole Mary’s 「Needle」 in the Arena.
But how? Knowing the right answer and making it real were two different things. Her talent wasn’t limited to that. Her swordsmanship, resembling nature itself, was perfect. Most troublesome of all was the Taeguk she formed—the flowing circle that twisted the Paths and turned my attacks back upon me.
I had no technique to break her defense, no swordsmanship more refined than hers, and since her realm now surpassed mine, I could no longer draw the Lines to shatter her.
Deprived of even that unfair weapon, the genius before me had become an unscalable wall. Even without using the acceleration from her wings, she overwhelmed me.
At this point, she no longer looked like a genius—but a monster.
That wildly shifting sword of hers—it must have been her new Mystery.
How fitting it was for her— the genius who always found an answer.
Her thrust just now had changed in impossible ways, shredding my body apart. That was beyond technique—it was Mystery. But even knowing that, what changed? My doubt could reach no further. I had no answer for how to break it.
Funny, isn’t it? My doubt—my only gift—was meaningless before this genius.
Solve one problem, another appears. I felt, acutely, how ordinary I was.
But—
“...Haa.”
Even so, I would not retreat.
“Hoo—”
If I didn’t know the answer, the natural thing was to run. To admit defeat. But I had never chosen what was natural. If I had wanted a normal life, I wouldn’t have picked up the sword. I wouldn’t have broken my promise to my mother. I wouldn’t have sworn to kill that damned Swordmaster. I wouldn’t have swallowed steel believing I carried Steel Blood.
So— I could not choose the natural path.
From the moment I took up the sword, I had chosen an unnatural life—a life that shouted its refusal to accept what the world deemed inevitable. Because I couldn’t accept it, I chose to fight it—to carve out my own answer.
“Huup!”
I drew in breath until my lungs nearly burst. My body burned unbearably. That was the power of 「The Light」. The more I breathed, the hotter my heart became.
Heated blood and Mana circulated, tempering me again, burning me anew.
My body broke down and screamed—but in that instant, it brimmed with light.
A flame that burned bright enough to protect what was precious—at the cost of itself.
And the sword born from that was dazzling—a light in the dark world, a star in a starless night.
“Seol Yoon.”
I drew my final breath. Bones and muscles screamed. I knew instinctively—as a mere 「Sword Walker」, I had only one swing. After that swing, my body would crumble to ash.
“Can you withstand it?”
Seol Yoon knew. 
She could see how close I was to collapse. 
She knew she only needed to step back once to win easily. Yet she stood before me, unwavering.
“As many times as needed.”
Of course. I’d known before I asked.
She, too, was a swordsman—and…『I once read a book from the western lands.』
She was like me.
『It said thus—』
The world before my eyes darkened. The blackened sky glittered with stars. Beneath it, wanderers moved as one, led by a single man. He was a light—a star.
『How blessed was the age when one could gaze upon the starry sky, and read the map of roads to walk?』
That man’s will filled me. Agony ripped through my body. 
My grip trembled. 
My knees buckled.
My spine screamed.
『And how blessed was the age when starlight illuminated those paths?』
But I could still swing once.
『I longed for the Age of Stars.』
My body screamed, and I screamed with it. A beastly roar tore from my throat as my sword carved through the air. 
A crude yet magnificent slash, and at its end—Seol Yoon.
From her sword tip, a flower bloomed. A sword so beautiful it looked like countless petals scattering. I could almost smell it.
『Not an age of war.』
Ka-chang! Blades collided. Sparks flew.
Her flowing sword deflected mine with near-perfect skill. But she couldn’t dispel it. Within my slash, a line flared to life.
The Steel Path tore through her flowers.
Her eyes wavered. In that fleeting instant, her gaze darted across my blade—then her wings blazed.
Acceleration.
Mental acceleration turned to physical.
Her mystery allowed even her power itself to change. It was the perfect ability for her—to find the answer, no matter the problem.
Her sword now moved dozens of times faster than mine. At this rate, she would decapitate me.
There was no way to resist—and yet, I refused to yield.
My master’s voice echoed in my mind:
“A genius is one who finds answers no matter the difficulty.”
He had said—
“But the ones this continent praises most are not geniuses.”
My mind burned.
“They are those who, though they cannot find perfect answers, refuse to give up. Those who do not retreat.”
The heat became unbearable—but then clarity came.
“What they achieve, people call legend. And do you know what those who create legends are called?”
The world slowed.
“Heroes.”
The world stilled, and my body lightened. A sense of liberation, of soaring freedom, flooded me.
 As if—「Ah.」—I had grown wings.
「This time was different.」
Darkness filled my vision.
「Yes… this time was different.」
When my sight returned, my sword had completed its arc—pointing toward the earth.
And beyond it—「This time, it was not lacking, young descendant.」—Seol Yoon lay sprawled on the ground, her sword fallen from her hand.
「Did I not tell you? Don’t despair. Just survive.」
My dulled senses returned, and roaring cheers filled the air.
「Next time, you will win.」
My heart pounded—so hard it felt it might burst from my chest. Pain crashed through me.
「For within you flows Steel Blood.」
I had won.
I had.
***
As her fading consciousness dimmed, Seol Yoon tasted dirt.
The bitter taste of defeat.
It shouldn’t have been possible. Her counterattack had been perfect—a strike so fast that Arhan shouldn’t even have been able to perceive it. Even in death, she couldn’t accept it.
“…Ah.”
Replaying the scene endlessly in her mind, she finally lifted her head—and understood.
“I see… now.”
There stood Arhan—blank, unaware of his victory. Behind him shimmered a faint light—
 brighter, stronger than hers. Still faint, still incomplete—but unmistakably…
“So that’s… what it was.”
Wings.
“You too…”
Wings of Steel.
At the sight of them, Seol Yoon remembered her parents’ words.
“Yoon-ah, my little daughter. The world is fickle and ever-changing.”
Ah… Father, Mother—you were right.
“Live with hope for tomorrow, my daughter. Look upon this ever-changing world with shining eyes, for you never know what may happen.”
Yes. In this world of constant change, no one can ever know what awaits them tomorrow…And because of that—though it stings, though it hurts—“That’s why this world is beautiful.”
Seol Yoon…wanted to live for one more tomorrow.
***
「Designation: Thousandfold Change」
 「Seol Yoon’s Mystery」
 「Ever-changing, fickle, boundless transformation.」
 「An unfinished sword that can become anything.」
 「It grants countless transformations to the swordsman herself, and to all that her sword touches.」
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Chapter 78. Whirlpool (1)
『The long war ended in vain. As everyone expected, the Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 crushed the walls of the pitiful peninsula, trampled their soil, and burned it down. Those who lived on the continent mocked the King of Han. If defeat was inevitable, why did he resist so desperately? Had he surrendered earlier, wouldn’t at least a handful of his people have survived?
That public opinion had been solidified by the disgraceful behavior of the King of Han during the war’s final days. When the walls were on the verge of collapse, their sovereign cast aside his dignity, proposed a ceasefire, and presented numerous conditions in hopes of negotiating with the 「Great Land」. But the resolute Descendant of the Khan kicked away the king’s filthy offer and judged them with valor…That was the end of the Eastern Continent’s Conquest War as known to the world. But the truth was somewhat different. For history is always written by the victors.』
***
As Seol Yoon’s breath ceased, joy and despair crossed the faces of both sides. It felt as if a duel between the two great warriors representing Han and the 「Great Land」 had just concluded.
The morale of the Conquest Army plummeted, while the defenders’ spirits soared sky-high.
Thunderous cheers erupted everywhere.
Yet, nothing had changed. A single warrior from the Conquest Army had died. That was all, if one looked only at the result. In this War Duel, death was something that occurred every moment. So, if one considered only the outcome, this reaction was difficult to understand.
Seol Yoon had died—but Arhan, who fought her, wasn’t in normal condition either. He looked like he’d fall over if someone so much as touched him. And it wasn’t an overwhelming victory, either.
A difference of a hair. A victory by the smallest margin possible. 
Then why was Han already acting as though they’d won, and the 「Great Land」 as though they’d lost? Was it because the sheer aura both of them exuded had captivated the entire battlefield? Because the soldiers of both sides projected themselves onto those two fighters?
Partly, yes—but that wasn’t the decisive reason.
The decisive reason lay in what the Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」 truly was: barbaric horsemen of the plains—and devout believers.
Those savage riders worshiped the Great Khan who once ruled the continent, and also one of the Seven Gods—He Who Never Sleeps, the Heavenly Father.
Both represented struggle itself.
The Khan Empire of the 「Great Land」 even had a tradition called “Judgment by Battle.” No matter one’s crime—if one won the duel, they were declared righteous.
To the Conquest Army, who revered struggle as sacred no less than the orcs did, the duel that had just taken place was akin to such a divine judgment. And the side that lost that fierce contest—was theirs. Having witnessed it with their own eyes, the soldiers could no longer fight bravely. It felt as though the Heavenly Father Himself had declared that this war was wrong.
“U… urgh. Uuuh…”
Then they realized—if they died in this war, they would not go to the Father’s side. They would not walk the infinite plains where their ancestors waited.
The unyielding courage that filled their hearts blurred at that moment. And their leader, the Descendant of the Khan—who alone could have reignited their spirit—did not manifest in the Spirit World.
Thus—“R-retreat.”
The Conquest Army lost their will to fight.
“Retreat, we’re retreating!”
Their courage was gone.
Their resolve shattered.
“We must… we must ask the Descendant of the Khan! Whether we are meant to continue this war or not! The Descendant can commune with the Great One and will give us the righteous answer! So—so we fools must return first! We… we must go back…!”
An army governed by the charisma of an absolute leader became, in that instant, a rabble. Thus, the Conquest Army that had reached the very foot of the fortress walls turned around and began to retreat.
“What the—?”
The warriors of the 「Great Land」 were dumbfounded. They’d nearly conquered the fortress, and now they were running away just because they lost a duel? It looked like one of those rigged matches between bribed gladiators…
“This is insane—”
 “Silence.”
But before their complaints could erupt, the warriors were slain—by other warriors. Those from the Eastern Continent. The ones stationed here through the Arena’s manipulation.
They were delighted to see the panicking Conquest Army flee, and even more delighted to see the jubilant faces of Han’s soldiers embracing one another in joy.
“Don’t ruin it.”
Though all of this existed only in the Spirit World, the Eastern Continent’s warriors smiled. 
Though all of it was an illusion, they still smiled proudly. For them, victory or defeat no longer mattered. Even if it was a false victory—and technically a loss for those who had fought—it didn’t bother them.
“Don’t ruin this…”
They simply closed their eyes and reminisced. And as the defenders of Han charged, the warriors of the Eastern Continent accepted death willingly.
The defenders’ momentum was tremendous—so tremendous that one might have thought they could have won even if the Conquest Army hadn’t retreated.
“The true King aids us—!”
 “Forward—!”
The defenders’ morale was overwhelming. Its source lay in the Dragon Relics. After Arhan’s victory, those relics had begun to shine brightly, and those bathed in the light shook off their fatigue and charged like heroes reborn.
“…What the hell.”
The warriors from Han—including those holding the glowing relics—all reacted the same way.
“Why did they all turn into berserkers?”
 “Did the Arena’s clowns pull another trick? They always try to twist the story for some ‘unpredictable drama,’ don’t they? Like when they swapped our sides this time…”
 “…You think so?”
Their confusion didn’t last long. The eccentricities of the 「Arena」 directors were well-known.
 If it wasn’t an official match but an event duel, such eccentricity was to be expected. 
They’d seen plenty of their ‘weird antics’ before. Well, they’d probably make up some nonsense later—something about a “hidden piece” based on the true history of the Conquest War, or a “surprise twist” for dramatic effect…
Just as the warriors were about to accept that explanation—
“……”
Outside the field, something entirely different was happening.
“……?”
“……?”
The 「Arena」 staff—especially the planner who had designed this War Duel—stared at the scene before them and spoke in a grave voice.
“What the hell.”
***
In any fierce war, selecting a few great warriors to fight a duel on behalf of their armies was common practice. Especially when one’s champions were strong.
Victory in such a duel greatly boosted morale, and morale was a precious resource in war. But such duels were never the true core of war. In real war, logistics, troop management, and proper formations mattered far more.
“What… what is this?”
The event planner felt like someone had just struck the back of his head.
A headache swelled as he tried to reason through it.
Fine—if this were the Conquest Army of the 「Great Land」, he could almost understand. They were a group of fanatics, not unlike orcs. Without their Descendant of the Khan, such a collapse could happen.
Sure—
‘If this were reality, maybe.’
Reality.
‘But why the hell are virtual projections behaving on their own?’
Those soldiers were no more than programmed illusions. Mirages that should vanish at a flick of a hand. 
The planner hadn’t asked for this level of realism. If it had been scripted, fine—but this wasn’t.
This was not part of the design.
There was supposed to be a fierce battle continuing, giving the warriors time to shine and the Dragon Relics their spotlight.
There were supposed to be more event triggers later. So why—why the hell—‘Why? Why, damn it?!’
Arena planners were usually tolerant people. They could laugh at themselves if it made things entertaining. Some even proudly called themselves “clowns.” Among planners, self-deprecation in the name of spectacle was a badge of honor. But this—this was different.
They could endure almost anything—except when a match deviated from the design. That was a blow to their pride, their identity as creators. So the first word that slipped from his mouth—“Damn it”—was only natural.
‘Damn it!’
Now, all those sponsors and fellow planners who’d invested in this War Duel would have words for him.
Unpleasant words.
Very unpleasant ones.
So, wounded in pride and dreading the fallout to come, the 「Arena」 planner went to find the cause of this unintended disaster.
“What is the meaning of this?”
He swallowed another “Damn it” by sheer willpower. For the people he’d gone to see were no ordinary guests. A mere clown from the Steel City showing anger before such beings would bring unimaginable consequences.
“…Is something wrong?”
The Witches. The noblest women of the Sky Empire. Magical beings seated in solemn composure, gazing at the angry planner with calm eyes.
He restrained his rage and spoke as professionally as he could. No matter how highborn they were, they were hired by the Arena. And as their employer, he had every right to question their failure to perform their role properly.
He even thought that chastising witches might earn him bragging rights later at a drinking party…
So he spoke up.
“What is this situation? I asked for cavalry units to be recreated, not this. Because of you, my design has gone off course. Do you understand how insulting that is for a planner?”
 “…Is that so? But what we sisters were asked to do was to recreate both armies as they were during the Conquest War. We simply did as we were told.”
 “No army retreats just because they lost a duel! You only needed to reproduce the cavalry units! And that’s not the only problem!”
Seeing how shamelessly the witches answered, his words spilled out faster.
“I specifically asked for special functionality only in the Dragon Sword—so why are the other Dragon Relics glowing? And why are Han’s soldiers charging around like berserkers? Do you know how many questions I’m getting right now—people asking if there’s some hidden meaning or historical reference behind it all? I’ll have to explain every last thing during the auction later, and because of you, I look like an idiot! This is an absolute disaster! If this continues, I may not be able to pay the promised compensation—hah—”
While the witches stayed silent, the planner vented every thought in his head. And only when he stopped to breathe did he realize he’d said far too much. Still—no real mistakes.
He’d said what he needed to say, professionally. No regrets tonight before bed.
“…Is that so?”
He even felt proud of himself for that flawless complaint. He’d really spoken well. But then—he felt a sudden chill.
“Let me repeat,” said the witch softly.
 “We sisters did our best. You say it’s strange that a defeated army retreated—but such things happened often in wartime. Even outside the plains, armies that lost their champions’ duels would withdraw, believing fortune had abandoned them. And as for the Dragon Relics glowing—that’s because we recreated them perfectly. We sisters reproduced the powers sealed within them flawlessly in the Spirit World.”
 “That’s not what I—”
 “Then.”
This time, they didn’t just listen.
The witch’s voice cut through his words—cold as frost. The veil covering her face swayed in the wind. Through it, her eyes gleamed—gems of indescribable beauty, so alluring that one could fall under their spell at a glance.
“Then what is it you want to hear?”
He managed not to fall for that gaze—barely. And only then did he realize his mistake. It didn’t matter that his words were logical or professional.
 These women did not live by logic or reason.
The most noble beings on the continent. And among their countless titles, one fit best—
“Would you prefer that we offer a heartfelt apology?”
 “……”
 “If you wish, we shall bow our heads. But if we do…”
The most “exalted ladies” of the mortal realm.
“…our husband will be quite displeased.”
Every Witch was a wife of the Heavenly Father. Not metaphorically. Literally. They shared mind and body with one of the Seven Gods. Thus, a Witch could never reveal her face to any mortal man.
Never.
And in exchange—
“Are you all right?”
—one of the Seven Gods, the 「Heavenly Father」 Himself, loved each Witch as His true wife, with endless devotion.
“Or perhaps… you would prefer our bodies instead?”
At that instant, the planner felt a gaze—overwhelming, divine. A gaze descending from heights beyond comprehension. Even he, with no spiritual sensitivity whatsoever, could feel it.
A god was watching him.
The 「Heavenly Father」—one of the rare gods who actively intervened in the mortal world.
“I… I wouldn’t dare…”
He didn’t wish to find out what the God of Heaven and Lightning would do to defend His wives’ honor.
“Then there’s no problem?”
 “N-none at all…”
Absolutely none.
“Good.”
Now the planner was left wondering how the hell to explain this whole disaster—and what kind of believable nonsense he could invent for the Dragon Relics’ sudden light. It wouldn’t be easy—but what choice did he have?
“W-would you care for some sweets? I can fetch tea in the blink of an eye.”
In the Iron Kingdom, strength and submission were the law of survival…
***
Thunderous cheers erupted—so loud they shook the entire city. Amid that uproar, a man walking along the outskirts of the Steel City of Ferma smiled faintly.
“Ah, what a shame. Judging by those cheers, it must be over already.”
 “If you’re that curious, you should’ve taken a carriage.”
 “No need. When else do I get to walk this far? The breeze is refreshing, and the night scenery—quite beautiful.”
Perfect weather. As he spoke, the wind blew again, lifting the hood that hid his ash-grey hair, glimmering faintly in the night.
“Don’t you wish to see it too? I hear the second duel, this ‘War Duel,’ had the Conquest War as its theme. That was the war you took part in, wasn’t it?”
 “I didn’t take part. I merely… dropped by. To correct the manners of a certain barbarian who’d forgotten his place.”
The man laughed quietly.
“Right. It was quite fun, wasn’t it? Crushing that arrogant savage who claimed descent from an ancient hero—and didn’t I tell you, not to kill anyone under eighteen? I still remember.”
 “Crushing? It was merely luck.”
 “Ha! I can still see that barbarian’s trembling face as if it were yesterday.”
Chuckling, the man glanced toward the distant coliseum where the cheers roared.
“Well, it doesn't matter. I haven’t missed the best part yet.”
In his eyes, the coliseum looked like a delightful playground.
A very delightful playground.
“「Infinite Duel」—isn’t that final event the true flower of this grand amusement?”
The man—the Iron Prince—had arrived in the Steel City. With his Executioner at his side.
***
I awoke in a daze.
“Oh! You’re awake!”
The moment I opened my eyes—bang!—fireworks exploded.
“Congratulations! Liam the 「Sword Demon」! You’ve been chosen as the hero of this War Duel, and are granted the right to claim one of the Dragon Relics! Glory must always follow the bravest warrior! Now, choose! This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity!”
…Huh.
“Hurry, hurry!”
 “Quickly, quickly!”
…What the hell was going on the moment I woke up?
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The winner of this 「War Duel」—the one themed after a territorial war—was Han.
When I first heard the result, I couldn’t believe it. Han won? How? After losing to Seol Yoon and passing out, I had assumed the winner of this War Duel would be the 「Great Land」. After all, I had done one stupid thing after another.
To digest the Dragon Sword, I had wasted the chance to summon my 「Guardian Dragon」. Then, stepping forward to face Seol Yoon one-on-one—that was another foolish move.
In any territorial war, the defender always holds the advantage. If the defending side maintains formation, simply stalling for time brings profit. Besides, this War Duel had even given us a fixed time to hold out, hadn’t it?
Instead of charging into a duel against Seol Yoon, I should’ve stayed hidden among our troops and steadily reduced the enemy’s numbers. Not even a full contribution—just doing that would’ve been fulfilling my duty.
What I did—fighting Seol Yoon alone—was irrational, unstrategic, and purely emotional.
A self-indulgent act born of personal greed. And in large-scale warfare, emotional, solo actions are forbidden. By that measure, I hadn’t fulfilled my role at all—and instead committed a list of reckless offenses.
So honestly, I thought my reputation as a warrior would hit rock bottom after this. But the world doesn’t always move by logic or reason, does it? Especially not here, in the Steel City. A city of lunatics whose brains are soaked in duels and who worship anyone as long as it’s romantic.
And their verdict on my impulsive behavior was simple.
“…You’re saying we won because of me?”
Because of me. To my ears, that sounded like the barking of a mad dog.
Now that my head had cooled after the fight, I could see it clearly—it was nonsense.
“Of course! We won thanks to you!”
 “That makes no sense.”
 “Sword Demon Liam! The enemies fled after witnessing your valor! The moment you defeated the Black Bride, they tucked their tails and ran!”
 “How does that make sense? From their perspective, they took out a troublesome elite fighter—me—and nearly reached our walls. Why would they flee just because they lost one duel…?”
 “Look at the results right in front of you!”
The more I listened, the more I realized these people weren’t joking or mocking my fainting spell. They truly believed what they were saying.
Every single one of them was still burning with excitement from the War Duel, their eyes bright with emotion. Like true duel-addicts, they seemed to expect me to lift my sword high and declare victory. Do that, and they’d probably start flipping in midair from joy.
“But still, it doesn’t make logical sense.”
I couldn’t help it.
“Think about it. If we—”
Unfortunately, I’m the kind of lunatic who can’t let go of something until I understand it. As I kept rambling, ignoring the awkward stares around me—
「Enough, my young descendant.」
 “……”
 「Keep this up, and you might truly die even in the real world.」
Even my ancestor Liam told me to stop. Then one warrior struck right where it hurt.
“You don’t have any friends, do you?”
 “……”
 “Damn, what are you, a paranoid freak? We’re telling you what we saw and heard, and you still can’t accept it? What are you, some socially handicapped loser—”
 “Well…”
 “Goddamn it, whatever. Just pick your damn Dragon Relic already. How’d a guy this socially hopeless even survive as a warrior…”
I couldn’t think of a single rebuttal. My ancestor sounded pleased.
「A rare sage, this one.」
 “……”
 「Without anyone telling him, he immediately recognized that you’re both a paranoid and a social misfit. Even the wise men of the war era would’ve been impressed by such insight.」
…And so, after that little incident, the War Duel ended with me choosing a Dragon Relic. 
Some warriors and spectators started calling me “the Awkward Gladiator,” but that wasn’t worth worrying about.
Anyway, In the cooling atmosphere, I chose the Dragon Sword. Of course I did. Nothing else even caught my eye.
Liam, watching me, clicked his tongue.
「Tsk. You’ve won, yet it must feel wretched.」
 “Why would it feel wretched?”
 「Because of the prize you’ve received—you’ve already eaten it in the Spirit World. You consumed the soul within, so what you hold now is nothing but an empty shell. Wouldn’t that make you feel miserable?」
 “Ah, so that’s what you meant.”
He wasn’t wrong.
In the Spirit World, I had already devoured the Dragon Sword. And as for the other Dragon Relics, they were all useless trinkets.
Liam examined them briefly and declared that they were mere decorations shaped like the Dragon Sword.
The power within them only resonated with the light of the 「Light」—boosting troop morale, nothing more. So yes, to me, these relics were all worthless.
However—
“Sometimes I think, Master, you’re far too pure.”
 「What?」
That was from his point of view.
“This blade might be useless to me, since I already consumed its power. But… who else knows that?”
 「…You don’t mean—」
 “Oh, I do.”
From my point of view, this was far from useless.
“I’ll sell it. Now’s the perfect time to fetch the highest price. In everyone else’s eyes, it’s the very sword that won the War Duel—a relic capable of summoning a Guardian Dragon. Ah, I wonder how many steel coins it’ll bring.”
 「Ha! Ha, hahahaha!」
A very expensive, useless piece of metal.
「Strange, my young descendant. Your shameless face gleams like steel itself. Yet to my knowledge, none of the Karavan possessed a face of such hardened iron…」
 “I must’ve inherited it from my most glorious ancestor, Master!”
 「Hahaha!」
 “Hahaha!”
Who was calling who shameless here? Watching my master’s unmatched brazenness, I declared I’d resell my War Duel prize—and the collectors went insane.
Some spectators and warriors shouted that I was mad to sell such a glorious artifact, but I didn’t care. Glory doesn’t fill your stomach.
A few Eastern Continent warriors even pleaded that the relic be returned to them for the sake of history, but I ignored them.
My condition was simple: It goes to whoever offers the highest price.
And thus—Before the official Arena auction even began, the War Duel champion’s “resale” had already started.
Something completely unprecedented in the history of the 「Infinite Duel」. A champion selling their prize on the spot? Unheard of.
Utter madness.
Of course, there was one thing I had to deal with first.
“Arhan.”
A visitor came before any buyer could.
“You’re selling the Dragon Sword? For money?”
The 「Black Bride」—Seol Yoon. It was time to face her anger.
***
“You’re selling the Dragon Sword? For money?”
The girl, Seol Yoon, asked quietly as she looked at Arhan, whose complexion seemed oddly pale. Her tone was simply curious—but Arhan’s reply was unnecessarily long.
“Ah, yes, well, as you know, our domain’s finances aren’t exactly in good shape… And we’ll be needing a lot of gold soon, and, well, as you might recall, I’ve already inherited the will of Han contained within the Dragon Sword. Besides, before the duel, we agreed that the winner could do whatever they wanted with it—”
He talked too much.
To Seol Yoon, it sounded like he was desperately making excuses. Perhaps he felt guilty about selling the treasured relic of the Eastern Continent. 
The sight made her smile faintly.
“It’s fine. Like you said, the winner decides what to do.”
 “R-really?”
 “Mm. Do as you wish.”
She meant it. The Dragon Sword? She no longer had any attachment to it.
“But Seol Yoon, you said before that the Dragon Sword wasn’t just an ordinary blade—”
Arhan kept talking, but Seol Yoon only found it amusing. He wasn’t as rational as he pretended to be. He was the kind of man easily swayed by emotion.
If she cried and begged him not to sell it, he’d find some reason—any reason—to keep it. He’d even create an excuse to hand it back to her. That was the kind of man Arhan was.
“I really don’t mind.”
She cut him off gently. And she meant every word.
The Dragon Sword no longer mattered to her.
She had sought it because it was said to contain the wisdom of Han’s ancestors—because legend claimed the True King resided within it.
She had wanted to ask that True King if paradise truly existed, and if she could ever reach heaven.
But not anymore.
“I’ve found something far more valuable.”
No one knows what tomorrow will bring. 
The answers one seeks must be found by oneself.
That is what makes the world beautiful.
“So really—do whatever you want. I’m fine.”
That was the enlightenment she had gained through 「Thousandfold Change」.
She no longer sought answers from her ancestors. If paradise did not exist at the end of her path, she would create it herself.
She would reclaim what was precious by her own strength.
“Truly.”
That was Seol Yoon’s conclusion. Her answer alone.
“R-really? Truly—”
Seeing Arhan stammer, Seol Yoon simply smiled. And as she smiled, she realized—she had almost forgotten she could smile this naturally.
***
Things turned out differently than I’d expected.
I thought Seol Yoon would rage, maybe even attack me again. But strangely, she seemed genuinely indifferent. Not pretending to be cool—but truly at peace. A little unsettling, but fortunate for me.
‘Lucky.’
Everything I’d done—my reckless solo duel, my devouring of the Dragon Sword—had somehow turned out for the best. Even earning the right to choose the relic, thanks to the crowd’s cheers.
‘Too lucky.’
Even Seol Yoon said she didn’t care what I did. Every problem that should’ve blown up had somehow vanished. If someone else were in my shoes, they’d be dancing, thanking the gods.
But me?
‘Why… Why does it feel too lucky?’
As the chronic paranoiac I was, I couldn’t shake the unease. And honestly, it was justified.
‘I’m not the kind of guy who gets lucky.’
My life is always tangled into knots. That’s why this smooth flow felt terrifying. Like the eerie calm before a storm.
“The 「Red Bank」 has arrived.”
Wearing my Sword Gladiator attire, I welcomed a stream of visitors. All of them were big names.
The 「Red Bank」 of the Black Archipelago—those who controlled all the gold on the continent.
The Masters of the 「Machine Empire」, who sought any precious artifact. Noble houses who slept atop mountains of gold.
They offered every kind of treasure for the Dragon Sword—massive piles of gold coins, solid bars of gold, noble titles, and even rare magical artifacts impossible to obtain through normal means. 
Each offer was more tempting than the last. It was hard to believe I could get all this for a useless hunk of metal. Yet, no matter how dazzling the offers, the unease wouldn’t leave me.
Why? These people weren’t tricksters.
What I considered treasures were, to them, trifles from their overflowing vaults.
Even so—why did the anxiety linger?
Why?
And then—
“Hm.”
—I found out my unease had been right.
 Again.
“The long journey was worth it.”
The moment the man appeared, my mind froze. For a second, I thought I was hallucinating.
 I blinked several times, wondering if my paranoia had finally bloomed into madness. But no—it was real. This was reality. Mouth slightly open, I looked again.
Ash-grey hair. Or one might call it silver-grey—but in the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, no one would.
“Amusing.”
For in Cherville, that color was known as the color of iron. 
The mark of the bloodline that had ruled this kingdom for centuries. And among those of that blood, there was only one young man in his twenties—because every other iron-blooded youth had been erased from the world by him.
“Very amusing.”
A madman who slaughtered his own siblings to secure the throne.
A man who commanded the most powerful sword on the continent—his Executioner.
“To see a lowly man like you do such things—it’s been entertaining.”
My enemy.
The master of Swordmaster Carlos.
“I’ll sit for a while. You won’t mind, will you?”
The Iron Prince—Ian Cherville—had arrived as my guest.
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Throughout history, kings often had many princes. A prince was a potential sovereign—an heir to absolute power—and producing many candidates was the most stable course. Thus, unless a kingdom had some particular custom against it, most nations had numerous princes.
The Iron Kingdom of Cherville was no exception.
The newly enthroned King of Cherville had seven official wives and even more concubines. And every one of those women bore him children each year. A blessing, certainly—but to the ministers, it was a cause for concern.
For the number of royal offspring had become excessive—so excessive that even remembering their names was difficult.
Their concern was justified.
The Iron Kingdom of Cherville was a realm governed by the law of strength—a nation where the strong devoured the weak.
The iron order established by Cherville ironically granted opportunity to every royal bloodline. If one could prove one’s worth, even the youngest could claim the throne.
The kingdom’s laws recognized equality between men and women, and that rule extended even to the royal family. As long as they proved themselves, prince or princess, anyone could sit upon the throne. And so, the ministers feared the coming storm of blood.
For the current king himself had ascended the throne by mercilessly purging his own kin. Whenever succession approached in Cherville, rivers of blood followed. And not only royal blood—nobles who backed the wrong heir would crumble as well.
So each time the number of princes and princesses grew, everyone braced themselves for another purge. Yet soon, those worries became meaningless.
On a rainy day, the most horrific event in the kingdom’s history took place.
No longer did the ministers or nobles need to worry about mixing up royal names.
The crowded royal nursery had been reduced to one. All the king’s children—save for one—were dead. Now, they only needed to remember a single name.
No—there was no need to remember it at all. For the title Iron Prince could refer to only one person.
Ian Cherville.
***
I could hardly breathe.
Even as I blinked, the man before me remained the same. It wasn’t a mistake.
The Iron Prince truly stood before me—the sole heir destined to rule this kingdom, the madman who had buried all his siblings with his own hands, the monster who commanded a Swordmaster at his whim.
The Iron Prince, Ian Cherville.
“Hm. You’re quiet.”
He sat down casually on a worn chair. His voice was the most aristocratic sound I’d ever heard—not the hollow authority nobles pretended at, but an innate presence, the sound of one born to rule.
Not only his voice—his bearing, the faint movement of his lips, the tilt of his head—all carried that same effortless dominance. It wasn’t learned. It was as if the gods themselves had decreed his rule at birth.
“Your face is hidden by that helmet, yet… I can almost see your expression.”
Ian Cherville smiled. His eyes, sharp as blades, glimmered faintly.
It felt as though they pierced straight through my rusted helmet.
“Am I making you uncomfortable?”
 “…No, Your Highness.”
 “Oh, come now.”
He leaned his cheek lazily on one hand.
“Of course you are. It’s always been like that since I was young. Wherever I went, people’s mouths said welcome—but their eyes said otherwise. I was never truly received anywhere.”
 “……”
 “But what does that matter? Such is the seat of an absolute.”
Each time he moved, his ash-grey hair shimmered softly.
“Whether I make others uncomfortable or not—what does it matter? What matters are my amusement and my will. In this kingdom built upon blades of steel, there is nothing I cannot do.”
 “…Indeed, Your Highness.”
Such arrogance.
He heard my reply and spoke in a languid tone.
“They call you the ‘Sword Demon,’ don’t they?”
 “Yes, that’s the name I’ve been given.”
 “I haven’t seen you fight in person, but I’ve heard tales. The sort of struggle that would delight the Goddess Refri, swordplay that made the Steel City’s peasants roar, and—hah!—you sold the Arena’s prize the instant you received it. How entertaining. You have the makings of a fine clown.”
 “…I’m honored.”
 “Especially that last act—I loved it. It’s the reason I came to see you myself.”
His eyes gleamed.
“You see, I love amusing things. Do you know how empty a prince’s life is in the City of Blades?
 The life of an Iron Prince is gray—tedious, predictable, joyless. It was far more interesting when my brothers and sisters were still alive.”
 “……”
 “Do you know what I wish for these days? That one of my brothers or sisters miraculously survived. That they’d return to the palace—to fight me again. Or that some daring necromancer might raise them from the grave to stage a rebellion. That’s how starved I am for entertainment, pitiful warrior.”
His tone was calm—and that calm made the madness within all the more chilling.
It wasn’t the kind of madness that burned—it crawled, like tar.
“And so I love those who exist to amuse. Warriors, clowns, bards, storytellers—all of them.”
 “……”
 “Ah, and my dear siblings too—I loved them dearly. They were such a joy to me. Those days were full of entertainment. The noble houses that fled to the frontiers, scrambling to escape my blade—oh, such delightful days.”
Ian Cherville laughed—a sound that raised goosebumps.
“Sword Demon, lowly warrior.”
 “Yes, Your Highness.”
 “You took the Dragon Sword and decided to sell it the moment it was yours. You ignored honor and propriety for the sake of gold—like the Free City’s merchants.”
 “Yes, that’s true.”
 “What if, instead of the Arena’s gift, that sword had been one I gave you myself? Would you still sell it?”
His eyes sharpened. After a moment’s hesitation, I answered.
“No, Your Highness. How could I—”
 “Ah, spare me dull words. Speak the truth.”
He cut me off.
“Whatever you say, I will not take offense. I swear upon the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords themselves. Speak, you amusing fool.”
His voice lifted with faint excitement. So I answered slowly.
“I would sell it.”
 “Would you?”
 “Yes. There’s much to gain from doing so.”
 “Indeed—you’d earn a mountain of coins. But what if I disapproved?”
 “That seems unlikely. You said yourself—you enjoy amusing things.”
 “……”
 “If I were to sell a gift bestowed by Your Highness, I’d earn both gold and your attention. No one else would dare such a blasphemous act—but that’s precisely why it would amuse you, wouldn’t it? It’s not boring.”
 “…Puh… puhahaha.”
 “You wouldn’t punish such a fool. You’d give him more—to see what else he might do. And I’d give you a show, Your Highness. I’d sell even your crown if I must.”
 “Ha! Hahahahaha! You—! I like you. I truly like you!”
Ian Cherville’s laughter filled the room.
“Sword Demon, if your sword were a little sharper, I’d take you to the City of Blades this instant. I’d treasure you as I do Carlos.”
 “…I’m honored.”
Carlos. The name made me flinch, but I hid it well.
Now was not the time for emotion.
“It’s been long since I laughed this hard.”
 “I’m glad to have amused you, Your Highness.”
 “Then—would you amuse me once more?”
 “How…?”
Ian Cherville’s lips curved.
“It wouldn’t be fun if I told you. You’ll find out soon enough.”
 “……”
 “I’ll see what you do next. After all, isn’t the final event of this Arena carnival still ahead?”
His eyes gleamed with mania.
“The 「Infinite Duel」. Amuse me again there—and I shall reward you.”
Then he rose from his seat.
“Sword Demon.”
 “Yes, Your Highness.”
 “What’s your real name? I’d like to remember it.”
For a moment, I stayed silent—then said,
“Wouldn’t it be less fun if I told you now?”
He smiled, satisfied.
“Yes… I do like you.”
Leaving those words behind, the Iron Prince departed like a passing storm.
***
Even after his visit, other guests came—nobles, collectors, envoys—but none of their words registered.
The impression he’d left was too deep.
A whirlpool of thoughts swirled in my head.
Why had the great Iron Prince come personally?
Why reveal such unfiltered madness before me, a mere nameless duelist?
Why offer a Sword Walker like me a reward?
Nothing made sense.
If he were merely a bored mad prince obsessed with amusement, perhaps it would be easier to accept. But this was the man who had orchestrated Cherville’s bloodiest purge in history, the sole heir who’d ascended through slaughter.
Could such a man truly be that simple?
The doubts tore at me.
Who was the Iron Prince really?
Why hide his identity only to attend this vulgar festival of commoners?
And in the coming 「Infinite Duel」—what should I do?
Above all, one question tormented me most.
The sword that destroyed everything I had—Carlos’s blade—was it truly his own doing? Or the will of his master, the Iron Prince? I didn’t know. Perhaps I never could.
In the grand Iron Kingdom, I was but one blade—a speck of dust.
Whose malice had drenched my home in blood?
Why did we have to vanish?
Why had such a tragedy occurred?
I knew nothing.
And because I knew nothing—I couldn’t accept it.
I couldn’t accept that the culprit went unpunished, that the Swordmaster who stole everything from me was celebrated under the same sky.
Confusion changed nothing.
In the end, I had to fight.
In the end, I had to draw my sword.
If only I were more than a mere Sword Walker—if I weren’t just a nameless gladiator barely known in this Steel City—if my blade were sharp enough to reach anyone—then everything would have been different. So I must become that blade.
A sword that can reach anyone.
Yes. The conclusion was the same.
If I didn’t want to be swept away by this raging vortex—if I wanted to stand firm at its center—then I had to grow stronger. Far stronger than now.
「My young descendant.」
 “Yes, Master.”
 「There’s no need to be swayed. Walk your path, as you always have.」
Liam’s voice was calm.
「Right now, you may feel small—insignificant. That your sword leaves no mark upon the world.
 But it’s not true.」
 “……”
 「That prince spoke of amusement, claiming anything amusing is worthy. He mocked you as a clown and said he’d make a game of your struggle.」
 “……”
 「But mark my words—」
Liam’s eyes gleamed like true steel—sharper, purer, harder than Ian Cherville’s ever could be.
「When the steel blood within you truly awakens, the Iron Prince will no longer find you amusing. He will no longer dare to laugh before you.」
 “……”
 「In my age, ‘iron-blooded’ was a word reserved for the Karavan.」
He smiled faintly.
「Under heaven, there is only one true Steel. Because of you, the world will remember that truth once more—in a way it will never forget.」
As always, my master’s words cut through the haze, showing me the path.
The storm of doubt in my mind slowly began to calm.
 And then—
“…May I have a word?”
That night, another unexpected visitor arrived.
“…There are questions we wish to ask the descendant of True Steel.”
The Witches.
The vortex wasn’t over yet.
***
The outskirts of the Steel City, Ferma. While the city buzzed in anticipation for the final event—the 「Infinite Duel」—one inn on the edge of town was eerily silent.
No warriors drinking beer, no chatter, no debates over who might win.
The inn was empty. Someone of high status had rented the entire building.
Only one man sat on the first floor, silent.
The air around him was heavy—so heavy that neither the talkative innkeeper nor her staff dared speak.
The quiet stretched on, until the door creaked open.
“You’re finally here.”
The newcomer was a young man—his face still caught between boy and youth. He removed his hood, letting his ash-grey hair shimmer in the lamplight.
The staff averted their eyes; no commoner in Cherville could look upon the true heir.
“Did the lowborn warrior amuse you, my Prince?”
 “Yes. His tongue is as sharp as his sword.”
 “Then you should’ve brought him with you as a companion.”
 “I’d like to—but how could I?”
Ian Cherville stepped forward, stopping before the seated man.
“I couldn’t possibly make a true heir of Steel my mere companion.”
 “……”
 “You broke your promise, Carlos.”
The prince’s gaze settled coldly on the man—Swordmaster Carlos.
“There are still traces of Karavan left. You told me you’d erased them completely.”
 “…I did.”
 “Yes—by your standards.”
Ian Cherville smirked.
“He was under eighteen. His heart is not yet fully tempered. If I hadn’t looked closely, I might not have noticed. Too soft. Too tender.”
 “If punishment is due, I’ll accept it.”
At that, Ian laughed—a terrible, manic sound.
“Punishment? Why would I punish you?”
 “……”
 “You did well! Wonderfully well! Not even the pleasant walks or cool night breezes of my journey here excited me this much. The 「Infinite Duel」? A fine little festival for commoners—but it no longer matters.”
He leaned in close, grinning.
“It was worth coming here. The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords must have pitied my boredom. They left me this amusement. My brothers, who shattered so easily! My sisters, who wept and begged me to stop! My father, trembling and pleading to name me heir if only I’d drop my sword! My aunts, who hanged themselves after witnessing the blood! None of them filled the void within me—but now, finally, I feel whole.”
 “……”
 “You broke your promise, but I don’t care. It’s more fun this way! I feared I’d reach the Iron Throne too easily—that I’d ruin all my toys too soon and live a dull, peaceful life till death. But no—one toy remains. One sword still points toward me…”
Ian Cherville couldn’t stop laughing.
“I’ll have to move the schedule up. The bloodstorm will come sooner than planned.”
Carlos looked at him with a stoic face.
The prince continued.
“That boy—he’s bolder than I expected, Carlos. Do you know the name he uses as a duelist? Liam. He dared enter the 「Infinite Duel」 with that name.”
 “……”
 “Just that tells me how ignorant he is. But when his name spreads across the continent after this duel… every soul who remembers the old age will take notice. The phantoms of the war era will start to stir.”
Ian Cherville smiled.
“I only hope he doesn’t die too soon. If I’d known life could be this dull, I would’ve treated my family more gently. Who knew they’d break so easily?”
 “……”
 “I’ll pray that the last heir of Steel doesn’t shatter in the coming storm. When I return to the palace, I’ll summon the high priest and pray: ‘Oh gods, please don’t take away my final toy…’”
Carlos looked at him—and realized there wasn’t a hint of falsehood in the prince’s words.
This mad heir truly rejoiced at the survival of Karavan’s bloodline.
“Carlos.”
 “Yes, Your Highness.”
 “Most records of Karavan have been erased. Even though I know little. So tell me—can the last heir of Karavan raise a sword against me before turning eighteen?”
 “I do not know.”
He spoke the truth.
“No one can predict how far his sword will reach. Only the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords know.”
 “And if he reaches your level?”
 “That’s impossible. In all of history, only one person ever reached Swordmaster that quickly.”
 “That one was Karavan himself, wasn’t he? That’s why I ask.”
Strangely, Ian looked hopeful—as though he truly wished someone would put a blade to his throat.
“…It’s impossible. But—if, by endless chance, such a thing were to happen…”
 “Yes, go on—”
 “If the last Karavan forges his sword, no one will be able to stop him.”
Carlos’s voice was firm.
“A new order will rise across the continent. The seven races of the land will bow before it and beg for mercy.”
 “……”
 “As it was in the ancient Age of Steel.”
At those words, Ian Cherville fell silent. Then, slowly, light returned to his eyes—bright, feverish light.
A flush crept across his face, his lips curling wide in delight.
“Ah.”
Ian Cherville whispered—his voice trembling with ecstasy.
“Yes… I truly do like you, Carlos. And this world—this world that never ceases to entertain me…”
Chapter 81
Chapter 81 — The Whirlpool (4)
Witches. They were mysterious magical beings who lived in the Sky Empire. As their very existence was wrapped in mystery, their visits were never ordinary. To begin with, a witch’s visit never happened in the real world.
“...You brought me here without a word, but if I say I don’t want to be here, will you let me go?”
My encounter with the witches happened very late at night. Just when I’d barely managed to calm my restless mind, twisting and turning in an uncomfortable bed until I finally drifted off.
Right before I fell asleep, when my eyes closed and my mind began to dream—I woke up in a dreamlike space. I knew this place now. I’d experienced it before.
The spiritual world.
“Yes, if you wish to leave, we’ll send you back.”
 “Is that so?”
 “But if you go now, it will be hard for you to speak with us sisters again. We’ll be leaving the Iron Kingdom tomorrow to return to the Sky Empire.”
 “Then you could’ve just come directly. Why all this trouble?”
 “That would be difficult. How could a married woman visit a man’s chambers at such an hour? Our husbands would be furious.”
What the hell are they talking about? I wanted to say it, but I held my tongue.
The witches giggled among themselves as they watched me.
“Well, perhaps such warnings wouldn’t work on the descendant of Steel. The one guarded by the Master of All Swords.”
 “...”
 “Ah yes. When we transferred your spirit to the spiritual world at the request of the Arena, it was truly enchanting. The presence dwelling within your spirit was... astonishing.”
It was really hard not to blurt out, what the hell are you talking about?
There was a reason people said, “You sound like a witch” when someone spoke nonsense out of nowhere.
Witches loved to babble about things only they understood, then giggle among themselves, leaving their listener utterly irritated.
I clicked my tongue and glared. Liam spoke.
「That’s how witches are. Pretty faces, but their heads are all broken.」
 “...”
 「And it’s because some idiot can’t stop protecting them just because they’re pretty. Mages are all the type who only learn when they’re beaten, but thanks to that dark fool shielding them, they’ve grown spoiled.」
As usual, Liam clicked his tongue. But then—
“Thank you. I’ve been told I’m pretty many times, but to be praised by the Master of All Swords himself—it’s truly an honor.”
 “To correct our spoiled behavior, we’ll study even harder.”
Strangely, the witches responded to Liam’s words. As if they could see him—hear him.
The air grew sharp. Liam’s tone turned deadly.
「Wretches of the sky, who gave you permission to eavesdrop on my voice?」
The dreamlike space turned cold, as though winter had arrived.
 The witches’ chatter stopped instantly.
「Did you think I would cherish you because that fool favored you? Mages—so ill-mannered. Remember this. I show leniency only to my descendants, to those who bear the Steel Blood. Only my children of steel may stand as my equals.」
 “...”
 「Lower your gaze from me. Shut your ears. Do not stir my temper again. Understood?」
 “...Yes, understood.”
Liam’s voice dominated the entire space.
The sight of the witches, silent and bowing their heads, was almost awe-inspiring. 
Honestly, I was impressed. It felt as if my master’s long-faded dignity had returned. Yes, this was my master—the greatest Swordmaster, the pride of the Karavan family...
Pride welled up in my chest.
Yes—
「Well? As the young folk say these days, wasn’t that badass?」
 “...Please, please just keep your mouth shut after doing something cool.”
 「Hmph! Is that how you speak to your great ancestor—」
 “You ruin every moment the second you open your mouth...”
As always. Just one sentence is too many.
「Ha! That’s my charm, don’t you know? Back in my youth, women would swoon over this hidden side of me—」
 “Please stop.”
As Liam rambled on, the witches struggled to hold back their laughter, bowing their heads. They were pretending not to hear him—but clearly did. My soaring Karavan pride plummeted in real time. To shut him up, I cleared my throat and changed the subject.
“So... you said you had something to ask of me?”
At my words, the witches nodded.
“Then let’s hear it. I admit, I’m a little curious.”
***
Before we began, one of the witches snapped her fingers. Warm tea and sweets appeared neatly before me. A wondrously convenient trick.
“First, allow us to say it’s an honor to meet the descendant of Steel, whom we thought extinct. We hadn’t expected to encounter you here. It would’ve drawn too much attention to greet you in public, and so—”
 “Please, spare me the preamble. Just the main point.”
I grimaced as they launched into another long, florid speech while I sipped my tea.
Why did mages always talk so much? Even the orc shamans, who lacked sense, got straight to the point.
‘...Though that was because they didn’t have much in their heads.’
Anyway, the witches tilted their heads, clapped lightly, and said they understood. After I’d eaten about three cookies, they finally got to the point.
“Have you ever fought a mage before, descendant of Steel?”
 “I once defeated a black mage who fled from the Sky Empire.”
 “A black mage... Ah, Jerry Selfit. We were wondering why his life signal vanished. To think the descendant of Steel himself judged him.”
Jerry Selfit. I hadn’t expected to hear that name from their mouths. So he was a known mage.
“Good. Then you’ve fought one before.”
 “And why is that good?”
 “Because we have a favor to ask of you, descendant of Steel.”
A favor? That was unexpected.
Witches—honored in the Sky Empire, counted among the continent’s most powerful mages, with their own faction—were asking a lowly 「Sword Walker」 from a border territory of the Iron Kingdom for help?
Unease crept into my mind. Was I about to get dragged into another mess? I had enough already. So before they could continue, I spoke first.
“You may not know, but I’m still just a Sword Walker. If you’re asking me to deal with a black mage or fight a war for you, that would be... difficult.”
 “Eh?”
One witch replied.
“Why would we ask something like that? Even with your boundless potential, you’re insignificant compared to us. And mages should handle mages. All you do is swing a sword—you’d be no help.”
 “...”
 “Perhaps you’re overestimating yourself? Sadly, that’s not a healthy trait. To be an adult, one must be self-critical and objective. Of course, you are still a young man, and adolescence often brings inflated egos, but it’s not a good look. You might even be called ‘pathetic’—”
I decided right then. 
Yep. Best to keep my mouth shut.
And another decision.
‘Never, ever get involved with witches again.’
These women—had a gift for driving people insane. Almost like a spell in itself.
「Young one, are you sulking?」
 “...”
Well...They still had nothing on my master, who could irritate me with a single word.
「Are you sulking or not?」
 “I’m not sulking.”
With my mouth shut, the witches explained their request. As usual, their speech was long and laced with flowery nonsense, but I pieced together the gist.
「They found a map containing a treasure important to the witches, but it’s encrypted with a code they can’t break.」
 “...”
 「Along with the map, they found a blade. They want to borrow the power of the Karavan bloodline to read the memories within that blade—since the Karavan can perform Ingestion.」
This was something only the Karavan could do.
“It’s a treasure we’ve searched for over centuries. We poured everything into deciphering the code, but it was impossible. We only learned that it was designed by a legendary adventurer of the past—and the sword found with it was his own.”
A legendary adventurer. That caught my interest.
“If it’s beyond your ability, please say so. There’s no need to strain yourself. We couldn’t solve it, so we don’t expect the descendant of Steel to succeed either. Truly, we expect nothing. If witches couldn’t, how could someone who only swings a sword and knows nothing of mystery possibly manage? So if you fail, it’s quite alri—”
 “I’ll do it.”
The words burst out before I could stop them. Her voice was so innocently condescending it was infuriating. No wonder my master hated mages.
Where did they learn to talk like that? In the Iron Kingdom, that tone would get you killed within a week.
“...Really?”
 “Yes. I can do it.”
 “You shouldn’t say that if you can’t. That sword is our last clue. It’s precious. I told you, adolescent males tend to act cool in front of pretty women—if that’s why you’re pretending, please know we’re already married—”
 “I understand now why my master despises you. Please, stop talking.”
 “...”
Anyway, I agreed to the witches’ request.
“In three days, one of our sisters will visit you. She’s clever and capable—she’ll assist you with whatever you need. The item will take a little time to arrive, since we must remove all our enchantments and follow proper procedure. Once it’s ready, she’ll contact you.”
 “Alright.”
 “And even if she’s beautiful, please refrain from any indecent behavior. When we said she’d assist you in any way, that referred only to decoding the map. We know young men tend to misinterpret such phrases, so—”
 “If you say one more word, I swear I’ll challenge you all to a duel the moment I become a Swordmaster.”
Thus ended my meeting with the witches in the spiritual world.
“One more question, if I may?”
 “Yes?”
 “What’s the name of that blade?”
They answered.
“「Flight」... I believe that was its name.”
***
The whirlpool of events that had come rushing after the War Duel soon passed.
The Iron Prince disappeared after saying he was looking forward to seeing me again. 
Thankfully, neither he nor Swordmaster Carlos appeared afterward. If Carlos had shown up, he might’ve recognized me even with my helmet on. And without the helmet, it would’ve been worse.
That monster would surely know my face. I wasn’t yet eighteen, but even so, facing him was unthinkable. That bastard who’d taken everything from me—unpredictable, insane.
I hadn’t run into him yet, but I worried about the future.
The Iron Prince said he expected to see me in the 「Infinite Duel」. And the Iron Prince never came alone. His most loyal protector, Swordmaster Carlos, would be with him. And that monster would recognize me—helmet or no. 
I knew it instinctively. 
So what should I do? 
Join the Infinite Duel, or retreat to my domain and bide my time?
Even if I chose the latter, I wouldn’t be safe. If I didn’t show up, the Iron Prince would hunt me down. And if he acted, capture was only a matter of time. In this kingdom, the Iron Prince could do anything.
「Enter the duel.」
 “...Are you sure that’s wise?”
 「Yes. Whatever you choose, danger follows. So face it head-on. If he meant to kill you, you’d already be dead—back when you first met him in your domain.」
 “...”
 「Then don’t run. Stand and fight.」
My master ended my dilemma.
「Didn’t you once say you’d stop running?」
Then I would join the final event—the 「Infinite Duel」. That was my decision.
“It’s been a good deal. Thank you.”
 “No, I should thank you.”
I sold the empty shell of the Dragon Sword to the 「Red Bank」. Their offer was the cleanest.
The noble title and magic tools from the Machine Empire were valuable, but not as much as what Red Bank offered.
“Please use our services anytime.”
They promised me gold membership and an enormous sum in coins. But what truly drew me was their final line—
“You won’t regret it. Others may offer many things, but all those things can be bought—with money. And as a Gold Member, the Red Bank will ensure that the Sword Demon Liam can buy anything he desires.”
Membership meant access to the Black Market—a place where anything could be bought for the right price. Titles, tools, artifacts—everything. And now, I had both the means and the access.
“You said you’d leave the gold with the Red Bank, correct? Then I’ll prepare the proper documentation. You may withdraw it as a coin from any of our branches across the continent. We also exchange for any nation’s currency upon request.”
 “Alright.”
 “We look forward to doing business again. Hahaha!”
I shook hands with the Red Bank representative, satisfied. No regrets.
Banks on this continent were rarely trustworthy—many vanished overnight.
That’s why most people hoarded gold at home.
But the Red Bank had survived every war and upheaval.
Becoming a member was difficult, but once accepted, it was the safest place in the world.
Because—
「That fool still running his money games in the mortal world?」
—the owner of the Red Bank was a Swordmaster. A powerful one from the age of war.
「Don’t trust him too much. He’s a bit of an idiot.」
 “...Haha.”
 「Almost as bad as you, young one.」
 “...?”
Anyway, the deal was done. Public attention faded as new headlines took over—the Arena’s auction of the Dragon’s Relic, for one. 
My name stopped being the talk of the city. And in that quiet, I waited for the witch who was supposed to visit within three days.
They hadn’t even asked for my location, but I figured—if anyone could find me, it would be them.
And then—
“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your patience!”
Before the witches could arrive—
“Now, the flower of the Arena! The event you’ve all been waiting for! The true Infinite Duel begins—!”
The curtain rose on the grand finale. And before that monumental event, I had one last task.
“Huff—!”
 「Endure. More.」
The 「Light」. To make the Dragon Sword truly mine.
「Come now, just three more times. For real this time.」
 “You’ve said that over ten times already!”
It was a strange training method, but...
「One!」
 “Huff!”
Anyway—The 「Light」 had finally taken root within me. Hot. Blazing hot.
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Chapter 82 — The Light (1)
The grandest event of the 「Arena」— The day of the Infinite Duel had finally arrived.
The number of people gathered in the Steel City was incomparable to before, and their fervor was overwhelming. Even lining up for participation was difficult. While waiting for my turn, I heard something unexpected.
“You’re not participating? Seol Yoon.”
 “Yeah.”
Seol Yoon declared that she wouldn’t take part in this most dazzling competition.
 Why?
“I’ve already gained a lot.”
 “But since you’re here, wouldn’t it be good to test your skill as well?”
 “I already did. When I crossed swords with you.”
Seol Yoon looked calm and untroubled.
“Besides, this doesn’t feel like a time to swing my sword—it feels like a time to forge it.”
 “Sorry?”
 “I haven’t yet properly honed what I gained when we fought. Now isn’t the time.”
Her resolve was unwavering.
“Arhan.”
 “Yes.”
 “Even a butterfly that’s broken free from its cocoon can’t fly if its wings aren’t hardened enough. Weak wings are swept away by the wind and fall. And the higher you fall from, the more it hurts. So before you fly, you prepare—thoroughly.”
In her gaze, I saw tranquil water—a peaceful surface that, even when disturbed by a thrown pebble, soon calmed again.
Looking at Seol Yoon, I said,
“…You could talk that long?”
 “Hey.”
I’d asked purely out of curiosity, but she didn’t seem to appreciate it. Anyway, with that pointless joke between us, I stepped into the circular coliseum—the 「Arena」 that held the eyes of all the Steel City.
“Thank you all for your patience, everyone─!”
The eyes gathered there weren’t merely those of ordinary spectators.
My friend, the genius Seol Yoon, who’d chosen not to participate, was there. Tom, the kind administrator who’d written me a recommendation letter, would be among them too. And surely, there were many fighters who held some goodwill toward me.
“The flower of the Arena! The most glorious duel inherited from the ancient age—!”
Of course, not every gaze was friendly.
The Iron Prince, who’d told me to “show him something entertaining,” would also be watching. And perhaps even his executioner, Swordmaster Carlos, would be with him.
What kind of expression would Carlos wear when he saw the last surviving Karavan?
What punishment would that monster deliver to the boy who defied his order and dared to hold a sword?
I didn’t know. But I wasn’t afraid. 
That was simply how the world worked—dark and uncertain, with no one knowing what tomorrow might bring.
“Let the true Infinite Duel begin!”
Rather than waste time on fear, I had to take another step forward—toward the place I sought to reach.
「Empty your mind for this moment.」
Liam spoke quietly.
「Focus only on survival.」
 “...”
 「I told you before—The Infinite Duel is a battle every descendant of the Steel Blood must experience. It’s a trial you need right now.」
 “...”
 「Endure the trials to come, and survive.」
His eyes gleamed.
「Then you’ll become stronger—harder than ever before.」
***
The Infinite Duel. It was both the name of the great three-stage festival held by the 「Arena」 and the title of its final and most ancient duel. Unlike the other duels—the “Race Duel” and “War Duel,” which changed themes and formats each year—the Infinite Duel was always the same.
All participants were guaranteed anonymity. And the duels had no rules.
Those two short sentences summarized everything. In detail—it meant that every identifying element, including a fighter’s name, was completely concealed. Then, strangers were thrust together into a single battlefield, where an unrestricted fight began.
No time limit.
No rule except one: the duel continued until only one person remained standing.
And unlike the other matches, killing in the Infinite Duel was never condemned. That made it all the more brutal, gruesome, and thrilling.
The spectacle of lives teetering between survival and death sent shivers of ecstasy through the crowd.
That’s why the Infinite Duel was both a stage where any fighter could become a star—and a graveyard where even the greatest could die like dogs.
“Next fighter! This way, please!”
The atmosphere was unlike any before. Even the other fighters wore tension I’d never seen on their faces before. Some radiated sharpness that couldn’t be ignored.
There were many I’d never seen before—clearly high-level warriors.
As I observed them, my turn came.
“Please take this helmet and armor.”
 “What’s this?”
 “These are special items crafted annually by dwarves. They completely conceal your face and even the outline of your body. In the past, we only used helmets, but people started guessing identities from body shapes and features—so we made these new full-body sets.”
 “I see.”
 “To honor the spirit of the Infinite Duel and make all fighters truly equal, we spared no expense. Oh, and you must never remove the helmet. If it breaks in combat, that’s fine, but if you remove it yourself, you’ll be disqualified immediately.”
 “Understood.”
If you removed it yourself, you were disqualified.
‘So that’s the “surrender” condition, huh?’
The Infinite Duel was meant to last until only one survived, but the inclusion of a disqualification rule meant some semblance of order.
Contradictory, but understandable.
‘Without a loophole like that, no one would join.’
For the Arena to have lasted centuries, some safety net had to exist.
I nodded to myself—then heard Liam’s chuckle.
「Tell me you didn’t just think those clowns running the Arena had even a shred of mercy.」
 “...”
 「I do hope you didn’t.」
He laughed slyly. I didn’t know why, but the tone unsettled me.
「Well, you’ll see soon enough.」
It took quite some time for all fighters to be issued their gear.
The Arena’s staff were carefully verifying everyone’s identities. Then—
“Ladies and gentlemen! While our brave fighters make their final preparations, let us explain this year’s Infinite Duel! All you who love the struggles of the Steel City already know what the Infinite Duel is, and even those from across the continent must have heard of it!”
…
 “But! This year’s Infinite Duel differs from previous years in one major way!”
The announcer’s voice boomed across the arena.
“As you know, the Infinite Duel is chaotic. Since no one knows who anyone is, they hesitate to fight. And with no time limit, it takes ages before anything decisive happens! Some spectators even get bored and leave! Why is that?”
…
 “First, because of the ‘campers’—fighters who seize an advantageous position and refuse to move! They sit atop hills or hide in corners, waiting for prey. Two years ago, there were too many such cowards! When one of them ambushed and killed a valiant duelist by pure luck, the crowd raged—‘That’s not the spirit of a warrior!’ they cried!”
…
 “Second, the ‘hyenas!’ They lurk nearby, waiting for others to exhaust themselves fighting, then swoop in and claim the kill! Disgraceful, despicable behavior! We of the Arena have long pondered how to solve these problems—and we’ve found an answer!”
The announcer grinned.
“We built a fence.”
A murmur swept through the audience.
I was just as confused. Why change a centuries-old, sacred tradition now, of all times—when I was participating?
“A ‘fence’ will encircle the coliseum where our fighters will battle! Identical in size and shape to the arena itself, this fence will shrink over time—forcing combatants to move and preventing them from hiding! And fighters may not cross it. If you do, something very unpleasant will happen.”
His voice echoed thunderously.
“So, everyone—please, show us the spirit of true warriors! Please!”
Other fighters seemed equally bewildered.
All stood around blankly—until one of them spoke lazily.
“Why all the chatter?”
The man yawned so wide it looked painful. He was lounging near a wall, resting his chin on his hand, watching everyone else. No tension, no fear—only boredom. He looked like a man on a casual stroll.
“The announcer wasn’t wrong. Let’s at least act like fighters, huh?”
His tone was teasing, his smile languid. He didn’t look like a fighter at all—with his silk-blond hair, unscarred fair skin, and gemlike blue eyes. More like a young nobleman who’d never held a sword.
“Not that he’s wrong though… haaaahm.”
Still yawning, he leaned against the wall and smiled.
A few fighters glared at him, but he didn’t care, nodding off mid-sentence.
A strange man. 
As I stared at him, Liam spoke.
「My young descendant.」
 “Yes?”
 「Be careful of that one.」
 “…Him?”
 「Yes.」
That lazy-looking man? 
Was this another one of my master’s jokes? But he explained in a single line.
「He’s from one of the Great Five Houses.」
***
The site of the Infinite Duel was a massive circular coliseum. Surrounding it, just as the announcer described, was the “fence.” But it wasn’t a fence in any ordinary sense.
‘So basically, cross it and die.’
The mana infused within it was lethal—designed solely to destroy.
Even a trained fighter would be shredded to nothing upon contact.
‘The fence goes from the ground all the way up to the sky.’
In other words, no escape.
The Arena’s planners had stripped every fighter of the right to flee. Even worse.
‘They said removing the helmet would disqualify you, but they made it impossible to take off anyway.’
The dwarves’ so-called “special equipment” couldn’t be removed without another person’s help.
When I’d tugged experimentally on my own helmet, the collar tightened against my throat.
If I pulled harder, my neck would probably snap.
‘So if you try to forfeit, you just die instead. And then the announcer laughs and calls it “unbecoming of a warrior.” What madness...’
Now I understood why Liam had laughed.
The Arena had dangled the illusion of an exit—just to lure in more participants. But once inside, there was no way out. No escape, no retreat. In the Infinite Duel, only two choices remained—Die, or survive.
“What—what the hell? Why won’t this come off?”
Some fighters had apparently tried the same experiment.
They fumbled at their helmets, panicking.
The sight of those identical, faceless black figures flailing about was both absurd and eerie.
As confusion spread—
“Now begins the final trial of our fighters’ valor! Beneath a clear sky, all will stand equal in courage! Let the Infinite Duel commence!”
The Arena ignored their fear.
“No corrupt rules, no mercy—only sacred combat! A noble tradition passed down since the age of the holy coliseums! Fighters, honor this place with your courage!”
The crowd roared.
The announcer’s voice thundered.
“This holy duel is dedicated to the Goddess Refri, guardian of justice!”
And below, the fighters stood frozen.
“Then—begin!”
At his word, a thunderous signal resounded.
“Waaaahhh!”
 “Kill! Kill them all—!”
The crowd’s screams shook the air. Around me, some fighters still hadn’t regained their senses—black figures in indistinguishable armor.
“W-wait—!”
Then—
“Gah—!”
One of those dark figures suddenly jerked. A blade jutted out from his chest. With a wet sound, the blade withdrew, spraying blood.
“Spacing out in a place like this?”
Thud.
The black figure collapsed, spilling blood that pooled in the dirt.
He twitched once—then went still.
“Here, hesitation means death.”
The first death came swiftly.
The spectators howled in delight as another fighter stumbled back, fell, and tried to crawl away.
“U-ugh…”
Even through the helmet, I could imagine his face—pale with fear, slick with sweat and tears, eyes wide and broken. He tried to rise, but it was already over.
“Idiot.”
Crunch. Another neck snapped. Another fighter fell.
The smell of blood grew thick and suffocating.
And I—
「Ah.」
—raised my sword.
「Now this feels familiar.」
To survive.
「Yes. This is a coliseum.」
Liam grinned as I lowered my stance. Death was already spreading through the battlefield—and I wouldn’t be exempt.
“Raaaaaah!”
A fighter charged at me, his voice trembling with a mix of rage and terror. Despite the quiver in his cry, his form was solid.
‘To even be here means he’s been verified.’
Every fighter in this match was at least a 「Sword Walker」. None were below my level. Meaning I couldn’t afford to underestimate anyone.
I had to fight—and survive—with everything I had.
「Remember what you’ve learned, my young descendant.」
 “Of course.”
Between us, countless “Paths” extended. Some were his; some were mine.
I ignored his and focused on mine—searching for the most efficient among them. It didn’t take long.
“Hu.”
I lowered my stance, watching him close in. And then—
“Hup.”
I drew in my breath and trapped it inside. The compressed breath rotated within me, igniting the mana circulating through my body, heating every Path within.
「Good. Your hard work should pay off now.」
This wasn’t some lung-capacity training exercise. It was one of the new techniques I’d learned preparing for this duel. Or rather—not something Liam taught me directly.
It was—
“Hup─!”
—what I learned from the blade I had ingested. From the 「Light」.
『You need only burn brightly for a single moment.』
My body blazed with heat.
Not just my body—my sword itself burned, as though aflame.
『Yes—just for a single moment.』
When the heat seared my palm, the fighter reached me. His form was precise, his swing powerful—a deadly sword meant to cleave my head. But—
『Like a star that flashes once before it dies.』
His blade never touched me.
“Wha—”
Shk. A clean sound rang out.
The kind you’d hear in a kitchen—a blade slicing neatly through flesh.
And the result was just as clean.
“G-guh—”
Thud.
The charging fighter split in two. His upper body hit the ground with a puff of dust; his lower half remained standing for a moment before collapsing. His sword—broken perfectly in half—rolled across the dirt.
“...”
Every fighter turned toward me.
The single stroke I’d swung brought silence.
And in that stillness—my master spoke.
「Not bad. Quite usable.」
If they’d heard him, they would’ve been terrified.
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“Shit!”
 “What the hell…?”
 “Is that an ogre? Well, it wouldn’t be strange if those Arena clowns tossed in an ogre, considering even orcs are participating!”
The fighters who’d just witnessed a man being split cleanly in two scattered in panic.
Of course, in a match where everyone’s identity was hidden, few would be foolish enough to charge a swordsman capable of slicing through a human body in a single stroke.
As they fled and I was left alone, I flicked the blood from my blade and clicked my tongue.
I had no intention of yelling something idiotic like “Are you still fighters?” or “Come at me bravely!” at their retreating backs. Instead, I felt a small measure of relief.
‘...Still incomplete.’
I lowered my trembling hand, the one that had just swung the sword once.
***
The space where the 「Infinite Duel」 was held was vast. And unlike the usual Arena’s open battlefield, this one resembled an actual cityscape—full of buildings and narrow alleys. If someone wanted to hide, there were countless places to do so.
No wonder the fighters weren’t charging blindly into battle.
Why risk your life when you could ambush others from safety and win easily?
Besides, there was no need to hunt people down.
Victory belonged to the last one standing—nothing more.
There were no bonus points for how many you killed or how fiercely you fought. So unless you were a battle maniac obsessed with the Goddess Refri, or an orc who thought ambushes were cowardly, you had no reason to fight constantly.
Battles drained your strength. 
They strained your body, dulled your weapon, and wore down your armor. In a place where you didn’t know when the next fight might come, wasting stamina was foolish. And being injured in a meaningless skirmish was fatal.
Among humans, only Monks and Paladins possessed the resilience to fight endlessly and heal themselves mid-battle. So, after the initial bloodbath, the Infinite Duel began to calm.
I, too, moved with that flow. I’d only killed one person so far—the one I’d cut down with a single strike. The moment that man died, the others around me scattered, wary of my strength.
It was convenient for me. I hadn’t wanted to fight nonstop from the beginning anyway.
I wasn’t a Monk or a Paladin. Even though the Steel Heart greatly aided recovery, it wasn’t omnipotent.
My limits were clear. And the weapons I wielded had their own constraints.「Gale」 put immense strain on the body, and most problematic of all was the issue with 「Light」.
‘...My right arm’s still not recovering properly, even though I used it briefly.’
Its original name was the Dragon Sword. A blade infused with the will of Han’s founding ancestor—and a power far too violent for me to handle.
That ancestor had reached the level of a complete 「Sword Runner」, with three pairs of wings.
It meant I wasn’t qualified to use it yet. And beyond that, 「Light」 had a fundamental flaw.
“Master.”
 「What is it?」
 “I think... I was too reckless to consume the Dragon Sword.”
 「Oh? Why is that?」
 “This blade... has no future.”
Yes. The power within 「Light」 consumed the future to overcome the present. For someone like me, who still had a long road ahead, it was ill-suited.
“I’m barely managing it. But I can feel it—if I push too far, a single swing might tear my body apart. Why didn’t you stop me? At this rate, I’ll burn out in a flash, just like its previous owner.”
Though I’d learned to control it bit by bit through its memories and my master’s teachings, the inherent instability of 「Light」 still unnerved me.
At my words, Liam laughed heartily.
「My young descendant.」
 “Yes?”
 「That’s precisely why it suits you.」
I didn’t understand what he meant.
「Trust me. No other blade could serve as better nourishment for your wings.」
I couldn’t make sense of it—but I simply nodded. Even when cryptic, my master’s words about swords were always correct.
So I smothered my doubts.There was something far more important right now—survival.
“I should find a safer place first.”
 「You’re going to hide among those shabby buildings?」
 “That’s one option. I’m thinking of securing a spot near the center, where the fence will close in last. The space keeps shrinking—I should claim an advantageous position early.”
 「But others will think the same. The center will be crawling with ambushers. You don’t take these fighters for fools, do you?」
 “I know. There’ll be plenty of them hiding.”
I slowly closed my eyes.
“But when the fence tightens, even more will gather there. Better to deal with them now, while I’m fresh and uninjured, than later in the chaos.”
Sliding my winter-steel longsword back into its scabbard, I drew two short silver daggers from my thigh.
They gleamed like the fangs of a beast.
“After all, between the coliseum’s duelists and the assassins of the Free City...”
 A faint grin tugged my lips.
“...who do you think is better at ambushes?”
Like fangs.
***
The new “fence” introduced by the Arena’s planners was steadily closing in. It was both a mechanism to prevent boredom and a noose tightening around every fighter’s neck.
Fortunately, no one had been foolish enough to die by touching it yet—the rate of contraction was slow, and since it formed a perfect circle, its direction was easy to predict.
Everyone understood instinctively that its center would become the final battlefield. So the closer you got to the center, the fiercer the fighting became.
The sounds of clashing steel and battle cries echoed everywhere.
The black-armored fighters were indistinguishable, tangled together in chaos.
Every fight was a battle for life. 
Every strike, desperate.
It was fiercer than anything the Arena usually saw.
But—
“Huff, huff.”
Not everywhere was like that.
“Come out, you coward!”
A voice bellowed, straining its lungs. But no answer came—only a silence thick enough to choke. And silence bred fear.
The fighter’s sword trembled in his hands.
“Fight like a true warrior! Not like some sneaky assassin from the Free City! Show your courage—!”
I glanced at the shouting fool.
“Be brave like the valiant Sword Demon Liam!”
It took all my willpower not to burst out laughing. Instead, I muttered to myself.
‘The brave Sword Demon Liam is standing right in front of you, idiot.’
And why did my nickname keep gaining more adjectives?
 “Valiant” and “Sword Demon” didn’t even go together. Shaking my head, I moved in for the kill.
“Hu.”
The Arena’s planners had an odd obsession with detail. They hadn’t built these structures as empty shells—they were fully furnished homes.
Bedrooms with silk nightgowns and dresses, living rooms with furniture, even nurseries with cribs and blankets. It felt disturbingly real. But that also meant plenty of weapons at hand.
『Everything within reach can be a weapon.』
I kicked a wooden cabinet toward him.
He didn’t dodge or block—he simply stood firm, trusting his dwarf-crafted armor.
He didn’t take his eyes off me, trying not to lose track of my position.
As expected.
『A blade isn’t the only weapon. Anything that disrupts the enemy is.』
That’s why I’d thrown it.
“...What—”
The cabinet shattered against his helmet, spilling clothes everywhere.
The scraps and fluttering fabric clung to his visor, blocking his view.
I launched forward instantly. But I couldn’t let my guard down.
He was a 「Sword Walker」—even blind, he could sense my presence through the flow of Mana.
 「Paths」 excelled at defense. A solid formation of Paths could be almost impenetrable to another Sword Walker.
Only someone like Seol Yoon, with her genius precision, or a user of 「Gale」 with Sword Runner-level strength, could break it.
I planned to do neither.
Fortunately—
『There was a gap in the Path.』
「Fang」 had a very useful technique.
『It was the gift of a runaway—』
 『The talent to always find an escape route.』
A talent to pierce through Paths.
A deadly strike that, even if only for an instant, had once wounded a genius like Seol Yoon.
“...”
In that brief moment, I became an assassin of the Free City. I kicked off the floor, leapt upward, bounced off the wall, twisted midair, and pushed off the ceiling—then dove down from above.
With my body spinning, I drove my dagger straight into his helmet.
Crunch.
The metal cracked, and a choked cry escaped him.
I hadn’t expected to pierce his skull in one blow—The true strike came next. Reeling from the impact, his head snapped back as his body bent forward to protect it.
I slid my leg under his waist, planted my knee in his back, grabbed his head with my left hand—and yanked hard, like a coiling serpent.
His head jerked backward, exposing the unarmored flesh of his neck. I didn’t hesitate.
My right-hand dagger plunged deep into that vulnerable spot.
“Guh—”
A shudder. Then a death rattle. Another life snuffed out.
I shoved the corpse aside. An easy kill.
‘How many are there now?’
I’d slain quite a few.
Moving from building to building near the center, I’d ambushed those hiding inside.
Fighting openly was too risky; stealth and patience kept me alive.
‘They try to ambush too, but when I do it, it’s “cowardly”? Hypocrites.’
I wiped my blade clean and sighed.
 These skirmishes weren’t especially dangerous.「Fang」’s adaptability made this kind of fight ideal. Most fighters were skilled with the sword but couldn’t read or manipulate the environment.
I sat on a bed and took a short rest.
Hiding indoors allowed for that—whereas fighting outside drew too much attention and risked a follow-up ambush even after victory.
Best to fight only when conditions were perfect.
“So far, so good. I was worried I’d have to rely on 「Gale」 or 「Light」 too much, but luck’s been on my side.”
 「Good. Preserve your strength while you can.」
 “...Are you really my master?”
 「Why?」
I tilted my head at Liam.
“Because I expected you to say something like, ‘Face them head-on! A Karavan never hides! You grow stronger by clashing!’ or something along those lines.”
 「Ordinarily, perhaps. But this is the Infinite Duel, boy.」
Liam smiled faintly—a smile that sent a chill down my spine.
「No matter how you fight, once you reach the end, you’ll taste despair. That’s what the Infinite Duel is.」
 “...”
 「And besides—」
His laughter echoed ominously.
A surge of dread prickled at my neck. My sixth sense—sharpened by the 「Paths」—screamed a warning. I turned toward it.
The danger was coming from outside the window. From the bright, open sky.
「Even if you don’t reach the end, hardship will come find you anyway.」
I swallowed hard.
「Those who carry the Steel Blood are always followed by trials.」
So much for an easy stretch.
「How does it feel, boy? Exciting, isn’t it?」
Damn it. So much for peace.
‘...No time to rest.’
I drew in a deep breath—until my lungs burned.
‘Better get ready.’
Instead of exhaling, I pressed the air inward—compressing it, feeding the flame within.
『Blades, spears, shields. Rusted armor, arrows blotting out the sky.』
My body began to heat—like steel in a forge.
『Boys and young men thrown into battlefields without knowing why. Lives turned to dust, soaked in blood and mud.』
The Steel within me burned.
『And they—became stars.』
***
The roaring cheers from earlier were gone. Now, the Arena was silent. Every spectator had their mouths shut, eyes wide, and their throats dry.
Why?
“...What the hell is that?”
No, it wasn’t because the organizers told them to be quiet.
The audience of the Steel City didn't quiet.
This silence was born of pure shock.
“Can that even be called a duel...?”
Someone murmured, dazed. Many silently agreed. Because what unfolded below wasn’t a duel.
It was a one-sided slaughter.
A hunt.
Seol Yoon, sitting among the spectators, agreed inwardly.
‘...It’s like they released a wolf among sheep.’
She had come to watch Arhan with relaxed curiosity—but now, her face was grave.
Could Arhan possibly win against that? No—winning wasn’t the issue.
Could he survive?
Then another thought struck her.
‘If it were me down there... would I survive?’
She couldn’t answer.
She could resist—yes.
She wouldn’t die easily. But to endure to the end? She didn’t know. Even with her enlightenment, her spread wings, and her deadly 「Thousandfold Change」—she wasn’t sure.
She furrowed her brow and looked again at the coliseum. There, among the black-armored fighters, one figure sat lazily against a wall— yawning, half-asleep. And before him—
‘What kind of monster…?’
The bodies of countless fighters were piled like a mountain.
As Seol Yoon watched anxiously, one person among the crowd laughed softly.
“Oh ho.”
A man hiding his ash-gray hair under a hood watched with amusement.
The Iron Prince, Ian Cherville, spoke.
“Carlos, am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?”
 “Yes, Your Highness. That sword—belongs to one of the Great Five Houses. Theirs.”
 “Indeed. You can hide a face behind cheap armor, but not the shine of noble blood. Ah... to see it here of all places.”
Ian Cherville rested his chin on his hand and smiled.
“How curious. Why would a descendant of those lazy nobles come to such a lowly stage?”
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How insignificant a single person was.
I had known that since the day the terrible era of war began. When countless youths—bright and pure as stars—died for their pitiful ideals and meaningless causes, I lamented.
Swords, spears, shields.
Brilliant lives were shattered beneath falling arrows.
The scribes recorded their deaths with hurried strokes of ink.
A handful of wheat, a moldy piece of bread—those were the prices of their lives.
When the young men drowned in their own blood and there was no one left to fight, even the women and children were dragged into war.
Children who once swung sticks in play now held blood-stained weapons and died on muddy ground.
Children, enraged by their parents’ deaths, picked up swords and spears to kill other children.
Old fathers and mothers, mad with grief, dragged their broken bodies to the battlefield.
Among all those countless deaths, there was no glory, no noble duel, not even honor.
For what did they die? For what did they live? For what did they kill? What did the swords, spears, and shields—those that scattered all that blood—leave behind? Even now, I could not answer.
“Cough—”
Vanfleet, the golden-haired youth who once sang of love, died at seventeen, struck by a stray arrow. He had a beautiful voice. He once told me, shyly, that he would confess to the red-haired girl he fancied once the war was over.
“Guh—”
Emily, a nine-year-old girl who always shared her share of wheat with others, killed two younger children before taking her own life.
She once smiled brightly, saying she wanted to taste the Empire’s sweet dessert—cake—someday. Instead of strawberry jam, she died with foaming blood filling her mouth, her eyes wide open.
“...Khah, keh—”
The light of countless stars faded. They never had a chance to shine—swallowed by the thick darkness, erased from the world.
I could not accept this era. I could not accept the end of those swept away by it—the young who died too soon, the children who once shone, the elders who smiled kindly. I could not accept such an unreasonable outcome. I could not accept the answer this world offered me.
Those who should have shone became mere parts of the war machine.
The stars with dreams had their wills stripped away and were thrown like blades.
They shattered in their struggle against others thrown the same way. And so, none of them remained.
“Enough.”
That was why I longed for the Age of Stars. I longed for that age—not this dreadful one where the bright kept disappearing—but a time when they laughed together, singing of love and peace.
“...Please, stop.”
Even with lofty beliefs, I was only a single man. 
The blade I wielded could not change the world.
I could not even repel a mere army of men, much less alter the world itself. For an individual it was too insignificant. To halt an era of madness—one person was far too small.
I was small. I had resolved to fight, to sing of fury against the invading legions who trampled our land, but my struggle meant nothing.
The enemy’s numbers did not dwindle.
I did not achieve any grand feat. I merely cut down a few worthless soldiers, suffered fatal wounds, and could no longer swing my sword. Just like countless other young men of this warring age.
Now, they would march on—Into our lands—And extinguish the stars—And stain everything with war.
“For what do you fight so desperately?” The man who seemed to command the great army asked me.
 I saw myself reflected in his eyes—A blood-soaked, mangled body. Limbs torn apart, hands so ruined I could not even hold a stick, let alone a sword.
Yes. My life was fading away, like so many others.
“You know it, don’t you? No matter how hard you fight, nothing will change.”
 “...Cough.”
 “This world’s gone mad. In this age of frenzy, we’ve all come too far. Kill or be killed—there’s nothing left to choose.”
The man’s face looked heavy with sorrow. So did the countless soldiers standing behind him.
This was the truth behind the so-called ‘Glorious Age’ the lords and rulers sang of—A dreadful time where no one could smile, a world where all value had turned to ash.
“Even if you burn yourself to ashes for some reason, you’ll change nothing. Everyone will still pick up their swords and spears—and in the end, everyone will be the same. Those pure ones you tried to protect will be tainted by war, and in the end, all will return to dust. By the blade’s edge.”
 “...”
 “Accept it. Everything will disappear. The Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords have decreed this world’s end—to reclaim this beautiful land from the seven foolish, greedy races.”
I slowly looked at the general.
“Perhaps... you’re right.”
 “...”
 “But I cannot stand by and watch the beautiful ones vanish like dying stars. I still remember a world full of beautiful humans—a world shining like a sky of stars, peaceful and bright.”
 “...”
 “A time when we did not live for war. When each burned themselves for the things they loved, for what they desired. A time when no one mocked those who struggled to shine—when all clapped and cheered for them. When we sat around campfires at night, singing songs of peace and love.”
My world trembled. But I did not fall.
“The stars will not disappear.”
 “...”
 “Ah... how happy we were in that age, when we could gaze upon the starlit sky, read the map of roads that led us onward, and walk that path. How happy we were when the starlight illuminated our way.”
I staggered, but I did not break. Never.
“You may trample us, burn our lands—but even so, our will shall not vanish. Even so, the flame I have kindled will not die. And the light of the stars will not fade.”
 “...”
 “Even if I die here, the Age of Stars will not end.”
Still standing, I felt death slowly take me.
“Even if I fade here, someone else will inherit the flame. He will once more lead the lost from the front—as the light that guides them.”
With those words, I died. And then—
“...Ah.”
When I opened my eyes, I was a faint, muddled wraith. A soul without flesh, unable to leave this world for the gods. Before me stood a small boy wearing royal robes—his eyes shining like stars.
“F-founder... I bow before you.”
The boy looked so much like me.
 .
 .
 .
“Haa—”
I opened my eyes and exhaled the breath I’d been holding. The air that left my lips burned like a flame.
The world before me grew clearer—sharper.
‘Keep control.’
The absorption of 「The Light」 was still incomplete. I ignored the flood of sword memories that surged through my mind and focused on the reality before my eyes.
Beyond the vivid world, a black fighter appeared. A threatening 「Road」 unfolded, and I drove my sword into its path.
And then—
“...!”
The fighter lunged—but twisted away from my sword at the last instant.
Too fast. Too unnatural. Yes—
「Hmm.」
That was no human movement.
「A Beastkin, that one.」
The intruder crouched low, both hands and feet touching the floor—moving like a beast on all fours.
***
Beastkin. Beasts evolved into humanoid forms under the influence of Mana. They inherited both the appearance and the traits of the animals from which they descended. Thus, when fighting a Beastkin, the first and foremost task was to identify their species.
‘But right now, that’s impossible.’
In the 「Infinite Duel」, the combat gear hid not only the face and body shape, but all defining traits—everything covered in pitch black. So there wasn’t much I could deduce.
‘A quadrupedal stance... Doesn’t seem to use weapons. A Monk-type, maybe? That’ll be annoying.’
All Beastkin shared explosive physical power—their natural strength rivaled that of Monsters.
But their true weapon wasn’t their bodies.
「If he’s a martial artist type, that’s the worst matchup.」
Their roots were beasts. Thus, among the Seven Races, Beastkin possessed unparalleled battle instinct. And more than that—they had eyes that could see the 「Paths of Blood」. A special ability granted to them alone. Though little was known about it, people defined the ability as such:
「Those beasts... they’ll always find a way to survive, even if the sky falls.」
“...”
I aimed my sword at him and stood still. No need to move first. He stayed still too. And so, two fighters faced off—motionless.
A suffocating tension, boring to spectators but unbearable to those within it.
That stalemate broke when an outsider intruded.
“What the—why’re there two of you—?”
Creak. The door opened.
Another fighter entered, saw us locked in a standoff, and immediately drew his weapon—a massive axe. A brutal weapon, but poor choice indoors.
‘Damn it.’
His arrival put me at the disadvantage.
The Beastkin had come through the window. I’d been near the door. So I was now trapped between two opponents.
“Tch—”
I clicked my tongue, abandoned 「The Light」, and drew another sword. That blade wasn’t ideal for fighting multiple enemies. Fortunately, I had another weapon perfectly suited for this kind of mess.
『I was but a single gust of wind.』
I crouched low, swept my sword across the floor, and spun once. The surrounding 「Paths」 began to twist and writhe. The power to distort all flows—that was the mystery of 「Gale」.
“Perfect—”
The intruder swung his axe at me. Normally, an axe couldn’t reach full power in a cramped room. There simply wasn’t enough space. But he didn’t care. He wasn’t stupid—just that strong.
「If brute force doesn’t work, maybe you just don’t have enough brute force.」
He had plenty of it.
‘Shit—’
With a crack, the axe blade split through the wall and came for my head.
I slashed through the air—and the tiny whirlwinds I’d stirred became a roaring 「Gale」.
“...?”
The violent wind howled. The axe’s trajectory twisted skyward, smashing into the ceiling instead. Dust and splinters rained down. Before they hit the floor, the Beastkin moved.
“Huu—”
I inhaled, restoring a bit of Mana.「Gale」 demanded a ridiculous amount. If my Mana Heart didn’t possess the properties of steel, my heart would’ve exploded long ago.
Fighting the dizziness, I summoned another burst of wind.
The path the Beastkin was charging along curved downward—
“-?!”
A whirlwind struck. The next instant, his head slammed into the floor. As one fell still, I turned toward the axe-wielder rushing me.
“This bastard’s using weird pow—”
Another gale. Again, his axe flew astray. While he cursed, I vaulted over him. But I didn’t attack from behind.
Why?
‘Why make it easy for him?’
He was more useful alive. Now he was between me and the Beastkin. Which meant—
“───!”
I could shove the Beastkin away while the brute distracted him.
‘If he holds out even briefly, I can reposition. No need to waste time here—there are still plenty of enemies left, and the perimeter’s not closed yet...’
I moved to act—efficient, rational. But there was one thing I hadn’t considered.
“Cheap tricks won’t—urk!”
The Beastkin’s raw strength.
“...”
Thud.
The sound came a split second before blood splattered.
The Beastkin drove his hand clean through the axe fighter’s chest. Bone and flesh broke like wet clay. The sound repeated—rhythmic, resonant, horrifying, almost musical. Then—Blood and flesh sprayed before me, along with shattered armor and fragments of a black helm.
「Heh.」
This wasn’t a fight between equals. It was—
「This one’s dangerous.」
Like a man meeting a predator in the woods. I remembered an old hunter’s story—of a bear that tore men apart and scattered them like twigs.
‘Shit.’
The blood-soaked Beastkin looked at me. Still crouched on all fours, animalistic. My skin crawled as I raised my sword.
Taptap.
The sound of feet striking the floor—then he vanished from sight. The next instant, he was above me. From floor to ceiling, ceiling to floor—moving as if teleporting. Just as I had done.
‘He learned that fast? Not even a smart dog picks things up that quick...’
I swung my sword up—but too late.
Crack.
My body jolted violently. His foot struck my chest—not just a kick, but a hammerblow. Blood filled my mouth, vision swaying.
I slashed blindly—but again, too slow. After landing the hit, he dropped low, spinning on his hands and sweeping his foot across the floor. Targeting—my ankle.
“Shit—”
Crunch.
My ankle snapped. I lost balance, lifted into the air—and in that instant, he attacked again. Hands on the floor, body inverted like a handstand—a kick rising from below to above.
I’d never seen anything like it—instinctive, free, relentless violence.
That strike aimed for my jaw. My instincts screamed—if that lands, it’s over. If the impact reached my chin, I’d lose consciousness. And even if I didn’t, the blow would lift my helm, expose my neck—and then I’d be finished.
I bit my lip and drew in a breath.
Then, I held it.
“—Hup!”
That was the only way to survive.
***
The Dragon Sword. Its true name: 「The Light」.
The royal treasure that housed the soul of the founder of the fallen peninsula. Its former wielder was not mighty. Even though he reached the realm of the 「Sword Runner」, in the age of war, ‘wings’ were nothing special. Thus, the man who longed for the stars died powerless.
「Grip it tight—never let go.」
But his will, his hero’s conviction, never vanished.
The final sword he swung remained burned into the eyes and hearts of all who saw it—even into the hearts of the invading legion of Han.
“...!”
The power to burn all one has, to blaze for a fleeting instant—that was the mystery sealed within 「The Light」. A sword that sacrifices all for what one holds dear.
「You remember, don’t you? Never inhale more than ‘a single handful of breath’.」
The mystery of 「The Light」 was simple and absolute—it burned away all the Mana within one’s body, breaking through all limits for a moment.
That power could be applied anywhere—to one’s eyes, to perceive; to one’s legs, to reach;
 to one’s arms, to cut beyond one’s strength.
The problem was, for me, that power wasn’t meant to be used.
「Do not lose yourself in the sword’s memories. You have no wings.」
Originally, 「The Light」 demanded wings as sacrifice—for wings were both the mark of a Sword Runner and a construct of pure Mana. Its former master offered up his wings again and again, wielding the sword beyond human limit.
But I had no wings. If I used 「The Light」, I would burn every vein of Mana in my body and every drop in my Mana Heart—essentially becoming a corpse for a time. Even so—it could only be swung once. But—
‘Damn, this is hard.’
There’s always a trick to everything.
「Yes. Endure it, just like that.」
Why did I train myself to inhale only a single handful of breath, to hold it until the brink?
My Mana Heart could hold far more—but a handful wasn’t enough for its full strength. Even so, I forced myself to limit it.
The reason was simple. Without wings, I couldn’t control 「The Light」’s mystery. It always burned all of my Mana.
No exceptions.
So I changed my perspective. If it always consumed everything...then I’d simply make sure there wasn’t much to consume.
If I couldn’t make the flame smaller— then I’d limit the fuel itself.
“Hup!”
The handful of Mana trapped in my body ignited.
Just one handful—but that was enough.
More than enough.
My body felt like it was on fire—my vision expanded, everything slowing down. Dust, debris, even the Beastkin’s feet—all moving in slow motion.
The 「Paths」 spread like veins from my second heart, circulating, burning, surging through muscle and bone.
My whole body blazed, and that fire gathered in my right hand.
As the mystery manifested, I let go of the sword I held in both hands—and instead drew the short dagger strapped to my thigh.
The small blade I carried for using 「Fang」—too light to pierce armor unless properly weighted.
The Beastkin twitched the instant he saw me discard my sword and draw the dagger.
He shouldn’t have reacted. At this range, a dagger couldn’t possibly pierce steel. To abandon one’s sword for such a weapon was senseless—by all logic, a futile struggle. But the Beastkin backed away—breaking his stance, abandoning his advantage.
That must’ve been his special ability
—the 「Path of Blood」. Whatever he saw through it, the danger was clear enough to make him flinch.
Well—
『Even if all turns to ash, it doesn’t matter.』
 『My worthless body and soul—I can burn them as many times as it takes.』
Too late for him anyway.
『As many times as it takes.』
The dagger traced a curve—Shhk! Blood sprayed.
The Beastkin, twisting away, crouched near the window, glaring at me. My hand dripped hot blood. I shook it off and looked down.
“...You’re good at running, I’ll give you that.”
On the floor lay his severed left leg—cut cleanly from his body.
***
「Designation: The Light」
 「Royal treasure housing the founder of Han.」
 「Contains the Mystery of Combustion.」
 「- Burns all Mana within the body to transcend one’s limit.」
 「- If wielder is a Sword Runner, one pair of wings is consumed per use.」
 .
 .
 .
 「Assimilation in progress.」
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Why did I still wander this world? I could not know.
Countless religions and spirits had spoken of life after death.
They claimed that when a living being died, its soul returned to the embrace of the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords.
If one defied the laws laid by the gods, they warned, that soul would fall to the deepest depths of hell and suffer for eternity.
Yet I neither ascended to the heavens nor fell into hell. I merely drifted between—a wandering wraith, lost in the void.
“……”
Was this the will of the gods? A divine decree commanding me to remain in the mortal realm, to fulfill what I could not in life? Or perhaps, my will—so close to obsession—had twisted into resentment, turning me into a vengeful spirit bound to this world.
The shamans of the East once said: those who die with a strong regret remain, unable to depart.
I could not say. Before me lay a scorched land.
A land trampled into ruin.
My people—those I once shepherded—wandered lost and hopeless.
The era of war had devoured them.
Those who once laughed together now wept in pain.
And yet—
“Founder, I ask for your counsel.”
Even amid the darkness, there were stars. Stars that still shone through the gloom.
“What should I do?”
Orphaned children wept in the night.
The hungry baked mud over dying campfires, soaked bark in muddy water. Among the gathered children was one they called “sister,” and another, “brother.”
Those two gave up their pitiful scraps of food to the younger ones without hesitation, though their own bellies were empty.
The littlest ones, unable even to speak, did not thank them—they simply devoured the mud, the bark, the filthy water—and then smiled, wiping their dirty mouths.
The older boy and girl clutched their stomachs and smiled back, hiding their hunger.
“I do not know what to do.”
The era of war. 
Once again, swords, spears, and shields drenched this peaceful land in blood. And yet—even in the darkness, stars still shone. Even in a world tainted by shadow, there was light.
The stars had not vanished.
“I do not know how to guide those poor, lost souls.”
Humans were still beautiful.
Still lovable.
Still radiant.
“So please—tell me.”
I could not turn away from them.
I could not allow the light to fade.
“Tell me how to bring light to this world.”
Before me stood a young boy in royal robes—one who resembled me.
“Tell me... how to become the light.”
And so I answered him. And the world grew a little brighter.
The wandering souls smiled a little more.
Thus, I remained for hundreds of years.
***
I spat blood from my mouth. Across from me stood the Beastkin, still wary.
He looked terrible—but so did I.
‘Should’ve ended it with that last strike.’
Manipulating my breath to exploit 「The Light」’s mystery had worked—brilliantly, even.
Burning a single handful of Mana was fine; I could replenish it with the next breath.
Though I became momentarily defenseless after each use, it didn’t last long—barely an instant of darkness before my vision cleared again.
The weakness after using 「The Light」 was fleeting—and a single deep breath restored what was lost.
The real problem wasn’t that moment of helplessness.
‘…How many more times can I use it?’
Thanks to that breathing trick, I’d avoided the fate of dying after a single swing. But the backlash wasn’t gone. To burn away every drop of Mana was, from the start, an absurd act.
The 「Mana Heart」 and the veins of 「Paths」 running through my body were like real organs—and each time I overused them, the damage accumulated.
Every time I invoked 「The Light」, my Mana Heart endured the impact of being shattered.
My inner 「Paths」, too, endured the agony of being ripped apart like veins bursting under pressure.
To burn all of one’s Mana was no different from burning all the blood in one’s body.
That “single handful of breath” was merely the limit of what I could endure—not a safeguard against harm.
My master once said the same. If not for my steel-forged heart and hardened paths, my body would’ve exploded long ago.
He said this power was far beyond what a mere 「Sword Walker」 should bear.
‘Four times at most. Maybe three.’
Still, there was one comfort—「The Light」 wasn’t my only weapon. I had more. But so did the Beastkin.
“-!”
Missing one leg didn’t slow him down. He charged even harder, faster than before.
I bit my lip and barely blocked the strike. Blood splattered across my sight—his blood, spraying from the severed stump.
「Beasts fight by pouring out everything they have. Unlike those Monks you’ve fought before.」
 “……”
 「Monks rely on their bodies and their recovery. But Beastkin… they’re beasts in truth.」
My vision narrowed. I closed my eyes and relied on instinct.
The domain of the 「Sword Walker」—to combine all sensory information and see the 「Paths」. 
I followed one such path and swung my sword. But the blade never reached him.
The instant the tip brushed his skin, he twisted away midair—instinctively, through the 「Path of Blood」. Not reaction, but premonition—faster than thought.
He escaped the strike, taking only a shallow cut.
Then—boom!—a blow slammed into my armor, shaking my entire body. Nausea surged; my balance faltered. Another shock followed, then another—like lightning crashing through my skull.
「Careful.」
I nearly blacked out. Barely regaining my footing, I inhaled deeply.
My steel heart throbbed, restoring clarity.
「It’s an attack that disrupts your Qi.」
 “My Qi?”
 「Simply put—it doesn’t damage the flesh, but the Mana flowing within you. Even your steel heart can only endure a few more of those. When it fails, you’ll explode from the inside.」
 “……”
 「Monks have a training technique, you know—smashing watermelons with their hands.」
Hard to believe such speed and power from a crippled foe. Even bleeding that much, he didn’t falter.
I couldn’t even see his face—his helmet hid it completely.
「The true martial artist must shatter the inside without cracking the rind.」
 “…Hah.”
 「Which means, right now, your body’s like one of those melons—fine on the outside, pulp on the inside.」
Shit.
An unpleasant metaphor. But accurate—I could feel it. The 「Paths」 in my body were tangled and torn. Another hit and I’d burst like rotten fruit.
“-!”
The Beastkin lunged again.
I stomped down on a fallen Winter Steel longsword.
It spun up into my grip.I thrust—and again, he evaded, guided by instinct.
“You bastard—”
But this time, I was ready.
Doubt.
That eternal question—how do I kill this beast? Through endless suspicion, I had found the answer. The 「Path of Blood」 was formidable, but not flawless.
‘It senses danger—but can’t distinguish between real and fake.’
A fatal weakness. If it can’t tell the difference—
“...!”
I dropped my sword mid-thrust, rolled forward, and kicked out with my boot’s heel. My martial arts were crude, but it didn’t matter. To the Beastkin, even that was “danger.” And a beast always fled from danger.
‘Got you.’
As I expected, he flinched back. My heel struck the floor with a crack. In that same moment, I drew a dagger from my thigh and hurled it. Another threat. Another false signal.
‘They never trade flesh for gain.’
Beastkin lacked the concept of sacrifice. And, crucially, they couldn’t sense the steel in my veins.
‘If he’d foreseen me using 「The Light」, he would’ve reacted instantly—but he didn’t. Not then.’
All those small clues led me to the truth. Endless suspicion had given me the answer to how I’d win.
Clang! Sparks burst as our weapons clashed again—but this time, the outcome was mine.
“Haa—”
The Beastkin couldn’t read bluffs. Now that his weakness was exposed, he tried mixing deception into his own attacks, sometimes even letting my blade graze him deliberately.
But in that kind of fight, he couldn’t win. Even the smallest anomaly, any shift in rhythm—my doubt caught it instantly.
Soon, the room was soaked in his blood. Armor shattered, black fur bristling through the gaps.
The tide had turned.
No matter how resilient his kind, that much blood loss was fatal.
I leveled my blade calmly, no need to rush.
Then—
“…Huh.”
Sensing defeat, the Beastkin leapt out the window without hesitation—and ran for his life, never once looking back.
“……”
Left alone, I stared after his retreating figure.
Victory, yes—but somehow, it didn’t feel like one.
‘That was… unsatisfying.’
Standing there awkwardly, I heard Liam’s voice.
「Didn’t I tell you? Beasts are bastards.」
Now I understood what he’d meant.
「So… will you chase him?」
I shook my head.
 “You think I’m insane?”
Going out there in this state would be suicide. Better to rest—recover what strength I could.
「Wise choice.」
Liam nodded approvingly.
「Besides, that beast… someone else will deal with him.」
 “Someone else?”
 「The kind who never lets his prey escape.」
For some reason, Liam was staring out the window.
「A sword far more dangerous than that cowardly beast.」
Gazing—intently.
***
The Beastkin sprinted through the night, lungs burning, glancing back again and again.
That strange fighter from before—? Thankfully, not pursuing.
‘That was close.’
His heart still pounded. The 「Path of Blood」, that sense which smelled weakness and strength, that warned of danger—it had betrayed him.
At first, the man had smelled sweet, like prey—easy meat. That was why he had attacked.
But the scent had changed. Every time the man swung his sword, the sweetness rotted into stench—the reek of a predator.
The more they fought, the fouler it became. Until, in the end, the Beastkin had smelled death itself. And lost his will to fight.
So he fled. Among beasts, that wasn’t shameful. In the wild, retreat was survival. In nature, the last one standing was the victor. So he ran—hard and fast.
‘A prey whose scent changes mid-fight? Never heard of that. What kind of monster…’
A sword demon. That was the only name that came to mind.
He had heard the term before—Sword Demon, whispered by humans of the Steel City.
He paused. Something smelled wrong.
“...?”
A foul, stomach-turning stench. He looked up. Blood splattered across the ground like rain. Torn corpses piled into a mountain.
“Uh…”
Atop that mountain sat a black warrior, head nodding drowsily—as if bored.
“……”
The moment he saw the figure, the Beastkin froze.
The warrior slowly raised his head.
Their eyes met—and the Beastkin smelled something he had never known before.
A stench beyond fear.
“Why… do you keep coming to me…”
A predator? No. Something far beyond that.
“I’m so tired…”
The smell of an apex being—a lifeform that stood atop the pyramid of existence, a creature with no natural enemies.
“Yaaawn…”
The ultimate predator.
The instant that thought crossed his mind, the Beastkin’s body moved on its own—turning, scrambling, fleeing as fast as he could.
But—
“Where are you going?”
Prey could never flee before the apex predator.
“Tell me… where were you running from?”
Never.
Chapter 86
Chapter 86 — The Light (5)
Humanity does not disappear. The old man’s yearning passes to his son. The son meets his partner, builds a home, and their child looks upon their parents’ backs and grows the same yearning. The old are the past, the young are the present, and the children are the future. Thus, humanity does not disappear.
A lifespan not even eighty years long. The frailest of the Seven Races. No superior physique, no divine blessing, no eternal life, no raging valor. And yet—humans are beautiful. Their beauty endures. Forever.
“How blessed was the era when we could gaze upon the starlit sky, read the map of the roads we could and must take?”
I beheld the beauty passed down like a sacred flame. Centuries flowed by. In that time, humanity changed.
The harsh era cornered the weak and the insignificant. The strong trampled them, and the land burned. But they did not vanish. Even if the ground was crushed, even if the rivers ran red, even if the world burned—humanity always rose again. And once more, they shone like stars.
“And how blessed was the era when starlight illuminated those paths?”
The will I held—to yearn for beauty and the Age of Stars—became a flame. My descendants inherited it. My disciples inherited it. My people inherited it. And so, the land the world called worthless—the Peninsula—was born.
A small peninsula, insignificant compared to the vast nations of the continent. It was not as mighty as the Iron Kingdom, not as grand as the Sky Empire, not as influential as the 「Black Archipelago」, nor as powerful as the 「Great Land」. 
But it was beautiful. In my eyes, unbearably beautiful. It sparkled like a heaven full of stars. Old and young, singing of peace, whispering of love, laughing at foolish tales—they were beautiful. So achingly beautiful.
Upon that starry land stood a man in royal robes. He looked very much like me. He held a sword engraved with an elegant script—「Dragon Sword」—with the utmost care.
“Ancestor.”
The man smiled.
“So this is the Age of Stars you spoke of.”
Humble.
Warm.
“I think I finally understand why you cast everything aside and wielded your sword for this land.
 What you sought to protect, the beauty that made you burn your very life away.”
His back looked so much like mine. Perhaps that was why—
“I think… I could do the same.”
—his end mirrored mine.
“When the time comes, I too shall gladly become the Light.”
Not long after, a man who called himself a descendant of the gods began to burn the eastern lands. His flames were so cruel that even the cries of the innocent reached this place. And his blade eventually turned toward this humble peninsula.
“For my stars.”
The most insignificant land in the East. The weakest army. The frailest people. And thus began the longest and most desperate war. Upon his throne, the absolute monarch smiled like a boy.
“For the starlit sky.”
Just as I once had.
***
The outer walls of the coliseum were shrinking faster and faster. Warriors who fought too long were crushed or shredded by the closing barrier.
The arena—built like a city street—reeked of blood. Corpses littered the ground.
The 「Infinite Duel」 was entering its latter half.
‘My stamina’s mostly back.’
As always, my steel heart had swiftly restored my body. I moved carefully among the buildings, regaining strength. And then I noticed something new. With a thunderous crash, outer buildings collapsed.
The ones touching the narrowing barrier disintegrated instantly.
‘Anything touching the wall crumbles, huh.’
And quickly, too—so fast no one inside could survive.
It was, as the announcer said, a mechanism to prevent the match from dragging on. Between the rubble, I could see hands jutting out—remnants of fighters who’d died silently, crushed without a sound.
‘In the end, everyone’ll have to fight like mad. Good thing I’ve recovered. The aftereffects of 「The Light」 are almost gone now…’
The match’s outcome would depend on one thing—who starts fighting first. Whoever did would burn through stamina and face every unpredictable variable first—in short, they’d be fighting at a disadvantage.
‘So won’t the last rounds be dull? The ones who’ve lasted this long are all cautious types—they won’t attack first unless they’re idiots.’
The Arena had plenty of devices to push combatants together, but none could fix that fundamental flaw.
I stepped out from cover and began walking toward the center. With the barrier shrinking, that was where I needed to be.
The coliseum was vast, but after constant movement, the distance wasn’t far. Yet as I drew closer, my instinct—my doubt—sent signals.
‘Why is it so quiet? Everyone should be gathering near the middle. Have they already fought it out? Impossible. More fighters are still being driven inward. With that many people, there’s no way it’s this silent.’
The closer I got to the center, the deeper the silence grew—cold and unnatural. Even the sound of clashing swords was gone. Instead, the number of corpses increased. Bodies hacked apart—not slain in fair combat, but mangled, as if swept away by something colossal.
A nauseating stench of blood filled the air.
The ground below was slick and crimson, as though it had rained blood. I grimaced and pressed on—and then saw it.
‘What the—’
A mountain of corpses. Stacked, torn apart like butchered livestock, assembled into a grotesque mound.
I recoiled instinctively.
‘An illusion?’
Were there shamans or mages among the fighters? Was someone casting a spell to show such horrors? But no—the mountain of flesh carried no Mana. Instead, it reeked of death—the fresh iron scent of blood, the rot of decay.
‘Damn it.’
Then I understood.
‘I was thinking too rationally.’
I had assumed the reason. That all the combatants were of comparable skill. But what if one was not?
‘The 「Infinite Duel」 gathers fighters from across the continent. Sword Walker is the bare minimum. Most here would be at that level—but among them, there are Sword Runners. And among those… monsters.’
Like Seol Yoon.
「This one is far more dangerous than that girl.」
 “…How could a human do this?”
 「Because he’s human.」
Liam glanced at me.
「The world’s full of monsters that shatter common sense. Everything you believe in—everything that seems certain—can collapse overnight, and the world turns into something unrecognizable, horrific.」
 “……”
 「There are things that casually destroy the logic of the world.」
Footsteps.
「This vast continent is full of them.」
 “……”
 「The man you swore vengeance upon is one such monster. Swordmasters stand atop even those—the destroyers of reason.」
A black-armored warrior emerged.
I couldn’t gauge his realm or strength, but I didn’t move to strike.
He looked barely alive.
「So, young descendant,」
 “……”
 「You must one day wield a sword that can slay a monster like that in a single blow. Even then, it won’t be enough to face a Swordmaster. The man you seek to kill stands at the very pinnacle of terror itself.」
The warrior stumbled closer. His armor was shredded, blood dripping down in rivulets. His legs trembled. A pitiful sob escaped his helm.
“Please… save me.”
A voice emptied of will. He collapsed face-first into the ground. Silent. Still. And from the place he came—footsteps. Heavy, deliberate.
My instincts screamed.
「You will feel fear.」
Run.
「But you must not flee.」
Don’t look back—just run.
「Face your trial, young descendant.」
Give up any thought of fighting.
「Only through this can you grow stronger.」
A thousand weak voices swirled within me. My heart pounded faster. Cold sweat ran down my back. My hands trembled as I bit my lip until it bled.
「Only then can you do what you must.」
I drew a slow breath. Then I asked,
“That thing coming this way… can I beat it?”
 「Who can know the outcome of a duel? Not until blades cross.」
 “Is it strong?”
Liam didn’t hesitate.
「It’d be insulting to compare you. Remember the blond man from the waiting room—the one yawning? That’s him.」
 “The one from one of the Great Houses?”
 「Yes. One of the continent’s Great Five Houses.」
Even as Liam whispered, I heard it— a long, lazy yawn.
 “Ha-aahm—”
 A sound utterly unfitting for the place or time.
「Rhapsody, the slothful master of the Six Free Cities.」
Footsteps approached—unhurried. And then I saw him. Even through the specialized gear concealing his form, I could feel it. Power. Overwhelming, impossible power.
Was he really human? Was I?
Even breathing felt heavy. And yet—
『Our land burned, and those who shone were trampled. That radiant age dimmed, and the lips that once whispered love now screamed in despair.』
 『And yet, we will not break.』
I gripped my sword.
『Over centuries, I came to understand.』
 『Or perhaps, I had known it all along.』
 『Perhaps that was why I found humanity beautiful.』
 『Perhaps that was why I loved them.』
My shining blade aimed at him.
『Even if the world burns, humanity will not disappear.』
 『The stars will not fade. Their light and beauty may dim for a time, but they will one day blaze again.』
 『Humanity will never vanish.』
 . . .
 『The Age of Stars will not end.』
No more hesitation.
『From the ashes, the phoenix will rise.』
It was time to fight.
Chapter 87
Chapter 87 – The Idler (1)
The Age of War.
In that era of madness, when every living being perished as if life meant nothing, humankind was pitifully weak. Among the seven races, humans were born the most insignificant. They possessed neither superior bodies nor eternal lifespans, nor were they particularly brave. What’s worse, they lacked unity even in their weakness.
Even when the insanity of the War Age reached its peak, humans were too busy fighting amongst themselves. The six other races of the continent mocked their foolishness.
Even if all humans united as one, survival against the other six races would still be near impossible—so how could they waste their strength on infighting? To the six races, humans were truly laughable. Even as the world was dyed red with their own blood, humans could not become one. Their allegiances remained split among kingdoms, empires, islands, and republics. They did not cooperate, not even between fellow human nations. If even the smallest opportunity presented itself, they waged war.
It was so absurd that, to the six races, humans seemed like a species doomed to destroy itself without any help.
Indeed, as a result of the wars humans fought amongst themselves, half of their population perished. The six races merely waited until their wars were done, then swooped in to slaughter the exhausted survivors and seize their lands and treasures. Thus, humanity’s already halved numbers were halved again.
Of the dozens of human nations that once existed, fewer than ten remained. Across the vast continent, the dead outnumbered the living. More humans died to blades than were born anew. Only then did humankind begin to realize that something had gone terribly wrong.
Who would rule which fertile land, who would hoard the most gold and jewels, who would be the most glorious monarch—none of that mattered anymore. The very survival of their race was at stake. If this continued, the continent would not have seven races, but six. Humanity was on the brink of extinction…
Only when the crisis loomed at their doorstep did the humans hastily unite. Yet their numbers were too few, their bodies too weary. Endless war had left them starved, broken, and sick of it all. Humanity was too weak—far too weak to stand against the other six races.
And soon, their numbers halved again.
At that point, every human bard sang of the world’s end. Devout priests and even the Pope abandoned their temples to curse the gods. Priests and nuns became drunkards, collapsing in the streets in despair. The usual drunks who spent their lives in wine and debauchery stumbled into empty temples and sobbed, offering clumsy prayers for salvation.
“Please, just let us live.”
Royalty, who bore the duty of protecting their people, now schemed only to preserve their own lives. The nobles had long since fled, and the soldiers who should have defended the realm now turned their blades on civilians. They plundered food, drowned themselves in alcohol, and assaulted any woman they saw.
All believed humanity would vanish when this war was over. None wished to fight. Instead, they sought fleeting pleasure before the end came.
It was, in the truest sense, a “human” scene.
The six races that witnessed such depravity laughed without restraint.
 “What a wretched species—hardly better than monkeys.”
Every living being on the continent believed in humanity’s annihilation.
Until five banners rose upon the battlefield.
“……?”
From that day on, the six races never again mocked humankind.
As if forged by gods who wished to end the War Age, five miraculous beings appeared. Thanks to their overwhelming feats, that age of carnage concluded with a shocking result—victory for the pitiful humans.
In the aftermath, humanity called the five families who had achieved such glory the Great Houses.
***
The residents of the Iron City of Ferma loved the 「Arena」.
This grand coliseum, where thrilling duels unfolded daily, was their lifeblood and their joy.
Among all its spectacles, none were as beloved as the 「Infinite Duel」—a tradition dating back to the Arena’s earliest days. Life-and-death battles that drove warriors into a frenzy and made spectators’ hearts race.
But this time, the 「Infinite Duel」 was different.
Most of the audience had seen the previous matches, even those before that, yet none were like this. The tempo was far too fast. Normally, the Infinite Duel was about desperate, muddy struggle—fighters biting, clawing, crawling through agony. But what unfolded before them now was nothing like that.
“...Huh.”
Before the match, the Arena’s organizers had added “barriers” to encourage faster engagements. They wanted more intensity, more contact, more blood. But the match was progressing too fast—far beyond what they intended.
The spectators felt they weren’t watching a duel, but an execution. It was as if a wild beast had been thrown into a cage with a doomed prisoner. And indeed, such one-sided spectacles were often called “executions.”
A massacre, not a fight.
All because of one man.
That single combatant defied logic. The moment the match began, he sprinted straight to the center—where the most fighters were gathered—and slaughtered everyone in his path. Each kill took him no longer than three seconds.
The match became chaotic, and the organizers hurried to identify this rampaging fighter. It wasn’t difficult—each helm and armor piece had an internal code known only to Arena staff.
If that man turned out to be some nameless drifter, killing commoners for sport, they planned to make an example of him. After all, everyone was still seething about the disastrous results of the recent War Duel, ruined by those damned witches.
The Arena organizers wielded immense power within the Iron Kingdom, and they intended to use it.
But then—
“...Is this for real?”
When they confirmed his identity, all thoughts of “discipline” vanished. They burned every note, every draft of a plan.
“It matches, sir.”
 “Shit.”
The Arena organizers were infamous cowards toward the strong. And this man was someone far beyond their reach.
“The youngest son of a Great House... why the hell is he at some commoner’s event?”
The staffer’s report contained a name the organizer knew well—one known by anyone standing.
“Everyone listen up. We never saw anything. We don’t know who he is. That young master came here to mingle with fighters on a whim, got it? That’s all. We. Don’t. Know.”
The youngest son of the Six Free Cities’ ruler, of the House of Rhapsody—Toma Rhapsody.
“Remember this—if one word leaks, we’re all dead. Assign a judge, and if—by some miracle—that young master’s life looks endangered, you get him out. Immediately.”
“Do we really have to? That breaks Arena tradition. And no matter how high-born he is, if he loses fair and square—”
 “Shut up and do it! Now!”
Though Toma Rhapsody had only recently taken up the sword, he had already risen as a prodigy. Yet his fame came not from his skill—but from his lineage.
“You have no idea how insane that boy’s father is.”
Toma Rhapsody’s father, Hugo Rhapsody, was among the most powerful figures on the continent and the continent’s most notorious doting father.
“I’m not about to find out what that monster would do if his son got hurt. So do as I say, for the love of god…”
***
Boring. Drowsy. Sleepy.
Why did I even bother coming?
Such were the honest thoughts of the fighter who had just slaughtered over a hundred men and turned the Infinite Duel on its head—Toma Rhapsody.
‘I came all this way for this? Not one decent fighter among them. I’d have had more fun sparring with the gardener back home…’
Boredom washed over me. I was already regretting entering this thing. Should’ve just taken a nap instead. Maybe I’d expected too much.
Life in the Free City was unbearably dull. My father sheltered me from everything, always keeping me safe. Though I’d learned the sword, I’d never had a real fight. The kind of burning duels I’d read about in knightly tales—those existed only in dreams.
In the Free City, people thought it was better to kill themselves than to fight me seriously. 
Everyone knew what the Rhapsody family was capable of, and just how far its master—the man obsessed with his son—would go.
That’s why I was safe.
That’s why I’d never felt excitement.
“Yawn.”
Just once, I wanted to shake off the sleepiness weighing me down. To feel something.
Even if it meant mingling with these lowborns—though father would hate it.
But the drowsiness didn’t fade. I trudged forward, my body heavy as ever. The only reason I was forcing myself to walk was simple.
‘Those scars on that beast’s body... that was interesting.’
The fighter I’d just killed—his corpse bore curious marks. Any swordsman worth his steel could read a battle’s story from the wounds left behind. My conclusion had been simple:
This one’s different.
That alone made it worth moving.
I kept walking.
Eventually, I came face to face with another fighter. The man raised his sword toward me without hesitation—no fear, no retreat.
I hadn’t even seen his face, but I knew instantly. This was the one I’d been looking for.
Warm sunlight poured down. I felt the sleepiness ease a little, and a smile crept onto my face as I raised my sword.
My weapon was peculiar—its blade unusually long and thin, like a needle. Fragile at a glance, seemingly incapable of killing anyone. But a sword’s worth depends entirely on who wields it.
And I was a descendant of one of the Great Houses.
“Haah—”
The fighter drew in a deep breath. I responded with a light thrust. My sword shot forward in a clean, straight line. The man raised his blade to block—a proper, textbook defense.
But it was the wrong move.
My wrist twisted. The slender blade bent like a whip, curving around his guard. The man reacted quickly—he dropped his sword and dodged. Cowardly, perhaps, but smart. It was the only way to live.
With a clang, his sword hit the ground. I thrust again—five times in the blink of an eye. Two struck true; three missed. I frowned. Why had those three failed?
‘A dagger?’
He held a short blade in reverse grip. A backup weapon? How did he parry thrusts like that with something so small? Lacking power and speed, yet compensating perfectly with technique.
‘Interesting…’
A smile tugged at my lips. I stopped my assault, picked up his fallen sword, and tossed it back to him—like feeding a dog.
“Show me how you fight with a real blade.”
 “……”
 “Impressive. Your aura barely reaches a Sword Walker’s level, yet your technique’s that refined.”
He paused, perhaps insulted. His silence amused me even more.
“Got no wings, huh? Fine. I won’t use mine either. Let’s just do this—sword to sword.”
The man slowly raised his weapon and pointed it at me. After a tense silence, he spoke.
“You’re arrogant.”
 “You can be, if you’re strong enough.”
He said nothing more—and lunged.
The thrust was bizarrely creative, almost acrobatic, his wrist twisting to impossible angles. But that was all it was—creative. It lacked depth, polish, and lethality.
I counter-thrust. My whip-like sword curved, slicing his arm open. Blood splattered. I heard him grit his teeth. But what could he possibly do? I breathed in calmly.
With a short exhale, countless golden 「Lines」 burst forth, flooding the field. His own lines couldn’t even form. My radiant, dazzling paths conquered the arena.
Thrust after thrust—Simple, basic movements, yet he couldn’t respond. How could he, when he couldn’t even see them?
But then…
‘How did he block them earlier?’
A fluke? No—it had been too precise. Maybe he was better with a dagger? I could wait, let him switch weapons if he liked. I had time to spare.
And then—
“...?”
Something strange happened.
“Ah.”
Within my golden lines, something faint shimmered. A thin, distinct Line of its own.
The hairs on my neck stood up.
A thrust—irrational, unpredictable—pierced through my pattern. It was a thrust unlike anything I’d ever seen, or even imagined.
‘My Line... it’s breaking. Why?’
Watching my golden path shatter, I felt a chill of awe. Then I understood.
That thrust wasn’t skill—it was Mana.
Condensed Mana, hardened to steel, pushing through everything weaker than itself. Unyielding. Unstoppable.
‘Ah…’
A laugh escaped me.
The beautiful, unbreakable Mana within that strike—the sword that shattered all obstacles—was mesmerizing. A sword that broke everything in its path was the freest sword in the world.
And as the heir of the House that embodied freedom—Rhapsody—I couldn’t help but admire it.
“Magnificent.”
I wanted to see more.
But if I stood still, that strike would pierce my guard, my blade, my helm, my skull—and end my life.
That wouldn’t do. Father would cry. I didn’t want that. Never.
“Truly magnificent.”
So I decided to go a little further—beyond mere basics. I’d restrained myself to avoid revealing who I was, but this was no time for that. My wrist moved differently this time.
‘Good thing I snuck out today.’
Compressed Mana forming a Line? Even an average Sword Runner would be overwhelmed. But unfortunately for him—I wasn’t average.
I laughed. My sword began to glow with a different power.
‘See? Being outside does wake me up…’
The power that made House Rhapsody one of the Five Great Houses.
***
“……”
I couldn’t believe my eyes.
‘What—’
This had never happened before.
It shouldn’t be possible.
“This…”
The Line bent.
“What the—”
The path my master swore was unbreakable—the Iron Line itself.
“Why?”
My thoughts froze.
And the fighter before me murmured,
“Never seen something like this before?”
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Those who bore the name of 「Rhapsody」 carried within them the blood of The Idler. The blood of the man known as the “Lazy Idler,” the founding ancestor of their house. And that blood came with an eternal curse—an endless, suffocating drowsiness. 
No matter how long they slept, they could never shake off the sleep. Because of that, the descendants of the Idler lived hazy, indistinct lives. No delicacy could truly please their tongues; no embrace of a beautiful woman could stir their hearts. Wealth and fame alike meant nothing.
There was only one moment when the descendants of the Idler could escape that curse. Only when they wielded the sword. Only when they met a worthy opponent who could make their lungs burn for air did they truly feel alive.
They could only see the world clearly when a blade was at their throat.
Only when blood splattered could their hearts beat fast enough to drown out the sleep.
“Never seen something like this before?”
Toma Rhapsody also carried the blood of the Idler.
That was why this fleeting moment of wakefulness felt so precious.
The thrill—the freedom—he could never feel in the Free City where everyone treated him with fearful politeness. Right now, he felt as though he could fly.
“Fascinating, isn’t it?”
 “……”
 “If you want, I can show you again. That strange thrust of yours—try it once more. I’ll keep showing you. As many times as you like. I could do it all day if you asked.”
Toma didn’t want this moment to end. He wanted the fighter before him to keep shaking him awake.
As his heartbeat quickened, the man before him flinched slightly, readying to move.
Toma’s eyes narrowed. 
What would it be this time—another thrust, or a slash? It didn’t matter. Anything new, anything extraordinary would do. Even if it meant taking a wound—no, especially if it did.
If blood flowed, wouldn’t that make him truly awake?
If the wound pierced deep enough to graze his organs—perhaps this cursed drowsiness would vanish completely.
“Come on then—”
But.
“...Hm?”
The fighter’s move was unexpected. With a sharp whump, the man kicked up dirt. A cloud of dust rose, blinding the air for an instant—and then he turned his back and ran. Far.
Toma stood frozen for a moment, then watched the retreating figure and started after him.
Hide-and-seek, then? Not bad. Perhaps the man needed time to think. Toma could understand that.
Accepting his own rationalization, he began to move again—until a presence flickered nearby.
“You bastard, where do you get the guts to—”
Crash!
The crumbling wall of an old structure burst apart, and a dark figure lunged out from within.
The grin that had been lingering on Toma’s lips faded instantly.
‘Pathetic fool…’
Without even looking, he thrust his sword. He felt the familiar sensation of blade piercing flesh and bone. No scream followed—only silence. Another life, snuffed out.
Without a glance behind him, Toma resumed walking. The rush he’d felt before began to fade. In its place, the heaviness crept back in. Sleepiness. Dull, suffocating drowsiness.
Because that one had been too weak. To feel exhilarated one moment only to plunge into dullness the next—it was unbearable.
Grinding his teeth, Toma chased after the fleeing fighter again. 
To drive away the sleep.
To see the world vividly once more.
But even now, when he thought he’d cleared the field, weaklings still crawled around. Tedious, boring, worthless things.
Pests that made him tired just by existing—vermin that couldn’t entertain him in the slightest.
Biting his lip, Toma raised his sword.
Each thrust claimed a life. Every motion erased someone silently.
Yet even in the midst of this massacre, Toma had to stifle a yawn.
These worms will never be enough.
Never.
***
The sky darkened.
Thunderclouds swallowed the heavens.
Evening descended, and the inside of the Arena grew chillingly still.
In that artificial city, there was no sound of people, no chirping of insects—only heavy silence.
Within that silence, Liam spoke.
「Are you planning to run all the way outside the barrier?」
 “It’s not running. It’s a tactical retreat.”
 「Don’t make me laugh.」
I looked up at Liam, shaking his head. That tch sound of his tongue burned through me.
“Then what else should I do? None of my techniques are working against him.”
 「You sound frustrated.」
 “Of course I am! My master said the Steel Line—the Line of Iron—could never be broken. But what happened earlier? It was shattered. Effortlessly.”
That sight replayed endlessly in my mind.
The Line.
The violent, unyielding force that only the Karavan family could manifest had been snapped apart by that man’s sword.
It had never happened before.
Not once. Not even the Knight who’d reached the level of a Sword Runner could do it.
But he—he’d done it so easily.
「I have never lied, nor boasted falsely. The Line of Iron can be broken by no one, my young descendant.」
 “Then—”
 「If it is a perfect Line of Iron.」
Liam looked straight at me.
「Did you truly believe that such a clumsy, incomplete Line could withstand a descendant of a Great House? And of all the Great Houses—one descended from the so-called Lazy Idler, master of quick blades?」
 “……”
 「Do not sulk, young descendant.」
He was right. It was sulking.
「You’ve been lucky. The fact that you’ve beaten your previous opponents at all is a miracle. You know that yourself, don’t you? The Iron itself has no fault—only its wielder’s lack.」
 “……”
 「Do not waver. Do not doubt what is true. Doubt only what must be doubted, and face the truth firmly. As iron does.」
Between that fighter and me lay a chasm too vast to cross.
I was inferior in every way—technique, power, speed, everything.
Even the special blood in my veins couldn’t bridge that gap anymore.
Because just as I bore the blood of Steel, he bore the blood of a Great House.
And thus, before me stood a wall.
「Despair, do you?」
An unscalable wall.
「Perhaps you should. From ancient times, the Five Great Houses have been that kind of wall to swordsmen. Born with talent that reaches the summit, surpassing those who devote their entire lives to mastery. A cruel inheritance.」
 “……”
 「And yet, others look at you the same way. The power to devour swords and instantly absorb the achievements of others—what an incredible gift that is.」
Liam’s gaze softened.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「What do you think would have become of you, if the blood of Iron had never flowed in your veins?」
The question stung more than I wanted to admit.
“...I’d have died as a worthless boy.”
Without the gift to devour swords, I’d have been nothing. Not even a Sword Beginner—just a dull, clumsy child swinging a blade without purpose until despair consumed him.
My hands trembled.
My master was reminding me of my own insignificance.
Yes… everything I’d achieved was thanks to this cursed blood.
If that blood had flowed in Seol Yoon’s veins instead, she might have changed the world already. If it had been in Fetel’s, he’d have become something far greater, more brilliant than I could ever be.
「No.」
 “...?”
 「I told you, didn’t I? Your true talent lies elsewhere.」
Liam shook his head.
「You have no talent for the sword. You’re a dullard with no athletic grace, whose body—even after devouring the Orc’s sword—barely reached the level of an average swordsman. You have no spiritual sensitivity. Without the Heart of Steel, your Mana control would be pitiful.」
 “Then—”
 「But.」
Liam smiled faintly.
「You have the talent to become a hero.」
At that moment, a murderous presence filled the air. Like countless needles pricking my skin—it was approaching fast. I didn’t need to look to know who it was. He was already here.
「Even without the blood of Iron, you would have become great someday. Even if you had lived as a mere man, ignorant of swords—you would have become a hero, a flame to stir the hearts of many.」
 “……”
 「That is your destiny.」
My body trembled still.
「Even if you were not Karavan—but merely Arhan—you would have risen to greatness.」
 “……”
 「I swear it upon my heart, my path, my wings, my armor, and the blade forged from my very soul, young descendant.」
His words made my heart pound harder. My chest felt as though it would burst.
The tension bled away.
「So tell me again—do you despair?」
 “No.”
 「Then what?」
My mind grew clear.
“I want to win. How can I, Master?”
 「As I said, there is no fixed method.」
 “I know. I just need to know one thing—how can I leave even a single scratch on his body?”
Liam chuckled.
「There’s an old saying—only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
 “……”
 「And another, quite similar—」
A satisfied smile formed on his spectral lips.
「Only a Great House’s sword can face a Great House’s sword.」
 “……”
 「That saying is exaggerated. True, the swords of the Great Houses stand far above all others, but there are countless techniques that can reach comparable heights. In the end, what matters most in a sword is not the technique, but the soul and the will within it.」
I exhaled slowly.
「Still, your current swords are far too crude compared to Rhapsody’s. They suit you—they match your level—but they are not enough to break the Idler’s blade.」
My heart beat evenly. Steadily.
「Such is your misfortune. So, will you run again?」
 “No. I told you—it’s not running. It’s a rearward advance.”
 「Hah. Ridiculous.」
 “I’m serious.”
The oppressive aura was drawing closer.
“I needed time to understand what happened. To grasp the bizarre way he shattered my Line. I hid in the dark for that reason—using the other fighters chasing me as bait to slow him down.”
 「And? Was the result satisfying?」
 “No. I still don’t understand what trick he used, nor did I get to see more of that miraculous sword.”
 「Yet, you do not despair?」
 “Yes. I’ll fight. To the end.”
He was far beyond me. But I couldn’t run.
Even if the trial was beyond what I could bear, I had to face it head-on.
That had been decided the moment I first chose to hold a sword.
Even if this ordeal crushed me, I couldn’t step back—just as my father once lost his sanity and faced Swordmaster Carlos head-on.
Even if I became a mad knight out of some chivalric novel—like the Knight of La Mancha—I would fight.
If I crumbled here, I could never face the greater enemies waiting ahead.
This was only the beginning.
The foes I would one day confront would be stronger, more hopeless, more unreasonable.
This broken world had already stolen from me—my home, my family, my peace.
To hold my sword against such a world, I had to become stronger.
I could not let an Idler block my path.
“I ran to buy time. But I gained nothing. I still don’t understand. I don’t even know how to win. But one thing’s certain—if I run away completely, even if I survive, I’ll never be able to draw my sword again. Ever.”
 「……」
 “It’s not about whether I can win or not. It’s that I must. To keep moving forward. To climb higher.”
My breathing steadied.
From the darkness came the sound of blades clashing. The other fighters hidden around the Arena had launched their ambush.
But, as expected, it was meaningless. The clashes never lasted beyond two strikes.
No screams—only the dull thud of bodies falling.
「Excellent.」
The air reeked of blood.
「I’ll say it again. Only a Great House’s sword can face another Great House’s sword. Or one of equal greatness.」
The scent of death thickened.
「But the swords you hold are pitifully crude. The blade of a mercenary woman, the dagger of a nameless assassin, the weapon of a third-rate knight, the crude steel of an untrained Orc… such things can never face a Great Sword.」
 “……”
 「However—you have me, your great master, do you not?」
Liam’s voice reverberated through the oppressive air.
「Young descendant—ignite your Light. Burn your heart.」
 “……”
 「And for a single moment, take flight.」
I understood what he meant.
The mystery of the 「Light」—the brilliance that transcended one’s limits.
He wanted me to use it, to reach the level of a Sword Runner, even if only for an instant.
But doubt crept in.
What difference would that make? He too was a Sword Runner—and one so powerful he could slay an average Runner effortlessly.
Would reaching that level, even briefly, truly change anything?
「A moment is enough.」
 “……”
 「That is the minimum requirement to wield Steel.」
His next words dispelled my doubt.
「I told you—only a Great House’s sword can face another.」
Thump.
A heavy heartbeat echoed in my chest.
「It’s early, but I’ll grant you a fragment of our sword.」
The pulse spread from my chest through every vein.
「A sword once lost to time, but once at the very peak of the Five Great Houses—the most revered, the most feared. The greatest sword of this continent.」
Heat consumed my body.
「The sword of Karavan.」
As if my entire being melted, my master’s voice thundered.
The complete ignition of the 「Light」 began.
My heart burned like fire, and a voice resounded in my mind.
『From ashes shattered, the phoenix is born.』
A voice both sorrowful and magnificent.
『Even if I perish, even if my descendants perish, even if my stars perish—we shall not vanish.』
A voice like flame.
『Even if we die, our dreams will not fade—they will endure.』
 『Even when day arrives, the stars do not truly disappear.』
A voice so bright it could fill the world.
『How blessed was the age when one could gaze upon the stars, and read in them the map of the path we must walk.』
My eyes opened.
『And how blessed was the age when that starlight illuminated our path so clearly.』
In my hand—burned a sword of flame.
Chapter 89
Chapter 89 – The Idler (3)
Even if I die, even if my descendants die, we shall not vanish. The stars we dreamed of will be inherited by those who followed us. Thus, our flame shall burn eternal. Even if its light fades, even if it becomes too faint to see, someday it shall blaze again. And when it does, it will become a Light, guiding all the lost souls who wander in the dark.
Ah. At last, I understood.
The Light never sought to be a god. It longed for the Age of Stars—It loved the stars.
So it wished to become one.
A star in the firmament, shining bright, illuminating the path for those who must walk it.
...
I opened my eyes.
The mana swirling within my body had reached a fever pitch—boiling, burning. My skin, my muscles, even my bones felt like molten steel. Every breath I took seared my throat.
Through the darkness, he walked toward me.
“Finally done running?”
As the fighter strode closer, I felt a presence stirring around him.
“You bastard—!”
Hidden fighters who had masked their presence until now—assassins, judging by their timing—sprang from the shadows. It was a perfectly coordinated ambush.
But the man didn’t even move. He simply swung his blade twice.
“Ugh…”
That was all it took.
The ambushers’ heads and torsos fell separately to the ground.
He didn’t even glance at their corpses.
“Stop running. It’s getting boring.”
 “……”
 “You’ve no idea how tedious this is for me, do you? Or are you using me to clear out the other trash in here? If that’s what you want, fine. Give me five minutes—I’ll wipe out every last one of them except you.”
He spoke of killing men as if he were talking about cleaning the dust in his house.
But to me, his words didn’t sound light. Because he could. If he wished, he really could annihilate everyone in this Infinite Duel in minutes.
“Forget it.”
 “Good choice. I was getting sleepy anyway.”
I forced my mind to focus as he approached.
This time, I would ignore everything else—the crowd, the sounds, the scent of blood—and focus on him.
Not the battlefield. Not the noise. Just him and me.
Sharpening my senses like a blade, I felt my 「Line」 expand, filling a wider world.
And the man stepped right into my range.
“This time, I’ll go easy. Try not to wet yourself—”
I didn’t answer. I was struck.
The thrust was fast—even I was surprised by my own speed.
But he avoided it.
“Oh?”
He twisted his waist, narrowly evading my thrust with inhuman grace.
In midair, he casually flicked his heel into my chest.
The motion looked effortless—but the impact was not.
“Damn it—!”
The shock rippled through my body.
He’d barely tapped me, yet it felt like being hit by a warhammer.
『Mana Shock.』
Liam’s voice echoed.
『The difference in the power contained within your bodies is too vast. A man at his level doesn’t need a blade—he can channel mana anywhere, even into a casual touch. It’s enough to wound you without striking.』
If I hadn’t retreated quickly, I might’ve suffered a serious internal injury.
As I steadied my breath, pain still rippling through me, I frowned. I’d never felt anything like it before.
Just how wide was the gap between us?
『And that’s not all. You saw it yourself—The Idler’s sword knows no form. It flows freely, adapting to circumstance, like the sea itself.』
 “……”
 『And it’s fast. The Rhapsody sword is among the fastest sword arts in all the continent. You’ll barely be able to follow it with your eyes.』
He rubbed his neck and began walking again—calm, almost lazy, as though out for a stroll, not in a duel to the death.
Shame burned in me—but I couldn’t afford it. If his arrogance made him careless, I would use it.
『All of the Five Great Houses’ sword arts are like that. When you face one for the first time, you’ll find yourself thinking: “Is this truly swordsmanship? Is the man wielding it even human?”』
 “……”
 『The Karavan sword I will teach you is the same. But it is far too much for you right now.
 To perform even the most basic movement of Karavan’s sword, one must be at least a 「Sword Runner.」』
I drew in a deep breath.
『So you must burn yourself, soar for even a moment. If not, you’ll collapse before you can even begin.』
 “…I know what happens if I wield a forbidden sword.”
 『Can you do it?』
 “It’s not can I. It’s I must.”
 『Well said.』
Through dizziness and pain, I stepped forward. He mirrored me.
When we were close enough for our blades to touch, we struck at the same time—my thrust against his swing.
By logic, my thrust should have landed first. But his swing was faster. Far faster.
“Son of a—!”
Clang!
My blade was deflected. Before I could recover, fire exploded in my shoulder and flank—two hits landed before I even saw him move.
It was like lightning—only results, no process.
『That alone won’t save you. The Karavan sword will only place you on equal ground. The rest—the victory—you must claim yourself.』
My muscles quivered. I nearly dropped my sword.
But I couldn’t.
The fight wasn’t over.
I clenched my grip, channeling 「Twilight」 into my blade. Fetel’s knightly swordsmanship unfolded along its edge.
Our blades clashed—Binding.
If I used the technique properly, I could perhaps use his strength against him. Maybe bridge the gap.
But—
“Trying to use technique on me?”
With a sickening hiss, his sword slithered along mine like a serpent. The instant I saw it, I let go of the hilt.
My sword fell; I caught it again after a quick roll backward.
A second slower, and my hand would’ve been severed.
“Sorry. Even the swordmasters in my household couldn’t beat me with technique.”
My breathing turned ragged.
‘He’s… not just fast. His technique is razor-sharp.’
No—“razor-sharp” wasn’t enough.
He knew exactly what to do in every situation. Even sharper than Seol Yoon—the prodigy herself.
I gritted my teeth and raised my guard again.
But—
“Gonna block again?”
Wrong move.
“I can already tell how you’ll react.”
Clang! Clang!
By the time I realized what had happened, my legs nearly gave out.
My armor was damp—not from sweat, but blood. Holes had been punched through the plating.
“Four more? No, maybe three. That’s all it’ll take to break your legs.”
 “……”
 “This isn’t it, is it? Tell me it’s not. You were fun before. If you’re done already, I’ll fall asleep again. You ran earlier, so I expected more…”
He spoke casually, lazily. But his blade was merciless.
Even the simplest thrusts twisted my attacks aside, each counter cutting holes into my body.
He was targeting joints, tendons—places that crippled movement.
My legs were trembling; nerves screaming.
He approached again.
His thrusts seemed to skip entire movements—a blur of wrist, and then, suddenly, another wound.
I couldn’t see the attacks.
So I had to predict.
I had doubts.
To suspect every faint twitch before it began.
『Do what you do best, young descendant.』
Clang!
I parried his blade.
『Doubt endlessly. There exists no living being without a weakness.』
He thrust again.
Without relying on my eyes, I felt my 「Line」 shift—guiding me.
I swung through empty air, bending the flow around me.
「Gale.」
Ronin's sword distorted his trajectory; wind howled between us.
A hole opened in his line. I seized the opening—But—“How interesting.”
He spun.
His sword cracked like a whip, deflecting my attack completely.
Just like before—like when my Line had been broken. 
My blade couldn’t bite, couldn’t connect. Like trying to cut water.
『Now you see it, don’t you?』
Pfft.
Pain shot through my arm. Holes opened in my wrist and elbow—my left arm went limp.
『That is the Rhapsody’s inherited sword art—the 「Spiral Sword」— a blade modeled after the boundless sea.』
The name suited it perfectly.
“Huuh.”
Blood loss blurred my vision. Breathing didn’t help; my strength wouldn’t return.
Behind me, I heard a faint crackle.
The barrier.
It was closing in.
“Those Arena planners really outdid themselves this time. Now you can’t even run.”
 “……”
 “So what’ll it be? Surely you’ve got more to show me. Or surrender now. You’re entertaining—I’ve never met anyone like you. If you just learn better swords, sharpen your power—oh, you’d make a wonderful toy.”
“...Heh.”
“Come on, don’t be scared. If you give in now, I’ll spare your life. You’d have fun, too. I could give you treasures, fame, women—anything. If you hunger, I’ll feed you the finest dishes. If you crave glory, I’ll make your name known across the continent. If you want women, I’ll give you a hundred beauties. If you have an enemy, I’ll tie them up and let you kill them yourself. So? Tempted?”
Before me stood a swordsman so powerful he might as well have been a god.
Behind me—the barrier that would shred me to pieces on contact.
At the crossroads of death, his offer was honey-sweet.
『A tempting offer.』
 “……”
 『And he’s not lying, young descendant. The Idlers always rewarded their amusements. For the sake of their joy, they’d spare no gift. He might even grant you treasures beyond price. The Rhapsodies live only for pleasure.』
It was sweet indeed.
『Your ears perked up, did they? Tempted? Then—』
 “Pfh… ha, hahaha.”
 『Ah.』
Of course not.
『I should’ve known. No temptation would ever sway someone as stubborn as you. You’re mad—but I’ve never met one more resolute.』
I’d never had much of a sweet tooth.
“Anything, huh? You’ll give me anything?”
 “Yes. There’s nothing I can’t—”
 “Then bring me the head of Swordmaster Carlos.”
If I liked sweets, I wouldn’t have swallowed bitter, bloody steel down my throat to grow stronger.
“What…?”
 “Or maybe, tear the limbs off the Iron Prince and bring them to me.”
 “……”
 “If you can’t even do that, I’m not interested in being your toy.”
I inhaled. Just a handful of air—a precise, deliberate breath.
He watched me in silence, then said,
“You really are insane.”
That single breath whirled through my body like a storm. Behind me, the barrier hummed louder.
 He and I now stood in a perfect line.
“Thanks for the compliment.”
My heart pounded in the silence. I’d triggered the Light’s mystery correctly—yet it wasn’t enough.
I needed more.
I drew in another handful of air, fusing it into the first. Still not enough.
I had to burn hotter. Brighter.
Only then could I fly.
『…Young descendant.』
It felt like I was burning alive.
The world itself seemed to burn with me.
The night sky turned blue again; the moon became a blazing sun.
Not warm nor gentle—but an impartial, consuming sun that burned everything.
『Listen carefully. Swing exactly as I tell you.』
The sun rose within my world. My master—always calm, always behind me—stepped forward and placed his calloused hand over mine.
『You can do it. You alone can.』
My thoughts went blank.
Then, as when I’d once devoured a sword, I heard a voice from far away—
『Doubt.』
The voice was familiar.
Of course it was.
『Ironically, mankind did not reach toward gods through faith—but through doubt.』
Because that voice…
…was mine.
***
“What in the world is that?”
In the spectator stands of the Arena—packed with thousands— the Iron Prince, Ian Cherville, muttered in disbelief.
“I’ve seen countless swords in my life, but never one like that… Carlos, do you know what it is?”
 “……”
 “I asked what it was. Why don’t you answer, Car—”
Ian turned—and froze.
His executioner, Carlos, sat beside him. But his expression was unlike anything Ian had ever seen.
The calm, stoic face of the continent’s greatest Swordmaster was twisted in shock. His once serene eyes were wide. His pale face flushed red. His breath came ragged.
“Impossible…”
Carlos—the Executioner of the Iron Prince—didn’t answer.
He stared fixedly into the Arena.
At the duel unfolding within.
At the fighter driven to the brink.
“No… I saw it destroyed. With my own eyes. How can it…”
The blade of the Sword Demon Liam.
The sword is now held by Arhan Karavan.
Rough, unpolished—far cruder than what he remembered—but unmistakable. 
Because it was—
“How… how can that exist again in this world—”
The sword long thought lost to history.
The blade that ended the War Era, that brought the vast continent and seven races to their knees.
The sword that made even the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords tremble.
The blade that symbolized the House of Karavan.
The Steel.
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“Status of remaining contestants?”
 “Five… no, four—wait, no. Just those two left, sir.”
 “Why the hell does that keep changing?”
 “One panicked at the killing intent flooding the arena and ran straight into the barrier—died instantly. Two others turned on each other. One killed the other, but he bled out right after. So yeah. Those two are all that’s left. The winner between them takes it.”
 “So you’re telling me the last ones standing are our moneymaker, the Sword Demon, and the young master who’ll get us all executed if he so much as gets a scratch?”
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Good. Means we can intervene if we have to—no complaints either way. Whoever wins, wins. No one can protest that.”
 “But, uh… won’t the crowd riot if we stop the fight? They were already pissed off after the race-bout mess earlier.”
 “Who cares? Better a riot than getting killed. You gonna take the blame when that crazy bastard shows up looking for his son? The one who doesn’t stop at anything?”
 “……”
 “Relax. It won’t come to that. That young master’s famous—a prodigy swordsman, right? People in the Free Cities say he’s unbeatable. No matter how strong the Sword Demon is, he can’t beat the heir of House Rhapsody. So all we do is wait. The young master wins, we do the usual. But if—if—by some miracle the Sword Demon starts to hurt him, we step in.”
 “And who’s supposed to stop that kind of fight?”
 “Don’t worry. I already called in someone who can. Damn near broke my back convincing him, though. Retired old bastard’s still picky as hell…”
***
Toma Rhapsody watched the fighter before him—the man who had rejected his offer without hesitation.
‘Insane bastard.’
He’d told him to name his price, and the first thing the man demanded was the head of Swordmaster Carlos, or the Iron Prince’s torn limbs.
Toma almost laughed. That wasn’t a counteroffer—it was a mockery.
Still, he wasn’t angry. If anything, he was exhilarated.
This was the first time in years someone had dared spit in his face.
The world, it seemed, was larger than he thought.
If this lowly tournament, crawling with peasants, could hide a gem like this—what monsters must roam the Eastern, Northern, or Southern continents? His heart thumped in anticipation.
The fighter before him was gasping for breath, but something was off. Each breath distorted the air—heat rippled outward.
Toma recognized the phenomenon instantly: mana overdrive.
‘So he’s still got something left.’
It was a power that warped the surroundings—a feat only a Sword Runner should be capable of.
That this man, who should’ve been no more than a Sword Walker, could do it—it was puzzling, but irrelevant.
Toma stepped back two paces, drew in a deep breath.
“A gift, for waking me up.”
At that breath, his sword shimmered. And from his back—light.
Wings.
Not one pair.
One, two, three… six wings of pure radiance unfurled behind him.
The three pairs pulsed, resonating like a beast’s roar. With them, the authority of a Sword Runner—Acceleration—awoke.
The first pair blazed—Toma’s thoughts accelerated. The world slowed to a crawl.
The second pair—his body accelerated. He moved like a streak of light, almost teleporting.
The third pair—his mana accelerated, whirling through him at impossible speed.
When the three-fold acceleration was complete, Toma crouched low, like a predator poised to pounce.
His blade shimmered—one of the signature techniques of House Rhapsody’s Spiral Sword.
“Keep your eyes open.”
It was a wave-technique.
The Tidal Sword—a strike that mimicked the surge of the sea, obliterating everything in its path.
“If you can even see it.”
As his wings flared, Toma could almost hear the crash of surf in his head.
The unstoppable freedom of the ocean condensed into his blade.
And Toma Rhapsody became a wave—a living tide—as he charged.
And then—
“……?”
The fighter before him blurred, shifting, reshaping.
Toma blinked.
“...Steel?”
***
A world on fire.
The sun burned everything.
I saw it and remembered.
That day, long ago—when I lost everything, when I was told to give up, to forget—I lay in a blood-soaked garden and looked up.
The sky was cruelly clear.
The sun—unbearably beautiful.
The same sun that had once shone on my happiness now shone on my despair.
And I thought: If only that sun could burn this whole wretched world to ash. All of it—everything unjust, everything that made no sense. If a god truly existed, I prayed He would drag my enemies to His side that very instant.
But he didn't.
My enemies prospered. I withered. And those who’d once stood beside me found no peace either.
Some tried to flee the fief, but couldn’t adapt; others were killed by bandits along the way.
The world was merciless.
And I couldn’t even blame them. I wasn’t strong enough for hatred. I wept instead.
When I heard of their deaths, of how miserably they’d fallen, my heart broke.
Why was this world so cruel?
Every story preaches justice—that the righteous prevail, that the wicked fall.
Every priest of the Nine Goddesses, every cleric of the Seven Lords shouts of virtue.
Then why—why are sinners nobles, and the good trampled and slaughtered?
Whose side is the world on?
Doubt.
Doubt upon doubt.
Even after taking up the sword, doubt never left me.
Why had the noble knight Fetel, who lived so purely, died so wretchedly?
Why had the gods denied him wings, even in his final moment?
Why could that lonely wolf never speak his heart to his young lord before the end?
Was this world ruled only by strength?
Was there no good, no evil—no justice, no retribution, no heaven or hell?
Nothing made sense.
No one gave answers.
So I had no choice but to keep swinging my sword.
Until one day it reached the world itself.
Until the unjust trembled at my blade.
Until my enemy could no longer breathe the same air as me.
A heartbeat thundered in my chest. The sound shook my whole body.
And I—became a flame.
A merciless flame that burned everything it touched, granting death and pain equally to all.
Instinct told me—this was my Mystery.
I lifted my head.
He was coming.
Step by step.
And with every step, he turned into something else— a wave.
A devouring, all-consuming wave.
Flames flicker and die before the tide.
So how do you fight a wave?
I didn’t know.
Even having drawn out this fire, I didn’t know how to use it.
Then, over my hands—another’s hand. Old, calloused, translucent.
My master’s.
『You’re fortunate. The Karavan sword and your flame complement each other well.』
As his hands guided mine, I followed instinctively, slow and heavy, like a smith at his forge.
『Think of it as hammering.』
My sword rose.
『Think of beating the flame into shape. Picture a blacksmith forging steel—striking the fire, shaping it into a blade.』
I did as he said.
And in that instant, I was no longer a swordsman, but a smith standing before molten steel.
The sword in my hand was no longer a weapon—it was a hammer.
I raised it high. And brought it down. Like a blacksmith.
『That is the first sword of Steel.』
CLANG!
A sound like worlds colliding rang in my head.
My vision snapped clear—and before me stood the Idler.
Our blades met—bound together.
“...You… stopped my wave—?”
Disbelief in his voice.
He faltered.
I brought my blade down again—a vertical slash.
The first Steel.
“Ugh—”
He scrambled to block. Wings flared, Sword Runner power surging—And then.
“……?”
The flame leapt from me to him. His wings ignited—then vanished.
His acceleration stopped. His body froze mid-motion, like a bird whose wings had suddenly burned away.
“W–What… what the—”
Panic.
I didn’t stop.Another downward strike—CRACK.
Steel met steel.
CLANG!
The shockwave cratered the ground.
The Idler’s limbs trembled violently; his black armor shattered piece by piece. Beneath, his skin bloomed red with bruises.
“Wh–What is this…”
His voice broke.
Flames leapt again—from me to him—and his overwhelming presence began to fade.
His 「Line」—gone. His wings—gone. His mana—fading to nothing.
He was being stripped bare—reduced to a mere human.
『Truly fitting, for you.』
 “……”
 『How is it? Your first Steel.』
Crack.
The edge of his sword began to erode, unable to withstand the weight of mine.
『Karavan’s signature strike—a simple vertical slash infused with the essence of Steel. Heavier than any sword on this continent.』
 “……”
 『Each swing can carry a Mystery within it—as you’ve just done, embedding your Flame of Doubt into the blade.』
The Flame of Doubt.
My master had already named it.
『No matter how fierce the Rhapsody’s waves, no tide can sweep away steel. No matter how many times the surf crashes, steel simply remains.』
 “……”
 『That is Steel.』
I felt my strength draining fast. The backlash of the 「Light」 was coming.
Soon the flames would die, the power fade, and I’d no longer be able to swing this impossibly heavy blade.
So before that—just once more.
“St–Stop.”
For the first time, the Idler’s voice trembled.
“Please… stop…”
CLANG!
My sword came down again.
He tried to block, stumbling, desperate.
The shockwave sent him flying like a broken doll.
He crashed and rolled across the arena floor, limbs twisted.
His wings were gone. His 「Line」 was gone. His mana—gone.
No longer a swordsman.
“Ugh… ah…”
I walked toward him.
Step by step.
He crawled backward, whimpering.
I raised my sword, as my master had taught me, and brought it down to end it.
And then—BOOM!
A massive impact struck me from the side.
I flew—slammed into the ground.
Dazed, I looked up.
The Idler was curled on the floor, clutching his head—and before him stood a familiar face.
“Now, now… that’s enough.”
A silver-haired old man.
Impeccably dressed, monocle gleaming, his voice calm and warm.
“Victory has been decided, young master.”
Tom.
The curator of the Hall of Honor.
The one who’d given me my entry recommendation for the Infinite Duel.
He held a silver rapier—its tip still faintly glowing.
“I believe Lady Referee herself would be satisfied with this outcome.”
His voice was kind, gentle. But the aura around him—anything but.
This wasn’t the administrator of the Hall standing before me.
“Let us sheathe our blades and enjoy the glory of victory, hmm?”
No—The man standing there now was Tom the Sword Expert.
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“I do not wish for you to leave this place and go out into the world.”
Toma Rhapsody recalled the words his father had once told him.
“I know this place must be unbearably dull for you. The instructors never take swordplay seriously, and those around you would rather die than dare to wound you, isn’t that so?”
 “……”
 “So you must always be dreadfully sleepy. Life must hold no joy for you. Perhaps you even feel the urge to venture outside. I understand all of it. But still… I, your father, wish that you would spend your whole life here.”
His father had spoken those words before a beach that glittered like a field of jewels.
“In this harsh world, the unexpected is always waiting to happen.”
 “Are you saying I’d die the moment I stepped outside?”
Toma Rhapsody hadn’t understood his father’s words back then. Among his peers, he had no rival. He was a powerful swordsman, a proud 「Sword Runner」 with three pairs of wings. 
Moreover, the Spiral Sword he’d inherited was a superior sword art—one capable of overcoming opponents even a step above his level.
Toma Rhapsody had long believed that he was past the age of needing anyone’s protection. And objectively speaking, he was right. What kind of 「Sword Runner」 in the world lived under such excessive protection? His life was more fitting for a noble lady of striking beauty, or a princess wasting away from an incurable disease...
“Perhaps not,” his father had said.
It wasn’t childish arrogance—he truly had reason to think so. Even among the Rhapsody retainers, several had said that Toma needed to go out and gain experience, to broaden his horizon. If things continued as they were, they feared he would grow into a greenhouse flower—sheltered under the family head’s shadow, unable to do anything alone, becoming nothing more than a burden.
Toma Rhapsody had agreed with them. He needed experience—time to sharpen himself by facing the wider world.
“Then why…”
And besides, at this rate, he felt that dreadful drowsiness might swallow him whole. Recently, Toma Rhapsody had been spending more than half of every day asleep. Even when awake, he felt as though he were still dreaming. The finest foods no longer had any taste. Life held no joy.
He wanted to escape the shadow of his family—to go out into the world and find the joy of life for himself.
“Because in this vast world, one never knows what may happen.”
But his father had refused to yield. It was absurd. He wasn’t asking to go to war—only to experience a bit of the world. Why such fear? His father should have worried not about Toma Rhapsody’s safety, but about those unfortunate enough to face the edge of his blade.
“My son, I cannot bear the thought of losing you.”
 “……”
 “You are indeed a fine swordsman, and you will grow even finer. But the world does not run on such simple logic. Sword Runner, Sword Walker, what sword art you’ve learned—none of it matters. There are those on this continent who can brush aside such things as if they were nothing.”
Toma had thought his father’s worries excessive—an obsession born from too much affection. At that time, his heart was half driven by the belief that he’d live trapped forever if he didn’t act, and half by the defiant spirit typical of a young man. Longing to see the wider world, Toma soon heard of the 「Infinite Duel」—a battle fought in complete anonymity, where only strength mattered.
To him, it was the perfect stage to prove to his father that he was already a true swordsman.
Besides, most participants of the 「Infinite Duel」 were said to be 「Sword Walkers」, and even the best of them rarely reached the level of a 「Sword Runner」. There couldn’t possibly be any exceptional opponents there—after all, the renowned or truly talented Sword Runners already held high positions in knight orders or lived lives of comfort. Why would they bother joining such a “lowly” spectacle?
So Toma Rhapsody went to the Infinite Duel.
From the second round—the War Duel—he had been sure his guess was right. The most praised fighters had at most one pair of wings. Even the so-called “Valkyrie,” who drew the crowd’s admiration, seemed to him nothing more than a third-rate swordswoman, relying on petty tricks. The only match worth watching was the last one—A fight between a mysterious female swordsman and the masked duelist known as the 「Sword Demon」. But even that, which sent the audience into a frenzy, seemed dull to Toma. He couldn’t understand why they cheered so passionately. So he had been certain he would easily win in the final Infinite Duel.
However…
***
“Haah…!”
Toma Rhapsody gasped for breath as he opened his eyes. When he came to, he was lying in the Recovery Room of the 「Arena」. On a worn bed, he struggled to calm his breathing and looked around. No other patients were in the room. Raising himself up, he looked down at his arms—still attached. His legs—also intact. But his heart was still pounding madly.
Were his limbs truly still there? He checked again and again, haunted by the last memory he had left. That strange fighter who had awakened him from his slumber—the one who’d swung a blade that felt less like steel and more like an entire mountain crashing down. The sensation of his bones and muscles being crushed, his very soul shattering—it all felt horribly real.
And the flames. The flames that had wrapped around him every time their blades met—burning so fiercely they seemed capable of devouring everything.
His proud wings, the Spiral Sword, the Lines and Mana Heart within his body—all of it, everything that made him a swordsman, had been rendered meaningless before that flame.
Before the vast world, he had become a pitifully small being.
“Are you awake, young master?”
As he steadied his breathing, a man slowly approached. Toma recognized him instantly.
“I was very worried, young master.”
 “…How did you know I was here?”
 “Thankfully, the Arena’s staff contacted us first.”
It was Joseph—the Rhapsody family’s butler. The elderly man who had always watched over Toma like a shadow. As always, Joseph handed him a cup of warm milk. Toma accepted it and drank quietly. The temperature was just right—comfortably warm.
“You truly startled me this time. To run away without a word, and of all things, to enter that vulgar Infinite Duel…”
 “……”
Joseph watched the boy sip in silence. Seeing Toma’s downcast expression, he chose not to scold him further and instead asked,
“So, did you enjoy it?”
 “A little.”
 “If it brought you even a little joy, was your journey then meaningless?”
 “No.”
 “Then?”
Joseph sat beside him, quietly listening.
“I was scared. It was dangerous. If that old man hadn’t intervened, I might’ve died.”
 “That must have been quite the ordeal.”
 “Yeah. The one who almost killed me—he was a 「Sword Walker」. He used some strange technique at the end, but I’m sure of it. He didn’t even have wings.”
Toma spoke like a child recounting an adventure. Joseph listened with his eyes closed, nodding slowly.
“A meaningful escapade, then.”
 “Yeah. Father was right. You never know what can happen in this world. What you have can vanish in an instant.”
 “So, will you stay home from now on?”
 “No.”
Toma smiled faintly.
“I’m afraid, but… at least I’m not sleepy anymore.”
 “……”
 “I’ll go again next time. By then, the one who made me kneel will have grown stronger too. I want to fight him again—and win. If I train my sword while thinking of that moment… Maybe I won’t feel so sleepy. At least not until we meet again.”
Joseph smiled as well.
“You’ve become an adult, young master.”
 “I’ll still get scolded by Father though. When he hears of this, he’ll explode. Might lock me up for the next ten years.”
 “No, it’ll be fine.”
 “Fine? How so?”
Joseph took the empty cup from Toma’s hand and replied,
“I came alone, knowing you might worry. Once we return, the family head won’t know a thing. At worst, he’ll think you went on a secret picnic.”
 “Joseph…”
 “Now then, if you’ve recovered, let’s go home. Let’s keep this little escapade between us.”
Toma smiled faintly. Joseph had been with him since birth—more than a servant, almost like an uncle, even a second father.
“You really are the best, Joseph.”
Toma rose to his feet with a smile.
It was brief, but it was enjoyable.
He would see the end of that duel someday.
Next time, things would be different.
‘Yes… next time, it’ll be different.’
Thus, one boy left the Arena, carrying in his heart the image of another. Dreaming of a romantic future.
But—
“You’re leaving in quite a hurry.”
The world, however, was never as romantic as boys imagined.
“…Joseph, get back.”
 “Master, what—”
 “Hurry—!”
 “Hmm.”
Never.
“You’re well past eighteen, aren’t you?”
***
After the Infinite Duel ended, the winner was announced. But I didn’t step onto the podium, nor did I receive the glorious applause. All thanks to the damn side effects of 「The Light」.
“Son of a—”
Right after the duel ended, my body collapsed. By the time I came to, the ceremonies were already over. Seol Yoon told me the closing ceremony had been spectacular. And that—
“The missing duelist, the Sword Demon, was apparently quite the man. To refuse glory and applause from the citizens of the Steel City, what a bold act! He gave up his chance to become a hero across the continent, and ironically, that only made him more famous… or so the commentators said.”
 “No one mentioned that I was passed out the whole time?”
 “As if the Arena planners would say that. They’re already trying to turn you into some legendary hero from a bygone age. Even the Valkyrie shouted, ‘That’s the Sword Demon for you!’ And the orcs started a riot, claiming you must be one of them.”
 “…Good thing I wasn’t there.”
Just hearing about it gave me a headache. Had I actually been present, I might’ve lost my mind. If the orcs had kept chanting, ‘Sword Demon Liam is an orc!’, I probably would’ve gone berserk and cut down a few of them on the spot. And they’d still have clapped, saying, ‘A truly orc-like thing to do!’ Damn it.
“It all feels like it passed in a blur.”
 「Still, you survived it all somehow.」
At last, the storm called the Infinite Duel had ended. My body was in shambles, but I had at least grasped a thread of growth.
Flame.
The key to the wings. Just that alone meant my initial purpose for entering the Duel had been achieved. From now on, I only had to follow that thread to gain true understanding.
Lying on the Recovery Room bed, I replayed the final battle in my head—the fleeting wings, the mysterious flames that had let me face the descendant of Rhapsody, the Karavan sword that had moved at my fingertips… there was too much to process.
“Once you’ve recovered, the Arena staff said you should stop by. You’re the final champion, after all—they’ve got a prize for you.”
 “Understood. I hope it’s something valuable.”
 “Don’t get your hopes up. It’ll probably be just fame and honor again.”
Seol Yoon rose slowly, as if to let me rest. Before leaving, she added,
“Oh, right. The curator of the Hall of Honor said he wanted to talk to you.”
 “Tom?”
 “Yeah. He said after the Duel, he’d accompany you back to your mansion. Wanted to teach you how to maintain the weapons you borrowed.”
Ah.
“He even used up decades of saved vacation time for you. Said he couldn’t bear the thought of some young noble mishandling historic relics.”
I’d completely forgotten.
“Shit.”
Past me had left the future me quite the mess to clean up.
‘…There’s no way I can cough them back up, right?’
All those weapons—were still inside my stomach.
“Anyway, just focus on resting. You’re not seriously injured, but your body’s completely drained. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard. Try to relax.”
 “…Yes.”
Seol Yoon left, unknowingly reviving the dreadful memory I wanted to forget. Relax, she said—after that.
My head already throbbed. The quiet made me wish I could just sleep forever. Damn it.
And then—“Resting well, are you?”
Another person appeared to disturb my peace.
“You’ve kept your promise splendidly. To defeat the Lazy Idler’s sword with such a paltry blade… It was a sight worth seeing. A truly delightful sight.”
The Iron Prince—Ian Cherville.
“I came to give you the reward I promised. You won’t be disappointed. Not in the slightest.”
An uninvited guest had arrived.
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The Recovery Room of the Arena was eerily silent. Within that heavy stillness, the Iron Prince walked toward me, unhurried.
“…What kind of reward are you planning to give me?”
 “Who knows.”
I glared at the Iron Prince’s faintly grinning face. Right — before the Infinite Duel began, he had promised that if I entertained him, he would grant me a reward. But I hadn’t expected him to personally show up to deliver it.
“Is there anything you want?”
 “If I say there is… would you actually give it to me?”
 “Of course. You’ve amused me. What could I possibly withhold from you?”
The Iron Prince stepped closer.
“Money, fame, women — name what you desire. In this Iron Kingdom, there is nothing I cannot grant. This nation, built upon steel and blood, is my domain. Everything here bends to my will.”
And those words weren’t bravado. In the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, the name of Iron Prince Ian Cherville carried more weight than perhaps even the name of the current king. Even if the entire Iron Legion rose against him, they would never overcome his executioner.
“Why so silent? If there’s something you desire, speak.”
Ian Cherville kept walking closer. He was now well within reach of my sword. The blade lay beside my bed — if I picked it up and swung now, its tip could cut through his throat. The Iron Prince would not even react in time. Even if my level as a 「Sword Walker」 seemed insignificant among true swordsmen, that was only in comparison to swordsmen.
To kill someone who doesn’t know the sword — that was almost too easy. Two seconds? No, less than one. The moment I resolved to kill, countless Lines would surge from my body. Whichever Line I chose, it would lead without fail to Ian Cherville’s death. He wouldn’t even know how he died.
But—
‘…You’re not alone today, are you?’
That thought froze me.
From outside the Recovery Room, I felt a presence so overwhelming it could not even be gazed upon. I hadn’t moved; I’d merely thought of killing. Yet, as though my murderous intent had been read, that presence revealed itself.
“Is there truly nothing you want?”
There were ten swords waiting beyond the door. And guessing whose they were required no effort.
“How could a lowly duelist dare to ask anything of the Iron Prince? Whatever you choose to bestow upon me, I shall accept it gratefully — as befits a lowborn.”
The Greatest Swordsman of the Continent.
The strongest Swordmaster alive.
The monster who had forged ten swords within his soul.
My teacher had once said he was a man who belonged only to the War Era — a Swordmaster born in the wrong age. The invincible executioner who served the Iron Prince.
“Good. I like your attitude.”
My enemy. Swordmaster Carlos — was standing right beyond that door.
“I anticipated this, and I prepared a gift for you myself.”
If I wished, I could grab the sword beside the bed right now and cut down the Iron Prince. But my instincts told me otherwise. No matter what I did, my blade would never touch even a single strand of his hair. I didn’t know how that would happen — only that it would.
I would die. Without fail.
“…What kind of gift?”
The air grew dense. Breathing became difficult. My stomach turned, as if I might vomit. Even so, I feigned calm and asked. The Iron Prince grinned.
“The gift you need most.”
 “And what might that be?”
At my question, he took another step closer — until his face was nearly touching mine. Yet I couldn’t move a single finger. It felt as though invisible chains bound me.
Smiling with delight at my frozen state, the Iron Prince spoke.
“Tell me, lowly duelist — why do you think I came all the way to this reeking city of steel in person?”
 “To enjoy some entertainment, perhaps?”
 “Correct. And the reason I wished to indulge in a bit of entertainment was that soon, I’ll be quite busy. Before starting something truly interesting, I wanted to enjoy a little diversion.”
 “……”
 “Duelist, the Sword Demon… I will soon bring a new storm of blood upon this Iron Kingdom.”
His eyes gleamed.
“A storm far beyond the last. No — not a mere storm. A maelstrom. The moment I return to Blade City, I shall raise it. A maelstrom that will sweep everything away, leaving not even ashes behind.”
 “……”
 “It will tear apart the nobles who think my purge is over. It will swallow the father who weeps upon the throne. It will rip out the roots of the weak hiding on the fringes. And do you think it will end there? No. The maelstrom I raise will drag in the entire continent. The Five Great Houses will be drawn in. The Six Free Cities and the Black Archipelago will be drawn in. Even the Sky Empire will be drawn in. The whole world will spiral together — until all seven races are tangled in blood and ruin.” 
Madness flickered in his eyes.
“It will be beautiful. Delightful. They will endure longer than my pitiful siblings, who died so easily. Longer than the fathers and mothers who begged for their lives before me…”
Hearing that, Liam’s voice murmured faintly within me.
「He’s insane.」
 “……”
 「Young descendant, you probably can’t even comprehend what that reckless prince just said. Of course you can’t — there’s still too much you don’t know.」
Liam’s tone grew heavy.
「The Iron Prince means to resurrect the War Era — the blood-soaked age that was the most horrific in all of the continent’s long history.」
The War Era.
The word lodged deep in my mind as the Iron Prince continued.
“Now do you understand what reward I mean to give you?”
He wore a twisted smile — the smile of a devil out of creation myths.
“I will let you board that maelstrom early.”
His voice brimmed with malice.
I answered flatly.
“How is that a reward?”
It was a sincere question.
He was talking about dragging me into a world-scale disaster — how the hell was that a gift? That wasn’t a reward; it was one colossal act of spite.
The Iron Prince didn’t reply — he just laughed. A low, mocking “Pu-hu-hu.” And after a long moment, he said:
“Duelist, I know your origin.”
For an instant, my mind went blank.
“Karavan — the forgotten blood of Strong Iron.”
 “……”
 “History says the blood of Strong Iron grows harder through trials. So the trial I’ll bestow upon you — what could be more precious than that? A gift worth bowing in gratitude for!”
Karavan. The moment that name left his lips, my head went numb. But regardless of my shock, he went on.
“You can’t imagine my joy when I learned your lineage. My siblings, who should have shared my blood, were too fragile. My parents, who should have been superior, now cower before me. They begged for their lives, saying they would do anything. They surrendered without even fighting. There is nothing more dreadful — or boring — than that.”
 “……”
 “Even if I sit upon the Iron Throne, I will never be satisfied. The moment I realized how light this throne is, I knew I could no longer be content with it. So I decided — I will claim a greater world. Sit upon a heavier, worthier throne. One that makes all blades in the world point toward me!”
The man before me no longer looked human. He was a monster — his eyes burning with a malice far too deep.
“To me, you are a gift from the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords. A toy granted so I might never grow bored. Ah, what a blessing indeed — the last of the Karavans! There could be no finer plaything.”
 “……”
 “So don’t break. Don’t get crushed in the maelstrom. Grow properly, and keep threatening me. Don’t shatter like my siblings. Don’t kneel like my parents. That is why you’re still alive—”
That was as far as I could endure. Before thought could catch up, my body moved. A roar tore from my throat as my broken body flared with power. My Mana Heart ignited — my second heart pounding violently. Dozens, hundreds of Lines appeared — paths to kill the Iron Prince.
I chose the most direct one, grabbed the blade beside my bed, and swung without hesitation.
The sound of the sword — sharp and wild — rang like a beast’s cry. And then—
“You’re far too early.”
Before the swing even finished, my sword vanished from my hand. When I blinked, the blade was already sheathed. My body, once risen, was lying back beneath the blanket — as if time itself had been rewound.
“Be thankful you’re not yet past eighteen.”
 “……”
 “I told you before — you keep hating the wrong things. You keep raging at the wrong things.”
That voice wasn’t the Iron Prince’s.
I knew exactly whose it was.
How could I forget the voice that had haunted me since that day?
Slowly, I raised my head. Beside the still-smiling Iron Prince stood a man who hadn’t been there a moment ago. His face was devoid of emotion — just as it had been that day.
“Hate your family. Hate the Karavan name. Hate your foolish parents who dared to live quietly, still raising children as if they were safe. Understand?”
Swordmaster Carlos.
“You… bastard—”
 “What a funny sight. Your father looked just like that when he died, his head stuck on a flag. Pretending to be some maddened knight, then whining like a dog when his woman was killed — glaring at me but doing nothing else. Pathetic.”
No rage I had ever felt could compare. That man — of all people — had no right to speak of my parents. No right to mention my father’s final moments. No right to utter my mother’s name.
The fury seared through my skull and heart like a blazing inferno. Yet I couldn’t move. It wasn’t a matter of will — something incomprehensible bound me. Those ten swords shackled me like chains.
As I glared, veins bursting in my eyes, the Iron Prince spoke.
“Good. Don’t forget that anger. Understand?”
 “……”
 “Grow stronger. Strong enough to make me tremble in fear — then come and aim your blade at me. I’ll be waiting, with joy.”
With those words, the Iron Prince turned to leave. Carlos followed. As he walked out, he didn’t even glance my way. He looked at me as one might look at a rock by the roadside — or a worthless insect.
***
“How long will it take to return?”
 “Shall we walk back as we came, Your Highness?”
 “No. I’ve walked enough. Let’s take the fastest way.”
At the heart of the Iron City of Ferma, the Iron Prince Ian Cherville looked up at the sky and smiled.
Dark clouds loomed overhead, heavy with impending lightning.
“Ah, things will be entertaining now. Truly entertaining.”
He almost wished for rain — just like the day his siblings had died by his own hand. Lost briefly in memory, he spoke again.
“Did you do as I ordered?”
 “Yes, exactly as commanded.”
 “Our precious youngest hasn’t even passed eighteen yet. I’m curious — how did you manage it? No matter how sharp your sword is, could you really follow my orders without leaving even a scratch?”
Carlos answered calmly.
“Yes. You need not worry. It was handled perfectly.”
***
The Six Free Cities. 
Among the grand estates of those free and dazzling city-states stood the most opulent mansion of them all — the Rhapsody estate.
There, a boy drenched in blood staggered to the gates. The blood was not his own. In his arms, he carried the severed head of an old man, eyes still open.
The boy stumbled and fell again and again, sobbing wretchedly. Hearing his cries, the retainers of the Rhapsody family rushed out to drive off the intruder — but when they saw his face, they froze in horror.
“Young master… what on earth—”
The noblest boy in the Six Free Cities, the youngest son of the Rhapsody family — Toma Rhapsody — was weeping like a child.
As the retainers tried to lift him, they noticed what he was holding. And gasped.
“Merciful heavens.”
Joseph. The severed head in Toma’s arms belonged to Joseph — the loyal butler who had served the Rhapsody family all his life.
Panic rippled among the retainers.
Who could have done this?
Who dared harm their young master — and kill a servant of Rhapsody?
“Hic… hick… Joseph, Joseph…”
 “Please, young master, calm yourself—”
 “H-hhh…”
Toma was in total shock, unable to speak properly. His pitiful sobs echoed through the estate — reaching the ears of the great master of the Rhapsody family.
The moment he heard his son’s cries, the great man appeared before him.
“You must have been terrified.”
 “Hhic… hhhk…”
 “I’m sorry, my son. I’m so sorry.”
The towering man pulled his child into a tight embrace, ignoring the blood that stained his fine clothes. Nothing else mattered.
“Come now. Let’s get you inside, to a warm bed.”
The Master of House Rhapsody.
“Hear me out slowly, my son. Tell your father what happened.”
Hugo Rhapsody.
“No matter who it was, no matter what happened… your father will take care of everything.”
 “Hhic… Father… Father…”
 “There, there. Don’t you worry.”
One of the Six Swordmasters of the Continent.
“There is nothing in this world your father cannot do.”
The Master of the Seven Swords.
The most dangerous father on the continent had begun to stir.
***
I didn’t need to stay in the Recovery Room much longer.
The blood of Strong Iron quickly restored my body, and soon I could move again.
When I rose, a representative from the Arena came to me. They offered two rewards for winning the Infinite Duel.
The first — to become an exclusive fighter for the Arena, earning a Platinum Medal and a life of fame and luxury, starring in the main events.
I didn’t even have to think about it. That was a reward that only benefited the Arena, not me. And I had no interest in wasting time in comfort.
‘I want to grow stronger. As quickly as possible.’
The flames left by the Iron Prince and Carlos still burned within me — the fire of fury growing brighter by the minute.
So I chose the second reward. A lump sum of iron gold coins — equivalent to five major event prizes — and a certification that would allow me to buy all Iron City goods at a steep discount.
The representative tried to persuade me to think long-term instead of taking “quick money.” I didn’t listen.
I took the gold and deposited it all in the 「Red Bank」 that very day. Just like that, I became rich beyond anything I’d ever imagined — enough to abandon revenge, sail off to the Free Cities or the Black Archipelago, and live a life of indulgence.
But it meant nothing. No wealth, no pleasure could interest me now.
My mind was consumed by one thing alone — becoming stronger.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「Are you impatient?」
 “I am.”
I couldn’t forget that moment — Carlos’s cold eyes, his voice dripping with contempt, the Iron Prince’s deranged laughter.
“I can’t endure it anymore. I can’t stand breathing the same air, living under the same sky as those monsters.”
 「I understand.」
 “What should I do? How—”
 「You must have realized it by now.」
Liam cut me off and looked at me.
「You couldn’t understand before because you were too weak, but now you’ve felt it in your bones. Tell me, young descendant — through the eyes of a swordsman, what was it like to face a Swordmaster?」
I froze.
“…He was like the sky.”
 「The sky?」
 “No matter what I did, I could never reach him. That’s how it felt.”
Carlos had been far too strong — so strong that I’d almost forgotten my hatred in sheer awe.
He existed in another world entirely.
Perhaps that was why my heart burned with such urgency — because the gap was so vast.
「That’s the right way to put it. He’s in the sky. And you — you’re still nothing more than an insect crawling on the ground.」
 “……”
 「So then, shouldn’t you take your first step off the ground?」
As I lowered my head, Liam’s voice came softly.
「Let’s go home.」
 “……”
 「We’ll forge wings.」
I slowly raised my head.
「So that you may draw just a little closer to the sky.」
Chapter 93
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Riding the heat of the grand 「Infinite Duel」, the Arena rolled out a string of major events.
Countless fighters gathered once more, showing off their prowess to the crowds that still filled the stands.
Ironically, the quality of the matches after the Infinite Duel turned out to be higher than the tournament itself. But that was only natural.
The Infinite Duel had long been a proving ground for nameless fighters seeking recognition.
The ones with true skill already possessed fame befitting their ability, and the famous had too much to lose to risk entering an unpredictable death match like the Infinite Duel.
Only in the Race Duels did true strong ones appear — Dwarves with clear goals, or orcs who fought purely for the joy of battle, life and death be damned.
In any case, the narrow-minded Arena didn’t take kindly to the Infinite Duel’s champion, the Sword Demon Liam, for rejecting their first offer.
From their perspective, it had been a mutually beneficial deal — a win-win.
The Arena could turn the tournament’s champion into their new poster star, drawing in even more spectators for future main events. And Liam would solidify his fame and position instead of fading away as a one-time winner.
A deal where everyone should’ve been happy.
So to the Arena’s planners, Liam looked like a naïve, hot-headed fool. If he’d continued as a professional fighter, he could have become a celebrity in the Iron City — rich, admired, and respected.
Why in the world would he turn that down?
Especially now, when fighters didn’t even have to risk their lives like in the old days.
Most of them had too much to lose — they fought carefully, striking a balance rather than killing recklessly.
Among the Platinum Medal fighters — those who were at least 「Sword Runners」 — the unspoken rule was clear: Your body is your fortune.
A serious injury meant a long recovery.
A lingering wound meant early retirement.
So they fought with restraint, following the unwritten code of the professional leagues.
Some spectators complained that the upper divisions looked too staged, too polite — but they still flocked in droves. After all, where else could the citizens of the Iron City watch 「Sword Runners」 cross blades so closely?
“Hey, is the Sword Demon not fighting?”
 “Tch. I came here just to see the Infinite Duel’s champion.”
 “The Arena’s lost its touch. What a disappointment.”
 “Still, I heard ‘Mountain’ is appearing today.”
 “Mountain? That big, heavy bastard? Then who’s the opponent?”
 “Supposedly ‘Black Meteor.’”
 “Oh… then it might still be worth watching, even without the Sword Demon.”
...
“The Arena’s on fire tonight!”
The Arena’s crowds were always the same — people hungry for stimulation and spectacle.
All it took was a few planted rumors, some clever whispers from the organizers, and public attention shifted instantly.
The Infinite Duel’s winner was forgotten before long.
The Arena’s staff just smiled — they’d seen it all before.
This was nothing new.
Spectators were nothing but pigs chasing thrills. And the Arena’s planners were experts at herding them.
“Liam, the Sword Demon. He might have walked away for now, but young men like him always blow through their fortunes and crawl back. When he does, we’ll show him how unwise that was. Junior planners — each of you, write twenty ideas on how to make that brat regret it. I’ll review them all.”
And so, as always, the Arena’s idiotic little schemes spun on behind the scenes — unknown to the outside world.
Meanwhile, among the gathered spectators, one person pointed to a sealed door.
“Huh? I’ve never seen that place closed before.”
 “There? What used to be there?”
 “Oh, that? The Hall of Honor. Kind of like a gallery for old weapons.”
 “Ah, right. I think I’ve heard of it.”
 “Funny, I never noticed it before, but now that it’s shut, it really stands out. There used to be an old caretaker there, always polishing the displays every day, rain or shine. He’s been at it for over a decade. I wonder what happened to him…”
The Hall of Honor — a quiet wing of the Arena that no one ever cared to visit — was unusually dark and empty that day. Because the diligent old curator who had guarded it for so long had finally taken a long-overdue vacation.
A very, very long-overdue one.
***
The 「Infinite Duel」— my intended stepping stone toward becoming a 「Sword Runner」 — had at last come to an end. After three consecutive duels, I had gained much. The person I was before coming to the Iron City and the person I was now — they were not the same.
Yes. The trip to Ferma had been worth it.
As always, my master’s guidance had proven right — though it never came without suffering.
“I’m excited, young lord.”
 “Ah… yes.”
Tom, the Hall of Honor’s curator, beamed as he walked beside me.
“The swords you borrowed — ah, those were some of my personal favorites. Especially Fang. Such history behind that blade! You see, young lord, do you know of the Six Free Cities? They may be orderly now, but once, chaos reigned! The blood of countless souls was spilled in their fight for freedom, and Fang was forged during that time — a symbol of the very first ‘Brotherhood’…”
…Yes. This time, I’d really screwed up — and on quite an impressive level.
I glanced at the kindly old man, who was still smiling as he went on with his unnecessary history lesson.
「Tsk tsk. You wagged your tongue too freely as always, and now you’ll pay the price. You should have watched your mouth, boy.」
Liam’s voice only added to my irritation.
「Do you even realize how terrifying weapon collectors can be? He may look cheerful now, but once he learns you swallowed all those priceless relics whole, his sanity will go flying.」
 “……”
 「Trust me — he won’t let it go easily. Collectors go mad when it comes to their beloved treasures. He’ll beat you bloody, or worse, demand you cough up his ‘children.’ If he challenges you to a duel, you’re finished. A fledgling like you fighting a Sword Expert? You’d die instantly.」
 “…Shut up, please.”
I muttered through clenched teeth, glaring inwardly at Liam’s amusement. Every time Tom mentioned how much he loved those swords, it felt like taking another stab to the gut.
Just then, Seol Yoon spoke — far too casually.
“But didn’t you… eat them?”
Silence fell instantly.
Tom tilted his head in confusion.
I widened my eyes and shook my head furiously at the innocent-faced girl, but of course, social awareness wasn’t one of her gifts.
“Eat? Eat what?”
 “Ah! She’s from the Eastern Continent, you see. The language barrier still causes little mix-ups. She didn’t mean literally eat. She meant he, uh, ‘consumed’ their history and valor on a spiritual level. Deeply absorbed, you see—”
 “Ah! So that’s why she said eat! How poetic! They do say people from the East have a lyrical, natural way of expression. Marvelous!”
 “Haha…”
 “So then, you could say he ‘ate’ all the swords in the Hall of Honor! Delightful! Then his study sessions must have been his ‘mealtimes,’ eh? How cultured!”
Fortunately, I managed to steer the misunderstanding into something harmless. As Tom carried on with his terrible puns, we finally reached the outskirts of the Iron City.
All the while, I prayed the Arena would somehow revoke his vacation and drag him back to work immediately. Surely one of those bureaucratic idiots would mess up the paperwork, right?
No such luck.
Not only had his vacation been approved, the Arena even gave him travel funds to celebrate his first break in over a decade.
‘…I’m screwed.’
There was no miracle coming.
Time to prepare my mouth for damage control. As always, improvisation was my best weapon — twisting a disaster into something that sounded reasonable.
But—
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
…Of course it wasn’t over yet.
“Yeah. The man with steel in his body — and a certain Great One by his side. For a second I thought I had the wrong guy.”
 “…?”
 “Why do you keep running around? You nearly got me scolded by my sisters.”
Just before we could depart for the estate, a small girl appeared before us at the city’s edge.
She wore an oversized robe, the hood pulled low, her face mostly hidden by thick cloth. Only her eyes were visible — and they were… stunning. So beautiful that for a brief moment, I forgot to breathe.
“Who are you…?”
 “Me?”
Her curt reply came as she pulled an old parchment and a small bundle from her robe and handed them to me.
“Didn’t you hear? My sisters said they told you already.”
 “Your sisters…?”
 “You forgot? We offered to help you decipher the map’s code. Honestly, this is why people say never to rely on swordsmen. Should’ve gone to the Imperial scholars or the Mage Tower instead. What do swordsmen know? You idiots forget your promises within days.”
 “…Ah. I remember now.”
The moment she spoke, it clicked.
“You must be from the Witches — sent to help decode the treasure map.”
 “Finally remembered? Impressive memory.”
The Witches — creatures who could infuriate anyone within three sentences.
“So why were you wandering around instead of waiting? Still got too much testosterone or something? Took me forever to find you! And who are these two — the old man and the dark-haired girl? Hired help? Trying to make me comfortable, huh? In that case, I’ll pick the girl. Old men smell weird. But Eastern girls creep me out too… ugh, bad luck all around.”
 “……”
 “……”
In under ten seconds, the Witch had managed to earn everyone’s hatred. Her talent for saying the most annoying thing possible was almost magical in itself.
***
To be honest… I had forgotten.
There had been a lot going on, okay? Anyone would’ve lost track after all that chaos.
As I recalled the promise, it went something like this:
The Witches had a precious relic — one they’d never managed to retrieve. Recently, they’d acquired a map that supposedly revealed its location. But no spell, no curse, no scrying had been able to decipher its code.
The only way to read it was through the memories of the man who had written it — a legendary adventurer, long dead.
And since I could ingest swords and inherit their memories… My job was to “consume” the weapon that the adventurer had used and extract the answer.
The Witch had brought that weapon with her — a blade called 「Flight」. At first glance, it didn’t even look like a weapon for killing — more like a tool for explorers, used to cut vines or skin animals. When I saw it, Liam murmured,
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「You can’t eat this one. Not yet.」
Couldn’t eat it? Why?
「It doesn’t harmonize with the blades you’ve devoured so far, and the soul within it is far too powerful. The Witch wasn’t lying — that sword holds a Legend.」
 “…A legend?”
 「Yes. It’s too early for you.」
It was the first time Liam had ever said such a thing.
So I relayed his words to the Witch — though perhaps not as politely as I could have.
“If that’s what the Great One says…”
For once, she didn’t talk back. She thought for a moment, then nodded.
“Then I’ll stay with you until you’re ready to wield it.”
 “…Why would you do that?”
 “A promise is a promise. And besides, I’m the best support you’ll ever have.”
The best support, huh. That was technically true — a Witch was an invaluable ally, versed in arcane mysteries and magic beyond comprehension. But wanting her around was another matter entirely.
‘If she’s this irritating after ten minutes, how bad will it be on the road?’
My opinion didn’t matter.
“Too late. I came all this way. We’re traveling together, so hurry up and go already!”
And that was that. Whether I liked it or not, the Witch joined our party.
“What should we call you, Witch?”
 “Call me Audrey.”
 “Ah, then—”
 “But seriously, no wine? And this carriage is a wreck. Are you all broke? Tell me if you are. I wouldn’t mind helping out — though it feels like a waste to spend on a swordsman, an old man about to die, and some gloomy Eastern girl.”
 “……”
Our new companion…was utterly impossible to like.
***
Tom.
Seol Yoon.
Audrey, the Witch.
Traveling to the estate with the three of them was pure chaos.
Seol Yoon was her usual quiet self. Whenever Tom started rambling about blades, Audrey complained it was boring. Tom, instead of taking offense, got all dejected — muttering things like, “Perhaps I really am too old-fashioned for today’s youth…”
Meanwhile, Audrey wouldn’t stop talking:
 “No wine?”
 “When will we get there?”
 “I’m hungry.”
I’d barely finished the Infinite Duel, and instead of resting, I was neck-deep in new problems.
Convincing Tom once we got to the estate. Training hard enough to reach 「Sword Runner」 rank. Fulfilling the Witches’ request once I was strong enough. And above all, preparing for the maelstrom the Iron Prince promised to unleash.
There was no rest. None at all.
While the carriage rattled along, I kept running through excuses in my head — plausible lies to feed Tom.
And then—“Oh, we’re here.”
We had arrived at the estate.
“Ah! You’ve returned, my lord! I-I wish I’d been notified sooner—ah, but of course, there’s no way to contact you here, hehe…”
Hailyn came running to greet us.
But she looked… different.
The starving, ragged girl I’d left behind was gone. Now, she radiated refinement — almost noble in bearing.
‘What the hell…?’
How could someone change this much so quickly? As I stood dumbfounded, she beamed.
“P-please, come in! The estate has changed so much!”
 “Changed?”
 “Y-you sent so much support through the Red Bank, didn’t you? And the prize money from the Infinite Duel — we received it all!”
Ah. Right. I had done that.
Worried that she’d starve managing the estate alone, I’d deposited money in the Red Bank and instructed them to send some to her.
But… it shouldn’t have been that much. Had she spent it all on herself?
‘Well… she’s still a kid. Can’t really blame her.’
After all, she was a good girl — staying behind to protect the estate while Seol Yoon and I were away. I could forgive a bit of childish extravagance.
“W-welcome, everyone!”
 “Oh.”
I hadn’t expected much.
A “changed” estate — I figured it’d just be tidier, maybe a new coat of paint.
But when I looked up—“This rural estate looks quite splendid, young lord.”
 “……”
 “Young lord?”
 “……?”
The scenery before me—was completely transformed.
“……??”
…Was this really our estate?
“Hehe, looks nice, doesn’t it?”
Hailyn grinned from ear to ear. And I thought to myself:
‘So Seol Yoon isn’t the only genius after all.’
Apparently…I’d discovered another prodigy — one with a natural talent for estate management.
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The Verdy region lay in the southern reaches of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville—a land already considered a remote backwater. And among its rustic villages, our domain was the most forgotten corner of all.
Unlike the neighboring territories that at least had milk, cheese, or wine to boast about, ours had nothing. It was so barren that even calling it a “domain” felt generous.
In my memory, our home had always been a small, quiet village—humble but warm. A simple, peaceful countryside. A tiny, precious land that belonged only to me.
Yes… that was how it used to be.
Until now.
“This way is the West Plaza! The East Plaza is still under construction, but the North and South plazas are almost complete. Over there will be the commercial district, and the housing district for residents—”
“Plaza? Our domain isn’t even large enough to be divided into plazas…”
“With the funds you sent, we purchased the surrounding lands! On top of that, we’ve annexed nearby villages that didn’t have a lord of their own. You see, in the Iron Kingdom, any territory of a certain size must have a noble of at least baronet rank as its ruler.
“When I checked, you, Lord Arhan, barely qualified. You may be a fallen noble, but your baronet’s title still stands.”
“…There’s such a law? I thought these villages just made the oldest man their chief.”
“In backwoods like this, old customs linger. Inspectors almost never visit. Still, the elders are afraid of the law, so I explained it to them.
‘I’ll remain your legal representative,’ I told them. ‘You can keep acting as village chiefs like before. Nothing will change for you.’
“That was enough to convince them.”
“……”
“So now, all the nearby villages have been unified under our domain. The ones that resisted, I acquired through hostile takeovers using the money you provided.
“After merging more than ten villages, I recruited bards and hosted festivals one after another. Then the remaining villages came to us themselves, begging to join.”
***
There was one thing I had completely overlooked.
“Master… what exactly am I seeing here?”
「That’s what mages do. Happens all the time in the Empire and the Archipelago. The noble estates near the capital probably fight this kind of cold war every day.」
“……”
「For those old-fashioned village heads, she must’ve felt like a natural disaster in human form.」
I had been too focused on how young she looked—too used to seeing her as a helpless girl. But Hailyn was still a mage.
She had been force-taught by a black mage, but that didn’t change the fact that she possessed the education of one. And mages weren’t trained only in the arcane arts—they were also taught how to manage and expand their domains.
“I’m embarrassed it’s not all finished yet,” Hailyn said.
Embarrassed? That was an understatement.
She had turned a dying region into a thriving hub. Hailyn possessed an extraordinary, almost frightening talent for governance. With that talent—and a little formal knowledge—she had swept through the neighboring lands like a storm.
I stared in silence, watching her explain every expansion plan in detail, before finally coming to a conclusion.
“…Well. Bigger domain, bigger profits. I can’t complain.”
「Hah! Spoken like a true Karavan.」
It felt like I was slowly turning into my teacher. I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or worry.
Thanks to Hailyn’s genius, the Karavan Domain was in the midst of a dazzling transformation.
Granted, it was still more of a large village than a true city—but compared to the desolate ruin it once was, this was a miracle.
Once upon a time, our land had been a wasteland, rumored to be cursed.
Now there were plazas, workshops, and the sound of people’s footsteps.
Hailyn had re-engineered Golems based on Jerry Selfit’s design to work the fields.
Workers from neighboring towns were helping to rebuild and expand.Apparently, there were even people who wanted to immigrate here. Since I was the nominal lord, she had waited for my approval, but I immediately agreed.
There was no point letting empty cottages rot in silence. Besides, the sight of life returning to these lands filled me with quiet joy.
I had believed this land would remain dead forever. But now it breathed again.
It wasn’t just satisfying—it was moving.
I imagined the faces of the servants, caretakers, and villagers who once called this place home.
They would’ve smiled to see this.
This land had been their home, their foundation—their entire world.
The thought made my heart ache with bittersweet warmth.
I told Hailyn she could withdraw whatever she needed from my Red Bank account. When she saw how much gold I had stored there, she started calling me “master,” but I managed to talk her out of it.
Our domain was bustling. Busier than ever. And I was proud.
“Not bad,” Audrey, the Witch, said as she surveyed the land.
 “But running things this way isn’t efficient. It looks good now, sure, but in the long term, it’s wasteful. Hmph, it shows what kind of teacher you had. Short-sighted and greedy—typical of black mages.
“I heard Jerry Selfit was killed by the Heir of Steel. So you must be his disciple?”
I didn’t even have time to respond before Hailyn turned politely toward her.
“Yes, I was a black mage’s student. You must be Lady Audrey? You’ve probably received far better training than I have—both magical and academic. I’d be honored to learn from you.”
For a moment, I thought that might have been the end of it. But of course, it wasn’t.
“Hmm. But I can’t agree that this is wasteful long-term,” Hailyn said, tilting her head. “The approach you suggest would take far too long. We need visible, immediate results—quick progress that people can see. That’s the best way to persuade the surrounding villages to join us willingly.
“Frankly, the people of Verdy aren’t well-educated. You don’t convince them with theory—you convince them with results.”
She smiled.
“So, in this case… I’m right.”
The air froze.
“You’re arguing with me?” Audrey’s tone turned sharp.
 “What you said might work here, but if you look at the bigger picture, I’m still correct. The principles I learned—”
 “Yes, but we are in Verdy, aren’t we? What works elsewhere doesn’t always work here. You’re speaking like someone who’s never gotten her hands dirty. You’ve studied plenty, I’m sure, but you don’t know the field.”
 “Y-you—!”
 “Also, you can’t just measure profit in money. Time is a resource too. That’s what I learned, at least. Do the witches of the Sky Empire not count time as a resource? That’s… disappointing.”
 “You—take that back!”
 “I’ll take it back if you can explain, logically, why I’m wrong.”
 “Y-you just wait! I’ll show you why I’m right!”
I didn’t need to understand their theory to know who had won. In any argument, the first one to shout is the loser.
A girl who had barely started managing a village had just out-debated a witch on estate management.
A terrifying prodigy indeed.
The two continued talking—arguing, bickering, debating—and to my surprise, they actually started to get along.
Good.
I’d been wondering how to deal with that annoying witch, but now Hailyn was doing it for me.
“You’re good at management, I’ll admit that,” Audrey grumbled. “But how much do you really know about magic?”
 “Not much,” Hailyn admitted cheerfully. “I was kidnapped by a black mage and force-taught, so my foundation is weak. But you, Lady Audrey, were chosen by a god, weren’t you? Surely you’re far more skilled than I am. If this were a contest of magic, I’d concede immediately.”
 “I-I never said it was a contest! I just—ugh! You’re impossible!”
 “No need to be upset. I’m still learning. Would it be alright if I came to you with questions? About magic, or management?”
 “O-of course! I can teach you anything! I was called the Clever Audrey of the Sky Empire, you know!”
And just like that, Hailyn gained both a rival and a teacher. Watching Audrey boast while Hailyn clapped and listened with wide eyes, I couldn’t help but smile.
A troublesome burden had just turned into a productive partnership.
In my mind, Hailyn’s evaluation rose again.
Before: A capable little mage.
Now: A problem-solver who handles my headaches for me.
A promotion well-earned.
***
With Hailyn keeping Audrey busy, the domain grew peaceful again. Their debates often ended up as useful ideas for improvement.
As for Seol Yoon, she disappeared into the training grounds as soon as we arrived.
“I want to polish what I’ve gained,” she had said.
So it ended up just Tom and me, walking together through the renewed village.
The streets were filled mostly with elders, not rowdy youths or taverns. Yet the quiet energy of life was everywhere, and it was enough.
It reminded me of before everything went wrong.
When my mother would call me in for dinner.
 When my father would appear just to tease me.
 When hunters scolded me for wandering into the woods.
 When the butler lectured me about getting my boots dirty.
Smoke from chimneys, the smell of roast chicken in the air, a warm piece of food handed from a smiling neighbor—those were the moments that had once made this place home.
“Young lord,” Tom said softly beside me.
 “Yes?”
 “You look happy.”
 “Do I?”
 “You do.”
He smiled warmly.
“When we were in the Iron City, you often looked… restless. As if something were chasing you, as if resting for even a moment might mean death.”
 “…I see.”
 “But here, you seem at peace. This place must be precious to you. It suits you.”
His voice was warm and gentle—it reminded me of my family’s old butler.
We walked in silence until we reached a hill. At its peak stood a gravestone. Beyond it, the sunset painted the sky in deep scarlet.
“It’s beautiful,” Tom murmured. “I’m glad I came here with you. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this calm. A meaningful vacation indeed.”
 “I’m glad you think so.”
 “Yes. In old age, one learns to appreciate this kind of peace.”
He smiled again.
“Tom.”
 “Yes?”
 “You said you’d teach me how to care for the weapons I borrowed from the Hall of Honor.”
 “Indeed. Old blades can live or die depending on how they’re maintained.”
He turned his back to the light of the setting sun.
“In the old days, there were many like me—caretakers of ancient blades. It’s a profession few remember now, but back then, people truly believed that swords had souls.”
 “Souls?”
 “Yes. A swordsman’s first blade was his lifelong companion. Even if it broke, he’d repair it again and again, because he believed his soul lived within it.”
He chuckled softly.
“The sword of a warrior, the knife of a mother defending her child, even the blade of a desperate man taking his own life—people believed every weapon held a piece of its wielder’s soul.
“They laugh at such things now. Hardly anyone bothers to collect or preserve old swords anymore. But I still believe. That’s why I loved tending the Hall of Honor—polishing the spirits of brave men and women so their light wouldn’t fade.”
He smiled, wistful and sincere.
“Young lord, you may think me a fool. Just an old man clinging to childish beliefs.”
The horizon deepened red.
“I told you before—I’m your fan. Watching you fight, I feel that same spirit. Strength, speed, technique—none of that matters as much as the soul behind your sword. That’s what I see when you fight. That’s why I admire you.”
He smiled again, a boyish grin that didn’t match his wrinkled face.
“Tom.”
 “Yes?”
 “Will you promise me something? That no matter what I say next, you won’t raise your blade against me? That you’ll stay my friend—and my fan?”
He didn’t ask why. He simply nodded.
“Under the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords, I swear it.”
 “You’ll swear that without knowing what I’ll say?”
 “I will. I’ve seen your soul in your sword. I trust that. So speak freely—I’ll listen.”
Hearing that, I erased all the excuses I’d prepared—the lies about thieves, about accidents, about losing the relics by mistake.
Tom hadn’t come here out of duty. He’d come because he cared.
So, standing under the crimson sky, I let go of every mask, every doubt—and for once, spoke like the boy I used to be.
“Tom.”
He turned to me.
“Do you know of a family called Karavan?”
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Karavan. The family forgotten by history.
According to my father and my master, the Karavan family had once been one of the greatest houses to ever grace an era.
The world had revered us, feared us, and admired us.
But no matter how many times I heard those stories, they were still only that—stories. Echoes from a time I had never lived through.
So the truth was simple.
I did not know what made Karavan great.
“...Karavan? I’m afraid that’s not a name I’ve ever heard before.”
“As expected.”
Tom chuckled softly, the kind smile of an old man who found warmth in honesty.
“I may know a lot for my age,” he said, “but even I can’t claim to know everything about this world, hoho.”
Just as I thought. Even a man as knowledgeable as Tom would never know of a lineage that had been erased from history itself.
So, as he smiled so easily, I spoke again.
“Karavan is my family.”
“Ah, I see. But may I ask—why bring up your family all of a sudden?”
“I suppose... I simply felt like talking about it.”
For a brief moment, Tom blinked in surprise. Then, as if recognizing something deeper in my tone, he nodded with a warm grin.
“As much as you’d like, young lord. I could tell the moment we arrived—you truly love this land. I’ve been hoping to hear your story someday, but if you’re willing to share it first, then this old man will gladly listen.
“One of the few joys left to us elders, after all, is listening to the stories of the young.”
“Thank you for saying that.”
“No, thank you. Hearing a friend’s heart is a gift. Please, don’t hold back. This old man loves a good story.” He smiled brightly.
I met his eyes. And then—I began.
“There was once a boy born in a narrow, forgotten corner of land.”
I’ll say it again: I do not know the full extent of Karavan’s greatness.
“The boy’s name was Arhan Karavan.”
And I do not intend to speak of what I do not know. My story will only be made of what I remember.
“A boy born to a kind and romantic lord, and the most beautiful lady in the world. A boy filled with endless curiosity.”
The “Steel Glory” of Karavan had long faded away. What remained was a humble household—and a simple happiness.
“That boy lived a blissful life.”
Small, but unmistakably happy.
“Yes…”
The happiness I still remember.
“Until the year he turned fifteen—”
The year I truly came to know what it meant to lose everything.
“Until the day a Swordmaster visited our domain.”
* * *
When the witch Audrey first left the Sky Empire, she thought of the journey as a vacation.
Her life had always been filled with endless research and training. So when her sisters and mentors told her—
“Take it easy, Audrey. Go clear your head.”
—she had believed them.
Helping the so-called “Heir of Steel” find a treasure’s code seemed simple enough. An excuse to rest.
It wasn’t childish optimism.
The truth was, the “treasure hunt” had long become a burden among the witches.
Even the wisest among them had failed to make progress.
They had tried every method, employed the finest adventurers, and still couldn’t crack the code.
The elders had all but given up, pretending to continue only to save face.
Audrey knew this.
That’s why she had accepted the mission—believing it was meaningless.
A pointless errand disguised as a noble task.
In her mind, it was simply a vacation.
And for someone who had never once left the Sky Empire, traveling to the Iron Kingdom was practically a dream come true.
Her first journey abroad—what could possibly go wrong?
She learned soon enough.
Everything.
‘So that’s why they sent me here,’ she thought bitterly.
‘Not because they wanted to give me a break, but because they didn’t want to come to this miserable dump themselves.’
By the time Audrey realized she had been “dumped” with the job, it was too late.
She’d already made her proud farewell in front of everyone, swearing to return triumphant.
Now, all she could do was grit her teeth and plot petty revenge.
When I get back, I’ll complain all day. And I’ll eat all of their cakes.
Audrey sighed and looked around.
The village was dreadful. No floral-scented baths. No mellow wines. No soft beds to sink into.
Everything was beneath her standards.
Everything.
“Ugh…”
There was only one reason she hadn’t lost her temper completely.
“Ah, there you are.”
Hailyn. The unfortunate girl was once kidnapped by the black mage Jerry Selfit, forced into the world of magic against her will.
“What now? Did you make something again? Want to brag about it?”
“No, I just have a question.”
In this miserable village, Hailyn was the only thing that entertained Audrey.
“When you saw me controlling the golems, you said it was a mess. Which part, exactly? Based on what you told me before, my control method should be sound.”
Audrey studied her.
The girl’s execution was indeed rough—but there was something unmistakable beneath it.
Talent.
“It’s not wrong, exactly,” Audrey said. “Just unrefined. The details are lacking. The golem itself is the problem.”
“The golem?”
“Yes. To you, Jerry Selfit must seem like an excellent mage. His golems are fine—average, even good. But from my perspective, they’re outdated. The way they function is ancient. If you operate them like that—”
Audrey’s words flowed naturally. Teaching came easily to her. Instructing Hailyn allowed her to revisit old principles she hadn’t thought about in years.
Before long, the two were absorbed in discussion.
“What’s your long-term plan for the domain, anyway?” Audrey asked one evening. “It’s developing nicely, but this location’s too remote. Even at best, you’ll only make it a small city.”
“I agree,” Hailyn replied. “We’ll eventually need to absorb more central lands. It’d be simpler if Lord Arhan received a higher title and a territory closer to the capital.”
“But that wouldn’t be any fun. Building something from the ground up—that’s where the thrill lies. Watching something small and precious grow into something great… That's what makes it worth it.”
Their topics were hardly girlish.
Still, the two mages—so far beyond this little countryside—found themselves growing unexpectedly close.
Every time they spoke, the domain changed. New systems, new ideas, new energy. A land once forgotten was now constantly in motion.
Audrey had to admit it: Hailyn was a prodigy.
Given the right training, she could have served any great noble house as its chief steward.
But then Audrey sighed.
‘If only Jerry Selfit hadn’t gotten to her first…’
The girl’s mana still bore the imprint of her captor. Corrupted, tainted. Even her purest spells carried traces of darkness.
No noble family would ever hire a black mage’s student.
That wretched old man had stolen her future.
“One more thing,” Hailyn said one day.
“What now?”
“I don’t know many spells. My training was too limited. Would you… teach me some magic, Lady Audrey?”
Audrey blinked, then let out a quiet laugh.
It wasn’t a mocking laugh—it was just rare to hear such a request.
Among mages, asking to be taught was almost unheard of.
They were proud, arrogant, convinced of their own superiority.
To ask another for guidance was to admit inferiority.
But Hailyn didn’t hesitate.
She was so honest.
Audrey looked at her for a long moment. The girl didn’t even know what her words implied—that she was essentially asking to become her apprentice.
In the world of magic, the bond between master and disciple was sacred and rarely formed.
But this poor child didn’t know that.
And so Audrey smiled faintly.
“Alright, I can teach you a little. But not the real stuff. I can’t teach you proper magic.”
“Because I’m not a witch?”
“No.”
Audrey hesitated for a breath, then said quietly—“Because you’re a black mage’s disciple.”
Normal magic would never flow properly for Hailyn.
“You can only use spells tainted by the dark. The kind Jerry Selfit wielded. Because it was he who first opened your spiritual gate.”
“...I see.”
Disappointment flickered across Hailyn’s face.
But Audrey didn’t sugarcoat it. A true mage never did.
“Dark magic isn’t meant for humans. That’s why black mages alter their bodies or sacrifice others. Your body bears those marks already.
“The only ones who could teach you now are either demons or orc shamans.”
“Demons or… orcs?”
“Exactly. Demons would teach you—if you could pay the price. But they live in the northern continent.
“As for orcs? They’re dangerous. They’ll challenge you to a duel just for making eye contact. And their shamans are unpredictable; if they dislike you, they might banish you from the spirit world altogether.
“I might have helped if I knew a human who’d befriended one… but that’s ridiculous. No one would ever—”
“Oh, but I do know someone!”
Audrey froze.
“Our lord is friends with a very powerful orc shaman.”
***
By the time I finished speaking, the sun had long vanished.
The moon hung cool and bright in its place.
Tom stood beneath it, silent for a long while before finally speaking.
“…That’s a dreadful story.”
“…”
“If it’s true.”
He slowly raised his head.
“Young lord, I trust you. I truly do.
“I can believe that the Iron Prince’s Executioner erased an entire domain—he’s done it before to ruin noble lines. I can believe your parents died tragically.
“I can even believe that a Swordmaster came to this remote land and shattered your world.”
His voice grew quiet.
“But there’s one thing I struggle to believe.”
“What is it?”
“The Karavan family.”
His eyes gleamed faintly blue under the moonlight.
“A family said to descend from the greatest Swordmaster in history. One of the Five Great Houses known as the ‘Names of Steel.’
“A family that achieved countless feats—so many that a Swordmaster himself tried to erase every trace of them.
“And yet… not a single mention of them remains in any record. Not one line in any history book.”
He looked at me steadily.
“Young lord, I’ve devoted my life to studying this continent’s history. I’ve memorized the lineages of thousands of houses—some so ancient no one else remembers them. But never once have I come across the name ‘Karavan.’
“And a lineage with the power to devour swords? Such a thing defies everything I’ve ever known.”
His voice was calm, almost gentle.
“If I were a practical man, I’d dismiss it as a child’s fantasy. I might have stopped you halfway through.”
He paused, smiling faintly.
“But I’ve lived long enough to know this continent holds truths stranger than any fiction.”
He stepped closer.
“So, I want to see it. With my own eyes.”
“…”
“Because if what you’ve said is true—truly true—then it means what I’ve believed all my life was also true.”
“What you’ve believed all your life?”
“That swords hold souls.”
Tom smiled like a child again.
“If you prove it, I may cry. You see, it’s been… lonely. To care for the Hall of Honor, to polish those blades every day knowing no one believes.
“People called me a fool for cherishing dead steel. They said I was wasting my life. But if you show me proof—then I’ll finally be able to say it proudly.
“That they were wrong, and I was right. That my time, my work, my love—all of it had meaning.”
He smiled so warmly that even under the moonlight, I felt its glow.
“So… Can you show me?”
I smiled back.
“With pleasure.”
I drew my sword slowly and closed my eyes.
Tom stepped back, watching in silence.
I didn’t explain. Words weren’t needed.
I simply called forth the blade sleeping within me.
“Then, I’ll begin.”
Tom’s eyes flickered as the night deepened.
Under the starlight, I began to move.
It wasn’t a grand sword dance—just a simple flow, soft and deliberate.
How it looked through Tom’s eyes, I couldn’t know.
I only did what I knew best.
And as I moved, a voice blazed to life inside my head—a voice filled with heat and sorrow.
『The last thing I remember… was the burning mansion.』
A voice fierce enough to sear the night.
Under the moonlight, Tom watched the boy dance.
The moment the sword was drawn, Arhan’s movements changed—graceful, almost weightless.
As he spun once, his hair fluttered like silk.
But then Tom blinked.
The boy’s eyes… were no longer his own.
They were the eyes of a woman—sharp, blazing, unyielding. And her face—though half-burned and twisted—still carried an indomitable light. Just from those eyes, Tom could feel her life.
The battles she had fought. 
The losses she had endured. 
The purpose that had kept her alive.
The woman danced with her sword, her gaze piercing through the dark like needles of light.
Tom whispered, almost without realizing—“Needle…”
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“Souls in blades? What nonsense is that?”
Nonsense. That was what everyone called it.
“You must’ve been listening to tavern gossip again. Don’t let such rumors distract you — focus on your next match instead! The entire Iron City chants your name. A duelist on the verge of becoming a Sword Expert? That’s a miracle, Tom. The whole Iron Kingdom will know who you are.”
To them, a blade was just a blade. A tool — nothing more.
Souls belonged to the seven races blessed by the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords. Only bodies of flesh and blood could contain souls. And when those bodies died, the souls returned to the gods.
That was common sense.
“By tomorrow, you’ll have achieved an honor no duelist in history has ever touched. No one will ever again look down on us as mere brawlers. No one will call our duels the games of the lowborn. You, Tom, will change history.”
The pat on his shoulder still felt vivid in memory.
Tom, in his youth, could still recall the fever of that day. Everyone’s hopes, everyone’s faith, everyone’s cheers — all of them were for him.
It was, without question, the greatest moment of his life. And yet…
“...I’m sorry.”
He had disappointed them all. At the very height of his glory — when the entire arena roared his name — Tom’s eyes had been elsewhere.
Not on the bright stage of honor… but on the dim, forgotten corner beneath it. A shadowed space that smelled of rust and mold. A glass case filled with ancient, neglected blades.
That was where his heart had been.
“That’s not the future I want.”
Even at his peak, Tom’s gaze was fixed solely on one place.
The Hall of Honor.
***
When Hailyn first mentioned an orc shaman, Audrey thought the girl had simply misunderstood something.
A human who’s friends with an orc shaman? If her sisters had heard that, they would’ve doubled over laughing.
She asked Hailyn again and again, and each time the girl nodded earnestly — as if it were the most obvious truth in the world.
Audrey sighed. Clearly, the girl had mistaken some ordinary human shaman for an orc, or perhaps taken a joke from the Heir of Steel too literally.
Because the phrase “orc shaman” itself was almost an oxymoron.
Audrey, being a properly trained witch, knew better than anyone what shamans were like. Eccentric, volatile, often bordering on madness — and that was among humans.
Orc shamans, though… they were something else entirely.
The orcs were a race of pure violence — creatures who challenged anything that breathed to single combat.
A people who lived and died by the creed of battle, who settled every dispute through blood and strength. To mages, they were little more than monsters: savage, brutal, and incapable of reason.
And shamans? They were supposed to be beings of intellect — mediators between the material and the spiritual, guided by logic and discipline.
So an orc shaman was a contradiction — a paradox of violence and wisdom bound together. An unpredictable disaster waiting to happen.
Audrey still remembered one who had once visited her coven years ago — a “holy guest” who had nearly driven them mad.
He had mocked mages as “tricksters,” swung a bloodied axe while calling himself “the greatest warrior alive,” and drank animal blood to “honor the spirits.”
The witches had nearly fainted from disgust.
And yet, despite their barbarity, orc shamans were powerful. For an orc to ascend to spiritual mastery required talent vast enough to suppress the savagery in their blood.
That was why they were both feared and loathed — unstoppable forces wrapped in absurdity.
They didn’t reason.
They didn’t compromise.
Every other sentence was “I do not listen to the weak!”
And since they were monstrously strong, there was no way to make them listen by force either.
So, a human who was friends with such a creature?
Impossible.
Audrey decided there was only one way to confirm it — by seeing it herself.
Hailyn, delighted, promised to show her.
Show her? What exactly?
Still skeptical, Audrey followed Hailyn to the edge of the domain.
After a long walk, the girl stopped and pointed toward the ground.
“Here! The protective stone Lord Arhan received from the orc elder is buried right here. He said it was a gift from a friend.”
Audrey frowned.
A protective stone?
She had already sensed the faint shamanic barrier over the land when she arrived — that wasn’t surprising. But a stone, even a blessed one, hardly proved friendship.
Protective stones weren’t rare. Even witches sold such charms for modest prices. And orcs occasionally bartered them at markets, usually for outrageous sums.
If anything, it sounded like the Heir of Steel had bought the stone and jokingly called it a “gift from a friend.”
“Hailyn, just because he received a stone doesn’t mean—”
“Check it yourself,” Hailyn interrupted firmly.
Audrey blinked.
The girl was stubborn.
Fine, she thought. Then I’ll show her what an orc shaman really is.
Closing her eyes, Audrey extended her senses into the ground. Her spiritual world unfurled like a shimmering veil, touching the stone buried beneath.
It trembled immediately.
“Let’s see what we have here,” she murmured.
The moment her power filled the area, Hailyn instinctively shivered.
The playful, petty witch was gone. In her place stood the true Witch of the Sky Empire — serious, regal, and terrifying.
No matter her flaws, her magical strength was among the greatest in the continent.
With a flick of her fingers, Audrey drew the shamanic energy out of the stone, weaving it into her own mental realm.
Then she sent a psychic signal — an invitation.
 A call to the entity bound to the charm.
Moments later, a signal returned.
And immediately—Her vision pulsed.
The strength of the returning presence made her mind reel.
‘…This isn’t ordinary.’
Even knowing that orc shamans were strong, this—This was something else entirely.
A chill ran down her spine.
Then came the voice.
A thunderous roar that rattled her spiritual world to its core.
「WHY HAVE YOU SUMMONED ME, LITTLE HUMAN GIRL?! Did I not spare you before? I read the stars and saw no harm in you — and yet you DARE interrupt the great Sherdik when he is BUSY?!」
The sheer volume made Audrey’s skull throb. Even from the voice alone, she could feel the barbaric fury of an orc. And the headache that came with it. It was unmistakable.
Definitely an orc.
「What, has your husband failed you, so now you seek an orc’s company?! Ha! I may be mighty, but I do not touch the mates of others! Besides, I despise weak human women!」
“Haah…” Audrey pressed her fingers to her temple.
Vulgar, loud, blasphemous—Referring to the Sky Father Himself as “your husband.”
Every word screamed orc.
She didn’t even bother trying to lecture him. Threats of divine punishment meant nothing to a race who’d laugh while being struck by lightning.
All she wanted was to ask her question and cut the connection.
But then she froze.
“…Wait a second.”
That face.
That enormous green snout and wicked grin—She knew it.
“The Guardian of the Sacred Lands?”
「Oho! Human girl! So you know the great Sherdik, the Orc Shaman?!」
“...Who doesn’t?” she muttered.
At her side, Hailyn’s eyes widened in awe.
To her, everything happening was pure magic — literally. Just a few words, and the witch had summoned a spirit halfway across the world. And not just any spirit, but one she recognized.
‘She really is a witch of legend!’ Hailyn thought, eyes sparkling.
Meanwhile, Audrey sighed deeply, gazing at the massive spirit looming in her mental realm.
Sherdik. The Mad Shaman of the Stars.
A legend among spiritualists — infamous, dangerous, and powerful beyond measure.
How the Heir of Steel had come into possession of one of his stones was beyond comprehension.
But that settled it.
There was no way someone like this would ever be friends with a mere “Sword Walker.”
Confident now, Audrey finally asked her question.
“I just need to confirm something. Are you... friends with the Heir of Steel, Arhan Karavan?”
「Friends? Where did you hear such nonsense?」
Audrey smirked. Exactly as she expected.
「He is not my friend, human girl!」
Of course.
「He is my best friend! My blood brother! The great Heir of Steel proved his valor and fought like a true orcish warrior! I named him an honorary orc!」
“…What?”
Audrey froze.
「What’s wrong? Did something happen to my brother-in-battle? When I read the stars, they told me all was well! Speak, woman! Has he fallen? No, that cannot be! I was planning to marry him to my beautiful daughter, Sherrijik!」
For a long moment, Audrey could only stare.
Her mind went blank.
…What?
Somewhere in the distance, a headache she didn’t know how to describe began to bloom.
Truly, utterly—She was speechless.
* * *
With each movement, the boy’s form changed.
A gypsy dancing like a flame. A woman of the sword, fierce and radiant. Then, in a whirl of motion, her image faded—and another appeared.
A rogue’s dagger, lonely yet unyielding. A shadow’s blade that cuts with purpose, embodying the life of a man who once sought freedom, love, and meaning through battle and pain.
Then, a knight emerged. His sword—steady, noble, bathed in twilight.
Needle. Fang. Dusk. Wildheart. Gale. Lamp.
Six blades.
Six lives.
Six souls who had fought the world and left their marks upon it.
Now long gone, but never forgotten.
“Ah…”
When the sword dance ended, the sky was ink-black. Even moonlight could barely pierce the depth of night. Crickets sang softly as the boy stood silent.
Tom, frozen in place, stared at him—but what he saw wasn’t a boy.
He saw his own past reflected back. His youth, when he had turned from glory to obscurity.
The mockery, the loneliness, the endless polishing of forgotten relics.
The nights spent drunk and wondering if he’d been wrong. If the blades he loved were truly soulless.
“Ah…”
The boy said nothing.
He didn’t have to.
Tom understood.
He finally knew his years hadn’t been wasted.
How could anyone see what he’d just seen and still say that swords held no souls?
Tears slipped down his cheeks before he realized it.
An old man’s tears — foolish, perhaps, but honest.
And the boy didn’t laugh.
So Tom didn’t hide them.
“There… truly are souls,” he whispered.
The boy remained silent, bathed in moonlight.
“Why… why show this to an old man like me?”
“Because,” the boy said softly, “I’ve devoured every weapon I brought from the Hall of Honor. When you asked where they were, I couldn’t lie. I wanted you to see the truth. Those blades… are now a part of me.”
“You could’ve just made up an excuse,” Tom said gently. “Said you lost them. Or sold them. No one treasures old weapons anymore. I would’ve believed you.”
“I didn’t want to lie to a friend.”
The boy smiled.
“That’s all.”
Tom’s heart surged.
Decades of loneliness flashed through his mind — and for the first time, they meant something.
He’d been right.
He had proof.
And gratitude flooded through him.
“Young lord,” he said quietly, voice trembling, “you can’t imagine how thankful I am.”
He smiled through his tears.
“Right now, I want to do anything for you. Truly, anything. If I could, I’d steal every weapon from the Hall of Honor and bring them to you, just to see this wonder again. To feel this awe again.”
He paused.
“But that would only serve my desires, not my gratitude. To repay you properly, I must give something that will help you.”
Tom straightened.
“I’ve heard your story. If I were a Swordmaster myself, I’d have challenged the man who destroyed your life — that monster Carlos — to a duel for revenge.
“But I’m just an old man. My skills are nothing next to a Swordmaster’s.”
The boy didn’t reply.
“So instead, I’ll do what I can. You don’t need vengeance done for you. You need a blade that can soar higher, sharper, truer.
“The steel in your blood must be reforged.”
“Yes,” the boy said quietly. “That’s what I need.”
“Then I’ll help you.”
Tom, the caretaker of the Hall of Honor, felt something stir in him — something he hadn’t felt in decades.
He wasn’t just a caretaker tonight.
He was a duelist again.
“For all my frail skill,” he said, smiling, “I’ll do whatever I can to make you stronger.”
He squared his shoulders, eyes gleaming in the moonlight.
“The first step,” he said, “is to help you unfurl your wings.”
He smiled.
“A Sword Expert, eh? For me, that’s not such a difficult thing.”
Decades ago, there hadn’t been a soul in the Iron Kingdom who didn’t know his name.
He had been a legend once. And tonight, under the pale moonlight, the legend stirred again.
“Truly,” he said, “I mean that.”
***
Beneath the same moonlight, Tom’s gaze was steady and resolute.
「Hm.」
I had only meant to speak the truth—but he’d ended up weeping and swearing himself to my aid.
Was it really that moving? Apparently, yes.
Because even my master’s dry voice rang amused in my mind.
「Jackpot.」
“…”
Yeah. That’s one way to put it.
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The Karavan Domain. Once a nameless, lifeless patch of land — now a place brimming with movement. No one could call it a dead village anymore. It was still too small to be a true territory, yet too lively to remain just a “village.”
Since the day Seol-Yoon had first set foot here, the change was astonishing. Back then, the only residents had been herself, Fetel, and Arhan. Now there were streets and laughter and footsteps.
That alone was miraculous progress.
“If you’d stayed, you would’ve liked this,” Seol-Yoon murmured.
 “You always loved to talk, remember? You’d have had so many people to chat with. Maybe you’d even recite one of your silly poems about the sunset you loved so much.”
She hadn’t gone to enjoy the new buildings or meet the new faces.
She had come to visit a friend who would never answer again.
Lighting a dry twig, Seol-Yoon slowly spun it in her fingers as she looked toward the sky — a gesture of the Markia Goddess Church’s funeral rite. As a faint white smoke rose from the branch, she whispered softly,
“May the Virgin of the Sky embrace you.” Then she placed the burning twig on Fetel’s grave. Next to the branch, a faint red lip-mark stained the stone — a trace Daisy had left behind.
Seol-Yoon smiled faintly and began to talk. About nothing in particular. Clumsy, rambling sentences spoken into the wind, as though the dead might answer. When she finally finished, she bowed her head one last time in prayer and began descending the ridge.
Halfway down, she met Hailyn — the bold little mage — and beside her, as usual, the infamously impolite witch Audrey.
The witch spotted her first.
“Coming down from the mountain, are you? Ah, I’ve heard Easterners love nature — don’t tell me you slept up there? Fascinating! Is this one of those… mystical Eastern things?”
Seol-Yoon’s face remained utterly blank.
Audrey had a rare gift: she could irritate anyone simply by existing.
While the witch chattered away, Hailyn chirped excitedly, her voice bright and fast like any young girl’s.
“I finally learned real magic! Not those useless tricks, but the real thing! The orc shaman Sherdik taught me a bunch of spells after I told him I wanted to help Lord Arhan! He even said I could summon him again anytime if I needed guidance! Maybe I can be more than just a steward now — maybe even a proper mage!”
“It’s still too early for that,” Audrey sniffed, folding her arms. “But I’m surprised that old lunatic taught you anything just because of your friend. The Star Herald isn’t exactly generous with his knowledge. Normally, he wouldn’t share so much as a sneeze with a human, even for a mountain of gold.”
“Lunatic? He was nice to me! He said if I ever visit the Orc Sanctuary, he’ll introduce me to his beautiful daughter! He said she’s very pretty!”
“Hailyn, you clearly don’t know orcish beauty standards. If an orc says she’s beautiful, she’s probably built like an ogre. One flick of her hand and she’d fold you in half.”
“Eek!”
Poor Hailyn. Once, she’d been a terrified girl kidnapped by a black mage, desperate to prove her worth. But now… she was starting to look her age again — bright-eyed, a little silly, a little loud.
To Seol-Yoon, that alone was worth more than any magic.
The girl’s laughter brought back memories — of the children who had once filled her long-lost home, and of those who had died hungry and cold, never given a chance to smile again.
So she was grateful — not because Hailyn had found her talent, but because she had found her innocence.
“Really, she could fold me with one hand?”
“Absolutely. And she’d still have a hand free for dessert.”
“T-then… should Lady Audrey run away too if an orc shows up?”
“Run? Me? Never! Do you think those filthy brutes could so much as touch the Great Witch of the Heavens? Before they got within reach, divine lightning itself would blast them to dust! Actually, they’d probably run away the moment they heard the word witch!”
“Whoa… witches are really that amazing?”
“Of course! You’ve only seen this backwater, but go to the Iron Kingdom’s Blade City — they bow when a witch walks by! And in the Sky Empire? They gaze at us with stars in their eyes!”
“So cool! Do you think I could ever become a witch someday?”
Audrey tilted her head, clearly pleased to have an audience.
“Hmph, who knows. You’ll have to work much harder. And besides, the Great Husband must like you — only the most beautiful can become witches like me.”
“Oh… then I guess I can’t. No one’s ever called me pretty.”
“Hmph! You’re still young, so you might have potential. If I could share my beauty, I’d give you a little, you know. I wouldn’t mind having a little sister like you.”
The two of them giggled together as they walked off, their laughter echoing down the path.
Seol-Yoon couldn’t help but smile. Despite their constant bickering, the witch and the girl suited each other strangely well. When they were gone, Seol-Yoon turned toward the quiet end of the village to train.
She was still trying to master Thousand-Shifting Form — to let her wings and her awakening power blend naturally with her body. But before she reached the clearing, she heard the sharp clang of steel on steel.
Following the sound, she found Arhan — and facing him, an unexpected opponent.
Tom, the caretaker of the Hall of Honor.
***
“I’ve told you before, Lord Arhan,” Tom said between breaths, “I like you. I like your duels, your spirit, all of it. So please understand—”
He smiled kindly… and then delivered the cruellest words possible.
“You really have no talent.”
…Kind tone, merciless content.
The Sword Runner
The standard of strength.
In this continent, when people spoke of “the strong,” they meant those who had reached the rank of Sword Runner.
It was a difficult threshold to cross.
But once a swordsman spread those wings, the world itself treated them differently.
A Sword Runner could stand toe-to-toe with mages and spiritual beings alike.
Mystic power could only be met with mystic power.
Beyond that, they surpassed mortal limits entirely.
A Sword Walker — like Arhan now — was faster, sharper, stronger than ordinary warriors, but still human.
A Sword Runner, however, moved with inhuman grace; their “wings” granted bursts of speed rivaling teleportation itself.
One Runner could slaughter entire legions of soldiers.
And to stand tall as a true swordsman, Arhan had to reach that height.
His fame in the Infinite Duel had been earned through coincidence and grit — not mastery.
Without wings, facing what was coming would be impossible.
Absolutely impossible.
“Your sense for mana is decent,” Tom said, wiping sweat from his brow. “But your physical coordination is terrible. You can imagine the movement in your mind, but your body can’t follow. I’d call you a dullard, but even that feels too kind.”
Of course.
He was untalented.
「If this is you after eating an orc’s blade and forcing growth, I might faint from astonishment,」 his master Liam grumbled.
“Please don’t start,” Arhan muttered.
「Should I spin a hundred somersaults above your head to celebrate? I can, you know — being bodiless has its advantages.」
“Please don’t.”
Seol-Yoon had taken flight after only a few training sessions. But then, she was a genius — a prodigy of prodigies. Arhan was neither. He wasn’t even average. He was a dullard.
“You’ve reached the hint of a Sword Runner,” Tom continued. “Your inner flame has already awakened — you just can’t wield it. When you finally feel mana coursing through your body as one, the wings will bloom.
“But your sensitivity is terribly dull. Perhaps the Goddess Refri herself placed a restriction upon your Karavan blood to keep things fair.”
He smiled apologetically.
“After all, to devour blades and become one with their souls… it’s far too powerful. Theoretically, if you ate every sword in existence, you could perform every sword art ever known! So maybe this… curse is the balance for such a gift.”
At that, Liam burst out laughing in Arhan’s head.
「Ha! He finally said it aloud! Did you hear that, my descendant? He called your body cursed!」
“Shut up.”
「Since when did the Steel Bloodline have a curse? Did I miss a memo? What is it — ‘The Curse of the Snail’? ‘The Curse of the Hopeless Meatbag’?」
“Please. Shut up.”
「Maybe the witch here can lift your ‘Curse of Complete Uselessness.’ Should we ask her?」
Arhan’s eyes twitched.
He wanted to swing his sword in the air just to make Liam shut up. And Tom’s sincere face didn’t help.
He looked so genuinely convinced that some divine restriction existed, Arhan couldn’t bear to correct him with, No, I’m just terrible at this.
“Judging by your movements,” Tom went on, “the issue isn’t nurturing your flame or strengthening your body. You need to forge your flame into yourself — temper your mana through that heat, just like steel in a furnace.”
“Ah.”
“For that, guided training is essential. Normally, that’s a teacher’s role, or a gifted disciple’s. But… I fear I’m not quite good enough for this task.”
He paused, thinking.
Then his eyes lit up.
“The Black Bride — she’s in this village, isn’t she?”
“I’ll ask her,” Arhan replied.
“Yes, good idea! If anyone can help, it’s her. She’s your complete opposite — if you’re the dullest under heaven, she’s heaven’s own genius. Ah— forgive me, that came out wrong!”
“…”
“You’re… uh — you’re kind-hearted! Yes, that’s it. Very kind-hearted! Ha ha ha!”
Tom was too honest for his own good.
Arhan’s heart ached.
Meanwhile, Liam did a triumphant loop overhead.
「The Curse of the Kind Dullard! Magnificent!」
Arhan ignored him with saintly restraint and said quietly,
“Tom, I need to tell you something.”
“Oh? What is it?”
“I might have mentioned this before, but the Iron Prince plans to stir up a storm soon. One that will sweep across the entire continent.”
Tom’s smile faded.
“That’s… frightening. And knowing him, entirely possible.”
“Yes. And he told me himself — I’ll be part of it. Whether I want to or not. Whatever he’s planning, I’ll be dragged into it.”
Tom’s expression darkened.
“That sounds more terrifying than any murder threat.”
“It is. That’s why I’m warning you now. When it comes, it’ll swallow everything near me. You’ve already done more than enough — but don’t stay too long, Tom. It’ll be dangerous.”
Tom chuckled softly.
“Danger, you say.”
He looked utterly unconcerned.
“Don’t worry, young lord. I’ll extend my vacation and stay until you become a Sword Runner. Whatever madness the Iron Prince stirs up, this old man is not so easily tossed aside.
“If a storm comes, I’ll be your wall.”
Warm words.
Reassuring.
After all, Tom wasn’t just anyone.
 He was a Sword Expert.
“Unless a Swordmaster himself arrives,” Tom said with a grin, “no one will harm you while I’m here.”
Strong, confident words.
 We both laughed.
“Haha haha haha!”
Neither of us knowing what kind of “storm” was already on its way.
Iron Kingdom — Chervil
In the land where strength was law, its mightiest city gleamed —
The capital.
 The Blade City, Chernī.
The Iron Prince had returned.
Unlike other nobles who paraded with dozens of guards and servants, his procession was quiet.
 The most noble youth in the kingdom traveled with only one escort.
And yet, every person on the streets knelt as he passed.
 No one dared look up.
 No one dared breathe too loudly.
The air itself smelled of metal.
The Iron Prince, Ian Chervil, murmured to himself,
“This city is still so dull.”
Gray hair fluttered in the breeze as he gazed beyond the walls of the Iron Palace — past the jagged fortress-stones that stabbed the sky like blades.
He smiled faintly.
“I’ll have to bring them some amusement soon. Something to make everyone laugh again.”
His eyes gleamed with a strange light.
“Very soon…”
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Chapter 98. Wings (1)
The condition for becoming a 「Sword Runner」 was to spread one’s wings. And those wings—strictly speaking—were another organ of a swordsman, much like the 「Mana Heart」 or the 「Path」.
The Mana Heart was proof that mana had accumulated within the body.
The Path was proof that that mana was circulating.
Then what were the wings?
“Phew.”
They were proof that the mana circulating inside the body could be expressed outward—proof that my mana could influence the external world and cause phenomena to occur. Therefore, to spread one’s wings, one had to release the mana flowing through the body and cause a phenomenon with that emitted mana.
“Damn it.”
Surprisingly, I had already met both the first and second conditions. And yet, I still couldn’t spread my wings. The reason was simple.
“Why on earth isn’t this working?”
The only methods I knew were those of 「Gale」 and 「The Light」. In other words, if I didn’t know how to unfold my own wings, they would never sprout. In short, I had to unfold the wings of Steel—the wings of the 「Karavan」.
『It’s because of the very strengths and weaknesses of the Steel Blood.』
 “What do you mean?”
 『The mana that gathers in a heart of steel bears the nature of steel. And the Path that extends from it does the same.』
 “I know that.”
 『Of course you do. Then tell me—what is the nature of steel mana?』
 “Compared to the mana of other swordsmen, it’s incredibly dense and solid. It doesn’t shift easily when struck and stays heavy where it is. Just like steel.”
 『Exactly. Heavy and unyielding. That’s why it’s difficult to unfold the wings of steel.』
Heavy and unyielding—just as Liam had said.
The mana stored in my body and flowing through my veins was far too heavy. That trait had helped me countless times so far—just by crossing blades, I could send opponents into mana shock, and even against stronger foes, I could fight on equal footing. But now, the same steel mana that had always aided me was the very thing shackling me.
『Steel mana has the property of immovability.』
Immovable—that word was perfect.
『Ordinary swordsmen’s mana is light. For a mere 「Sword Walker」, it’s almost weightless. That’s why, though fragile, it’s also free. The flimsy mana that flows like thread can easily be drawn out to form wings—if only one can bring it outside. That’s the hard part.』
 “Right.”
 『But what about the steel mana you feel right now? No matter how you try, it clings stubbornly to your Mana Heart and Path. It won’t move. It’s frozen solid—just like real steel.』
Liam looked straight at me.
『If other people’s mana is water, then yours is metal. Others pour their mana into a bowl, and it takes the bowl’s shape. Into a cup, and it takes the cup’s shape. But your mana—drawing it out is hard enough already. And even if you do, it refuses to change form.』
 “Then what should I do?”
 『You must melt it—with your flame.』
Flame.
Liam said the same thing Tom once had.
『Didn’t I tell you? The Steel Blood and your Mystery have perfect affinity. You were lucky—despite your lack of talent—that your mystery bloomed as a flame. Had it been anything else, you’d have been stuck against this wall for three more years, my young descendant.』
 “……”
 『Well, perhaps ‘lucky’ isn’t the right word. If you’d had even a hint of talent, you’d have sensed the Mystery from experience alone and already spread your wings. Tsk. To think you’re this talentless...』
Talent—damn that word. I was sick of hearing it.
“Ah.”
Standing still, I focused and swung my sword. I tried to recall the sensation I’d had when using 「Gale」 or 「The Light」—mana circulating through my entire body, then exhaled outward, stirring the air around me.
I tried to recreate that feeling as precisely as I could. But no matter how I tried, my mana refused to flow outward.
It was too heavy. Far too heavy. I couldn’t even imagine how to draw out the solidified steel mana inside me. Even if I managed to, what then? How was I supposed to forge this solid substance into a “Mystery”? Could something so heavy... become wings? Could something this dense—really make me fly?
『Do not worry.』
 “……”
 『The wings of steel are stronger than any other.』
As if reading my thoughts, Liam reassured me.
『Once you unfold them, you’ll fly farther than anyone else. Truly—farther than anyone.』
Listening to Liam’s clumsy comfort, I steadied my breath. I recalled both Liam’s teachings and Tom’s. Melt the flame into your body. Refine your rigid mana into the form that suits you. Just as molten steel is heated in a furnace and hammered into shape...
“Arhan?”
While I was deep in concentration, Seol Yoon appeared.
“I heard you needed guided training?”
 “Ah, yes.”
 “Want me to help?”
Seeing her blink those innocent eyes, I nodded.
“Yes, I’d be grateful.”
At my reply, Seol Yoon picked up a wooden training sword. As she turned it over in her hands, I hoped the guided practice would help somehow. But what was guided practice, exactly? I’d never formally learned swordsmanship, so I asked—and she answered.
“Simply put, think of it as sparring. The more skilled one points out the other’s weaknesses, and you focus the duel around that. Don’t worry about the details—I’ll handle it. Just think of it as a match.”
A sparring match.
A simple explanation.
But hadn’t we sparred endlessly before? Would that really help? Especially since Seol Yoon had even lost to me once during the 「Infinite Duel」.
I wasn’t convinced, but I picked up a wooden sword anyway. As I felt its texture and faced Seol Yoon, who aimed her sword toward me—“Come at me first.” And then— “Mm.”
Seven seconds later, I was flat on the floor.
“Arhan.”
 “Yes.”
 “You really are talentless.”
 “…I’ve heard enough of that.”
In that short span, Seol Yoon had risen to a level I couldn’t touch. Without using 「The Light」, the gap between us was enormous—the difference between a 「Sword Walker」 and a 「Sword Runner」, compounded by the gap in our swordsmanship itself. Put together, our duel looked like a child fighting an adult.
While I lay there stunned, she delivered an even harsher blow.
“At least you’re hardworking.”
 “Just call me talentless, please.”
 “Then I will.”
Seeing her nod, I almost burst into tears. Before I could even breathe, she leaned close and said.
“So, where do you want me to start pointing out your problems?”
 “…How many are there, exactly?”
 “Seventy-one?”
 “……”
Damn it.
 “Start from the forty-fourth, please…”
***
Guided training. Simply put—sparring.
The process of reaching 「Sword Runner」 was similar to when I’d clung to that cliff to become a 「Sword Beginner」.
“Don’t dodge. Parry or deflect it head-on.”
Seol Yoon said that when she decided to become a 「Sword Runner」, the image of her own mystery appeared naturally in her mind. She understood it intuitively, extended her Path outward, formed her wings, and instinctively knew how to manifest phenomena. That was something impossible for me. Only a genius among geniuses like Seol Yoon could do that.
I lacked both understanding and instinct. So what could I do?
“Coming.”
 “Phew.”
I had to make my body need wings—push myself to the limit so that my very flesh would crave them. Just like when I’d faced Fetel for the first time, and my Mana Heart had formed naturally under the overwhelming pressure of a superior being.
“Ugh!”
But the problem was, my body had become too used to danger. I’d fought too many battles against those stronger than me. Now, my instincts hardly stirred at ordinary threats.
“I said don’t dodge!”
Swish.
A wooden sword passed right before my eyes.
I couldn’t even see its path. Seol Yoon, using the acceleration of her wings, was terrifyingly fast now. And it wasn’t just speed—thanks to 「Thousandfold Change」, her movements constantly shifted—slow to fast, fast to slow—unceasingly and endlessly. Keeping up with that speed was almost impossible.
“How the hell—”
Parry or deflect, she said. But how could I parry what I couldn’t even see?
Compared to Seol Yoon’s, my sword was painfully slow. The steel mana clinging to my heart and veins refused to move swiftly. Steady and honest, perhaps—but never quick. 
I felt like a dog staring up at a bird’s wings—barking helplessly.
“Don’t give up so easily. Stop doubting. Trust your instincts. Let your mana flow naturally through your body. Didn’t Tom tell you? Make your mana fit you. To do that, you need flexibility. Right now, your body’s too rigid—like it’s frozen solid.”
 “I’ve fought like this all my life. How am I supposed to change?”
 “You’ve been a Sword Walker till now—planning to stay one forever?”
She was right.
Gritting my teeth, I met her strike—but as soon as our swords touched, 「Thousandfold Change」 unfolded. My blade twisted easily, and her wooden sword spun through the air—its tip landing against my neck. In real combat, I’d have died a hundred times already.
“Again.”
Stop doubting? Trust my instincts? 
That wasn’t something I understood.
I spat blood onto the floor. The doubt didn’t stop.
Was this really the right method?
Could someone like me—an idiot with no talent—truly reach 「Sword Runner」?
Surely that was something only Seol Yoon could do.
“Again.”
Then, suddenly, I wondered—Was not doubting really the answer?
“Again.”
I was a dullard. Relying on instinct and sudden enlightenment didn’t suit me. So what did suit me? After thinking for a moment, I remembered the way I’d always done things—doubting everything, breaking it apart, obsessively digging until I found the truth.
“Again.”
With that thought, I stopped watching Seol Yoon’s sword and focused on my own. The trembling wooden blade, scarred from countless clashes—Could I really make the heavy steel mana light and flexible? No. My doubt declared it impossible. Then what was possible? If something heavy wished to fly—how should it fly? Were all creatures that could fly light? Were all wings delicate? 
No.
The dragons of the Sky Mountains bore massive bodies like mountains, and the wyverns of the northern continent dwarfed even the Karavan manor—yet they ruled the skies. They carried their immense weight faster than any being alive.
 How?
“Again.”
Wings.
What kind of wings did they have?
“Again.”
Doubt spun endlessly.
Was becoming light truly the answer? My teacher had said—the steel of Karavan could fly farther than any other, stronger than any other. Then would the wings capable of such flight be thin and light? Of course not. They would have to be thick, powerful, and unbreakable. If there was enough strength, heaviness wouldn’t matter.
A new image began forming in my mind—not of a bird’s wings, but something out of legend—wings mighty enough to lift anything.
“Again.”
Doubt gave birth to a thousand images, each fading and reforming.
The image of “wings” I’d always held shattered and remade itself. And before I knew it, my steel mana began to stir. The mana clinging to my heart and Path—did I really need to separate it? If wings were part of my body, then they didn’t have to be separate organs. They could grow from those very roots.
Not creation—connection.
I closed my eyes and focused on the new image. Not forming something new, but expanding what already existed. Wings sprouting from the heart—stronger than any separate ones. They wouldn’t be torn by any storm. They would never break.
Yes.
“Agai…n?”
“……”
Clang!
Her sword clashed against mine—and thunder echoed through the air.
A trembling ran through my whole body, different from before.
“Ah.”
Seol Yoon’s expression had changed.
Facing her, I said—“Let’s go one more round.”
I was starting to grasp something.
『Yes.』
A set of wings unlike those from 「Gale」 or 「The Light」—so different they almost didn’t belong to the same category. Heavier. Denser. But stronger. I could feel their shape clearly now.
『At last, you take your first step, you dull brat.』
It felt as though a ray of light had pierced the long darkness before me. Seol Yoon hesitated slightly, raising her sword again.
My heartbeat pounded, and heat flared from my chest, spreading through my whole body—each thud echoing like a hammer in a forge.
“…Again.”
Clang—!
The sound of heated metal being forged.
“Once more, please.”
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Chapter 99. Wings (2)
Training to become a 「Sword Runner」— It had been several days since I began that endless sparring under the guise of “guided training.” Ever since I had grasped the thread of understanding, I could feel my sword changing bit by bit with every sunrise and sunset.
The moment I felt the results of my training, motivation came naturally.
There was nothing more rewarding than visible progress.
Liam had been right.
My training process was like a blacksmith forging a sword. As a smith hammers metal into shape, I was being hammered down, refined, and reshaped. Into something new—harder, sharper, steadier.
“The plaza’s looking quite nice these days.”
Even the Karavan territory was changing. That was thanks to Hailyn and Audrey—a perfect partnership. Both were skilled mages, and mages made excellent administrators.
The landscape of the domain changed by the day. Even merchants had begun setting up stalls in the streets. That morning, I bought a bottle of milk—and it tasted good. It reminded me of the milk I used to drink as a child.
“Ah, Young Master! It’s thanks to you that I learned a great spell!”
 “Thanks to me? What do you mean?”
 “You’ll see! I got a really good teacher because of you!”
Hailyn said something mysterious. A teacher? Did that proud witch actually agree to teach her magic? When I looked at Audrey with a questioning face, she, as always, just sniffed proudly and refused to explain.
Hailyn smiled brightly and said,
“Look forward to it! I’ve learned a brand-new spell—or rather, a ritual. I’ll be testing it tonight, and I’ll definitely show you, Young Master!”
 “Ah, sure.”
 “Promise!”
Well, change and growth were always good things.
Watching Hailyn and Audrey leave, I headed toward the training grounds. There stood Seol Yoon—and the wretched wooden sword that had become my nemesis. Beside the nicked sword were dozens of broken ones.
“Shall we start again today?”
The dozens of wooden swords I had broken.
“Yes.”
Yes—change and growth were good.
And I, too, was changing. I was growing. Clearly.
***
The wings of a Sword Runner were, by nature, something like a mirage. They weren’t true physical organs, but manifestations of mana—a visualized form of the 「Road」. Sword Runners’ wings sprouted naturally the moment their mana began affecting the external world.
They were created by the resonance between one’s inner mana and the mana of nature.
Seol Yoon’s wings were like that. Fittingly for one who bore the Mystery of 「Thousandfold Change」, her wings constantly shifted—unstable yet perfect, incomplete yet complete.
They had no fixed shape, which meant they could become anything. Because of that, Seol Yoon’s mana tended to be lighter—capable of swift transformation. It was her one weakness.
Compared to swordsmen of her level, Seol Yoon’s mana was lighter. When she faced opponents equal or superior to her, she always suffered from mana shock. But she was well aware of that weakness. That was why she never fought head-on.
She used her opponents’ strength against them, employing ingenious transformations to disable her foes. It was the pinnacle of technique—a feat only a genius like her could achieve.
To Seol Yoon, Arhan’s current method looked nothing short of madness.
“…You’re trying to grow your wings from your Mana Heart? Instead of creating a new pair of wings outside your body, you’re connecting the Heart, the Road, and the Wings into one system? Why in the world would you do that…?”
Arhan had abandoned the conventional method—lightening his mana and separating it. Instead, he tried to form wings rooted in his heart, keeping his mana heavy and solid. Not creating something new, but developing and connecting what already existed.
When Seol Yoon realized that, she was horrified.
“If you fight someone stronger like that, and suffer mana shock, it won’t just be a light injury! Normally, you could fold your wings and avoid internal damage—but if everything’s connected, the backlash will reach your heart. It’s insanely dangerous!”
 “I know.”
 “Then why—why would you…?”
To her, Arhan’s actions were idiotic and reckless.
She thought he’d obsessed so long over “wings” that he’d gone off the deep end.
Why isn’t that immortal stopping him?
There was always that Sword Immortal watching over him. So why did that great being allow Arhan to make such a mistake? Seol Yoon couldn’t understand. But.
“Try crossing swords with me before saying more.”
When the spar began, she began to understand—just a little.
“…Huh?”
A brief exchange.
Just a few familiar clashes—moves they’d repeated dozens of times. But when it ended, Seol Yoon found herself dropping her sword. 
No—she hadn’t dropped it.
She simply couldn’t hold it anymore.
She stared in shock at the fallen wooden blade. It was intact. Then she looked at her hands.
“…!”
Her palms were a wreck. The soft skin had torn and bled, her fingers were bruised black and numb. Before she even realized it, her hands had been ruined—she could barely even clench them, let alone hold a sword.
“What… is this?”
She frowned and looked at Arhan.
He hadn’t moved a step. Standing rooted to the ground like a statue, holding his sword steady.
To Seol Yoon’s eyes, he looked like a monument—a statue of steel erected in the heart of the city.
Even though his technique wasn’t yet complete, Arhan’s sword was abnormally firm—so solid it made her question if such hardness even belonged to a swordsman. Wiping the blood from her hands, she looked at him again—and then she understood.
“Arhan.”
 “Yes.”
 “…Your sword—who is it meant to fight?”
Seol Yoon’s sword was designed for duels between swordsmen. 
She could mimic any swordsmanship after seeing it once, perfect it, and then evolve it even further. 
She stole others’ skills, devoured them, and wielded them alongside 「Thousandfold Change」 to reign invincible among her peers. Her talent was divine.
To Seol Yoon, swordsmanship was a battle of wits and technical precision. After all, martial arts were created so the weak could fight the strong—so, naturally, when judging skill between swordsmen, technique mattered most.
That wasn’t just her opinion—it was common knowledge across the continent.
Once one surpassed a certain level, physical training lost importance. As long as the body met the basic threshold, it was enough. Even in formal academies, strength training was reserved for trainees below the 「Sword Beginner」 stage.
Technique—that was what mattered. How skilled was your sword art? How many moves could you read, how many could you execute? That was the essence of swordsmanship—everyone said so.
Those were the words Seol Yoon had heard all her life. The standard by which the continent measured swordsmen. But.
“Unreasonable.”
Arhan’s sword shattered that “common sense.”
“Incomprehensible.”
Technique? Crude.
If it were a pure test of skill, he would lose ten out of ten times to an academy graduate. 
Tactical finesse? Nonexistent.
He had his sharp intuition and obsessive doubt, yes—but even that would crumble before refined sword arts.
To Seol Yoon, Arhan’s sword seemed primitive, even pitiful. And yet—
“In a world that takes away what you love without hesitation…”
She couldn’t imagine that sword breaking. No technique, no refinement, no beauty. Just a blade that would never yield, never bend, never fall—no matter the storm.
A sword that could withstand even the sundering of continents and the collapse of the sky.
Immovable steel.
“My sword is a sword to fight the world.”
Seol Yoon didn’t understand the words. No such line existed in the swordsmanship she had learned. And yet—her heart pounded.
Every time she looked at Arhan’s sword, something stirred within her.
“…How strange.”
Change and growth were good things.
“Again.”
And it wasn’t just the boy who was growing.
The girl facing him was, too.
“Again.”
They were both climbing higher.
 Upward—ever upward.
***
『By the standards of this age, the girl’s sword is correct.』
That night, under the moonlight, Liam spoke.
『The sword has existed in this world for countless ages. Techniques have been codified, studied, and recorded. By all measures, that girl’s sword is the most efficient, elegant, and perfect form there is.』
 “……”
 『She walks the finest path a swordsman can tread.』
I listened silently.
『But tell me,』
 “……”
 『Can a single great swordsman truly raise their blade against the world?』
Liam’s words were heavier than ever.
『Can a mortal stand upon this continent, shaped by the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords, and proclaim that this world is unjust, that it must be challenged? Can a single being do that?  And even if they could—would those divine beings ever listen? No. They would ignore, scorn, and crush them.』
 “……”
 『My young descendant—you said you would raise your blade against the world. That you would avenge all that was stolen from you by the Swordmaster. To do so, you would become one yourself. Then you must become someone who can stand against the world. You must become a sword that can face anything.』
Liam’s eyes reflected my figure.
『You are dull—a slow learner. You cannot walk the same path as that girl.
 But you have another talent.』
 “……”
 『The talent of a hero.』
In his gaze, I was still a small, shabby figure.
『A talent to become a legend, to build an epic, and, in the end, a myth.』
 “……”
 『And fortunately, that talent fits perfectly with the sword of Karavan.』
Even though my frame had grown broader and my muscles thicker, my face still carried traces of a boy. Panting with exhaustion, I looked pitiful.
『In the first age, swords did not even exist. When I first took up a blade, my foes were not skilled swordsmen using refined techniques. There were no Mana Hearts, Roads, or Wings.
 My enemy was the blood-soaked age itself— A world twisted by malice.』
 “…Ah.”
 『So I needed a sword that could fight that.』
The moonlight was cold. Under that pale blue glow, Liam’s eyes shone like steel.
『A sword that would not break, even against the entire world.』
 “……”
 『That is the conviction from which the Steel was born.』
My stamina had reached its limit. After swinging my sword to exhaustion, I felt I might collapse any moment.
『My young descendant.』
 “Yes.”
 『Are you ready to take flight?』
 “Yes.”
Even so, I didn’t fall. I stood tall—and faced my master.
『Do you remember what I once told you?』
 “Which words, Master?”
 『That you would need three blades to take flight.』
I remembered. After those words, I had devoured 「Gale」 and 「The Light」. Now, I only needed one more blade to make three. Was he finally going to tell me what the last one would be? As I wondered, he spoke.
『There are already three blades within you, ready to be offered to the wings.』
 “…Pardon? You must be mistaken. I’ve only devoured two—”
 『No, three. You simply haven’t realized it yet.』
An unexpected revelation.
『From now on, you will keep swinging your sword without rest—until you can fully melt and understand 「Gale」 and 「The Light」. When you have mastered those two blades, you will come to know the identity of the third.』
 “……”
 『And then—and only then—will the Wings of Steel sprout.』
Words beyond imagination. A third sword—hidden within me? As my mind spun, my master added,
『You’d best hurry.』
With a faint, knowing smile.
『It seems the world has no intention of leaving you in peace.』
He looked toward the distant horizon.
***
While the boy and girl continued their training, a faint groaning voice echoed from another part of the village.
“Ugh…”
The voice belonged to Hailyn. It was a time when she would normally be asleep, yet she was climbing the ridge overlooking the Karavan lands, gazing up at the night sky.
The black heavens are dotted with stars and moonlight.
“If I’m following the method correctly, this should be right… But I can’t tell if I’m seeing it properly. Maybe I should’ve brought Lady Audrey. Was it too greedy to try alone…?”
She had come to test what she had learned. And the technique she used was rather unusual—not the black magic she’d learned from Jerry Selfit, nor the basic magic Audrey had taught her.It was something newly inherited—A spell, no—a ritual.
“Mm.”
The orcish shaman Sherdik had passed it down to her—The ancient orc ritual called 「Constellation」. Ordinarily, a human could never perform it, but because her mana had been twisted by Jerry Selfit’s black magic, Hailyn was now capable of invoking orcish sorcery. And so, her eyes now saw a sight no human could see—the dance of stars revealing the threads of fate.
It was the foundation of 「Constellation」—a form of astrology that read the movement of the heavens to foresee destiny. Reading the stars’ precise, orderly motions, Hailyn divined the fate approaching the Karavan territory. As shamans do, the vision was abstract and symbolic.
“What… is this? Seven… swords?”
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Chapter 100. Wings (3)
「The principle of acceleration within Wings lies in connection.」
During our continued training, Liam began giving me advice unlike his usual vague, cryptic remarks. This time, they were meaningful—practical teachings I could actually apply.
「Simply put, it’s about linking your body with the Paths that extend from you—and then drawing yourself along those Paths in an instant.」
 “Drawing myself along with them?”
 「When you reach the realm of a Sword Runner, the range of Paths you can extend as a Sword Walker expands dramatically. You’ll be able to stretch your Paths far beyond what you can now.」
The Path—The force that allows one to sense danger and move at superhuman speed. Upon reaching the Sword Runner stage, that same force helps the swordsman cause phenomena.
「When you extend a Path toward an enemy and intend to accelerate, the pre-extended Path pulls you forward. That’s what allows for a charge so fast it seems like teleportation.」
 “Pulls me forward…”
 「The same principle applies to the acceleration of thought. The Paths spread throughout your body let you perceive the world in slow motion, like a superhuman. Your Wings, in turn, pull your perception forward—allowing you to predict farther ahead, to see a further world. That is the secret of acceleration hidden within Wings.」
Hearing that, I finally understood why Sword Runners were called “ghosts of the battlefield.”
A Sword Runner who could extend Paths across the field could instantly perceive the state of the entire battle—every opponent, every movement. After all, receiving information through Paths was something even a Sword Walker could do.
A Sword Runner simply received more, faster, and from farther away. But that wasn’t all.
A Sword Runner could act on that information. They would instinctively know where they needed to be and—by pulling on the Path they’d already extended—actually become present there. Not just moving fast—existing precisely where they were needed. Thus, “ghost of the battlefield.” A nightmare for their enemies.
「If you wish to use the 「Gale」 you’ve ingested properly, you must grasp this well.」
 “Why is that?”
 「Right now, you only use the vagabond’s Mystery to disrupt tangled flows and break your enemies’ formations. But the original wielder of that sword didn’t fight that way. He read the events of the battlefield clearly through his Paths, and by disturbing those interconnected threads, he rendered his enemies powerless. He achieved the same result as if he were present—without ever being there. He became a single gust of wind.」
Liam looked straight at me.
「My young descendant, you think you’ve fully absorbed the swords you’ve devoured, but from my view, you are still clumsy. Look with a wider gaze. And as I always say—doubt everything. Was that truly the best way? Could it not be better? Always ask that.」
 “…Understood.”
Liam was being unusually generous with his advice.
That very fact made me uneasy.
Something’s coming, I thought.
Even in the face of disaster, Liam normally spoke in riddles and abstractions, forcing me to find meaning myself. But now, he was clear and precise—almost kind. 
Why? Was the coming danger so great that he had no choice but to prepare me directly? Or had he suddenly decided to act like a benevolent master? I doubted the latter. Which only made my unease grow.
“Phew.”
Still, all I could do was swing my sword.
Connect from the Mana Heart. Keep the Mana solid, like the Paths within your body, and let the Wings grow from there. Not Wings that sprout from the back, but Wings that burst through the shoulder blades, grown from the Mana Heart itself.
I pictured the image clearly and began channeling Mana. Every time, I felt the day was too short—twenty-four hours was never enough. Day slipped away quickly, night arrived too soon.
I wanted a body that didn’t need sleep. 
Why had the gods made humans tired, forcing them to waste eight hours a day in unconsciousness? Why did we need to eat to keep our strength? Even the hours lost to sleep and meals felt unbearably wasteful.
“You’ve improved greatly, Young Master.”
Tom’s words from before made me even more impatient.
“Have I?”
 “Yes. You’ve fully grasped the sensation.”
 “Then—”
 “At this rate, you’ll reach 「Sword Runner」 within six months at the latest.”
Six months.
“…Six months?”
 “Yes. Why that face? Reaching from 「Sword Walker」 to 「Sword Runner」 in half a year is an incredible feat! Why do you look disappointed—?”
Half a year. About 180 days.
Tom, the caretaker, said it so lightly, but after hearing him, I went to Liam to confirm. 
Would it really take me six months?
「Longer.」
Liam’s reply was short and absolute.
…Of course.
I didn’t even need an explanation to accept it. Reaching 「Sword Runner」 in an instant would’ve been stranger. Even Seol Yoon, a heaven-sent genius, had needed far longer—and deep enlightenment—to spread her Wings. For someone like me, half a year was already fast.
I owed that speed to my peculiar ability—to devour swords. Without the blood of Karavan, I’d still be floundering. When Swordmaster Carlos turned our domain into a land of death, I’d been left alone, practicing from a cheap sword manual for a year.
It yielded nothing. I couldn’t even reach 「Sword Beginner」. If not for Liam, I’d still be digging holes in the dark. So I should have been satisfied with “half a year.” But I wasn’t. I couldn’t be.
“Haa…”
I wanted to grow stronger—faster. Greed filled me. 
I wanted power that could be seen.
I wanted a sharper sword, sooner.
I wanted to reach that bastard.
To gouge out the eyes of Carlos, who still looked down on me with contempt. To make him kneel, to sever his limbs. And then to execute the Iron Prince who had once commanded him.
I wanted to erase, from this world, all who still lived after stealing everything precious to me.
If the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses refused to judge them—then I would.
Things I couldn’t accept.
Things that made no sense.
A world that had gone wrong. I wanted to set it right—sooner, faster.
「Even half a year feels long to you?」
 “Yes.”
 「Of course. You’ve always been that way.」
Liam smiled faintly.
「Do not worry. A Karavan grows amidst storms. Like steel that hardens the more it is struck by flame, you will only grow stronger through trials.」
He gazed again toward some faraway place.
「A trial is coming. A great one.」
***
Liam’s concrete guidance helped immensely—especially his lesson about the Path. 
Understanding that the acceleration of Wings came from the Path pulling its master painted a vivid image in my mind.
If my Wings were to sprout from the Mana Heart, they’d be tightly bound to me—far more deeply than any ordinary Wings. Then perhaps I could use my Paths in the same way. As soon as the thought struck, I acted on it.
From that moment, my heart became more tightly linked to the Paths. Not merely in vision, but as if bound by real knots. I could feel the connection.
The Paths branching through my body began to intertwine, just like veins in flesh. The sensation grew vivid. My Sword Walker senses expanded dramatically—I could almost see Seol Yoon’s sword.
At the same time, I began predicting the movements created by her Wings. Not by sight, but by reading them through the Paths. When I tried to mimic her movement, I felt as though my own Paths pulled me along.
Out of every ten swings, one made me feel the sword dragging me forward. Following that pull, I could move at a speed that surprised even myself—just like a Sword Runner accelerating, just like flying with wings.
“That’s it!”
 “Yes?”
 “That! That feeling of the sword pulling you, not your feet moving. Once you awaken that sensation and control it—you’ll be able to spread your Wings. Just a little further.”
My heart pounded.
Just a little.
I’d never realized such words could be so thrilling.
Every swing of the sword filled me with joy.
The sensation of growing and changing with each motion—it was bliss. In the midst of that elation, Tom spoke.
“You’ve taken a step forward. That’s it. Think of every Path as being connected. That’s why the power of a 「Sword Walker」 is called ‘Path’ in the first place. If you are the master of the Path, you should be able to go wherever your Paths reach, shouldn’t you?”
 “Ah…”
 “A Sword Walker extends Paths. A Sword Runner walks them. To exist wherever your Path leads—that is the secret power contained within the Wings.”
Tom clapped his hands and laughed. Then, as always, he drifted into an old tale.
“That’s why they call a Sword Runner the ‘Ghost of the Battlefield.’ Think of ghosts in old tales—they appear everywhere, impossible to flee from.”
 “Yes.”
 “Do you know how that expression first came about? It’s quite an old story… ah, am I rambling again? If you need to return to training, I’ll stop. This old man gets carried away—ha ha.”
 “No, I’d like to hear it.”
Having pushed myself to the limit, I welcomed the brief pause. Besides, there was often hidden wisdom in Tom’s stories. Humans, after all, are creatures who learn from the past.
“Hmm-hmm. Then listen well.”
He looked delighted, his lips twitching with excitement. That boyish eagerness was one of Tom’s charms. Clearing his throat like a storyteller, he began.
“Long ago, there was an age when the term ‘Sword Runner’ didn’t even exist. Back then, the sword itself was a novelty. There were only blades, spears, shields—blood, arrows, fire, and steel. Metal weapons weren’t categorized, and edged tools were seen merely as instruments for killing. It was an age of war. There were no Mana Hearts, no Paths, no Wings—only flesh, blood, and screaming steel.”
Tom’s tone was warm.
“In that era of despair, a wanderer appeared on a battlefield. He yawned amidst blood and flame—too relaxed to be a soldier. People thought he’d gone mad from the endless war. At least, until he began to swing his sword.”
 “……”
 “When he swung, he was everywhere on the battlefield—like a ghost. Only then did people truly see him. The brilliant banner, the Lazy Idler, the elusive sword… you can guess who I mean.”
Tom smiled knowingly.
“Rhapsody—the House Rhapsody. Of the Great Five Houses, the most free-spirited. Descendants of the Lazy Idler. The word ‘Sword Runner’ was born from their ancestor. Ironic, isn’t it? The laziest sword in history became the fastest on the continent.”
 “……”
 “That legend still lives on. Bards sing that when a Rhapsody’s sword reaches its peak, it becomes the fastest blade in existence—a sword that can be everywhere at once. Especially the current head, Hugo Rhapsody—they say he’s like a storm, less a man, more a natural disaster.”
***
The Iron City, Ferma.
At its heart, the circular coliseum, the 「Arena」, had finally grown quiet. The main event had long ended, and even the lesser matches were done. Spectators had gone home, the streets filled only with drunks slumped over or thieves prowling for easy prey.
The lights were out. Only the cold blue moon illuminated Iron City. 
In the dark, a man walked down an iron street. His face was hidden by a mask, his body wrapped in ragged cloth. A beggar’s silhouette—except for the long, thin sword jutting from his side. It resembled the kind of blade noblewomen carried to end their lives if dishonored—a weapon for suicide or last-ditch resistance, not for killing others.
“Hey, pal. This is our turf.”
 “……”
 “Our turf, got it? If you’re lookin’ for a place to sleep, go somewhere else. Damn it, maybe it’s ‘cause the Infinite Duel ended—lately, all kinds of nobodies are crawling outta the woodwork.”
When the shabby man stepped deeper into the alley, the local beggars bared their teeth.
They didn’t welcome outsiders—especially not another mouth to feed.
“Get lost.”
They crowded him, thinking they could scare him off—or, if not, kill him quietly and bury the body.
The city guards didn’t patrol these alleys at night anyway.
As they jeered and prodded, the man finally spoke.
“I’m looking for the coliseum.”
 “What?”
 “They called it the Arena, didn’t they? I have business with the one who runs it. They must answer for something.”
The beggars burst into laughter.
A beggar demanding an audience with the Arena’s master? He had to be insane—or delusional. His accent marked him as from one of the Six Free Cities, and beggars from there were notorious braggarts.
“You son of a—”
The frontmost beggar raised his hand to strike.
The others chuckled, tossing coins and scraps.
Ting.
A steel coin spun into the air.
And then──light flashed.
“─!”
In the heartbeat that coin took to fall, the alley turned to slaughter. The beggars collapsed like a sandcastle struck by a wave. Flesh, bone, and blood disintegrated into fine dust and scattered silently to the ground. It was as smooth and quiet as sand slipping through fingers.
Ting.
The coin landed.
When it clinked against the ground, only one beggar remained breathing—staring blankly at the man amid the ruin. He blinked once—and the man was suddenly right before him, close enough for their faces to touch. He hadn’t seen him move. Couldn’t have.
“I asked where the coliseum is.”
The man’s voice was less human than beastlike—a growl from deep within the throat. To the beggar, he no longer looked human. No—no longer even alive.
What stood there was a sword.
“My son met with an accident there. So tell me where it is—before I return every worthless soul in this wretched Iron City to the gods.”
Seven swords.
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Chapter 101. Wings (4)
“Let’s see if the seeds I’ve sown are sprouting properly.”
 “There will be no problem, Your Highness. You are ever perfect.”
 “Indeed. I never doubt myself. But I can trust nothing else in this continent. For in this world, the only flawless being—”
 A faint smile.
 “—is me.”
 “……”
 “Carlos, have you truly scattered the seeds of the vortex as ordered? It’s not that I doubt your skill… it’s your pitiful conviction that troubles me.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Yes. The heir of Steel still lives because, for one fleeting moment, your blade dulled. An executioner who should obey his master’s will completely—acting on his own beliefs? How ridiculous.”
 “…You need not worry. This time, everything has been handled perfectly.”
 “Can you swear that on your honor?”
The Iron Prince’s tone, so light moments before, suddenly weighed heavy as iron.
Carlos met those eyes—the sharp, soul-piercing eyes of his master—and answered.
“Yes. I swear it.”
The Iron Prince watched him in silence.
“There is no need for concern,” Carlos continued.
 “The young master of House Rhapsody’s spirit is completely shattered. His body lives, but inside he is already ruined.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Yes. The pitiful boy fled, sobbing, and upon returning to his domain, he will surely rant and rave about things that never happened—false memories, forcibly implanted, just as you desired.”
 “And what words did you put in that precious heir’s mouth?”
 “Most likely, he is saying this at this very moment.”
Carlos’s voice turned dry, mechanical.
“Father, a gladiator from the outskirts of the Iron Kingdom ambushed us cowardly. He insulted me, he insulted the name of Rhapsody, and he butchered poor, innocent Joseph who knew nothing of battle. I barely escaped with my life through luck and shameful cunning, but I despise myself for failing my noble duty. I wish to drive my own sword through my throat. I can no longer live beneath the same sky as that wretch. Please, Father, avenge me—avenge both Joseph and me. The man’s name was Sword Demon Liam…”
Even as Carlos spoke, the Iron Prince, Ian Cherville, looked far from pleased. His pathological suspicion was infamous throughout the continent—but this time, his executioner had done his work flawlessly.
Far away, in the Six Free Cities, a broken young heir was muttering those exact words, not one syllable out of place:
“P-please, Father… avenge us… avenge me… Joseph… the man’s name… was…”
And so, the trap was sprung.
***
All Paths are connected. My training revolved around that phrase. Rather than chasing the new concept of Wings, I focused on evolving the Paths I already knew—and the results came swiftly.
Once I began concentrating on connection, the way I used 「Gale」 also changed. Until now, I’d only employed its Mystery in the simplest sense—disrupting enemy formations, scattering groups, tearing apart flow.
But when I began to perceive that all Paths were intertwined, 「Gale」 evolved. With a single gust, I could now disable ten enemies. Even swinging from afar, my blade’s reach carried as if it physically struck.
 I could almost see how that nameless wanderer had viewed the world—what he’d sought to cut through with his sword. And that wasn’t the end of revelation.
The essence of 「The Light」—the Mystery of combustion. A sword that burns itself to surpass its limits.
The blade once wielded by the First King of Han, who dreamed of the Age of Stars. He had built a fallen peninsula into a kingdom and passed on his will like a beacon to his descendants. That, too, was a connection. Will linked to will, dream linked to dream, the purpose of kings unbroken through time. Thus all kings dreamt of stars—of an age that shone bright.
“Ahh…”
Two swords. As I came to understand the lives contained within them, I began to grasp what a swordsman’s Mystery truly was—their perception of the world, the gaze with which they watched it, that gaze itself becoming power.
Then I asked myself: What kind of world do I see?
‘Young Master,’ someone once called me.
What is the world that I face?
‘A Swordmaster can only be slain by another Swordmaster.’
I am not the vagabond.
I cannot become a storm to erase the world for a lost love.
The ones I loved are long gone—blown away in that single day.
I am no king.
I never knew the Age of Stars, nor do I yearn for it.
I would never throw away everything for those who come after. What matters to me is only my vengeance. To kill the man who destroyed my world, I would do anything. Sell my soul to a demon? Gladly, if it would let me reach him.
“Ahh…”
What is my world? What lies at the end of my path? The thought struck—and the sky above me blazed.
The sun shone unbearably bright. I had seen it countless times before—whenever I transcended my limits through 「The Light」’s Mystery, it appeared in my mind’s eye.
A searing sun. And beneath it—a rusted blade, a sword of steel driven into dry earth.
Was that my world? If so, which was I connected to—the burning sun that would scorch all,
 or the steadfast steel that endured beneath its light?  I didn’t know.
“...Haa.”
I blinked, and the vision faded. The familiar sight of the Karavan estate returned.
The same sky as always.
I had glimpsed a clue toward becoming a 「Sword Runner」.
Sun—and Steel.
I had to decide which was truly my world. No one could tell me that. Only I could.
“Urgh…”
A wave of dizziness struck. My body trembled, drenched in sweat though I hadn’t trained hard. I collapsed where I stood, panting. My limbs felt hollow—like I’d sprinted for miles.
“……”
Lying there, I gazed at the sky. A pleasant breeze passed over me.
The Karavan estate had changed so much. Different from when my parents and neighbors had been alive. Different from when it became a land of death. Yet the sky—the sky had never changed.
I, too, had changed. The curious boy had grown into a young man burdened by suspicion. The frail body had hardened with muscle. The child who could never win a scuffle now stood on the brink of becoming a 「Sword Runner」. And still, the sky was the same.
Time had passed. People had died. Everything had changed—but not the sky. Never the sky.
“……”
Something stirred in my mind. Another revelation, building like thunder.
“Ugh…”
But my body was too weary to move. I tried to stand, failed, and gave up—sprawling on the grass. Then I heard my master’s voice.
「Out on a picnic, are you? How leisurely.」
 “…I want to train, but my body won’t listen.”
 「I know your limits well enough.」
Liam looked down at me.
「Rest for now.」
 “…That’s unusual, coming from you.”
Rest. A word he never used.
I blinked up at him, puzzled.
「Because this will be the last moment you can rest peacefully.」
The last? Did he mean tomorrow’s training would be harsher? Probably. Becoming a 「Sword Runner」 would be far more brutal than clinging to a cliff as a 「Sword Beginner」 or surviving the Arena. Just imagining it exhausted me. But still—
“Then I’ll rest while I can.”
If you can’t avoid it, enjoy it.
“It’s been so long since I had a proper rest, haha.”
I joked weakly, laughing at myself. Liam watched in silence, smiling faintly. A sad smile.
Perhaps it was inevitable.
「Yes. Rest well, my young descendant.」
Because my master—already knew what was coming.
***
That day, I rested completely. Rolling on the grass, staring up at the sky. The sun was warm, the wind cool. Several new residents of the estate brought me food—calling it a gift for their young lord. I refused at first, but they insisted, so I took a bite. It was delicious.
Two days passed.
Small progress, small revelations.
Tom and Seol Yoon praised me, saying that at this rate I would soon reach 「Sword Runner」.
I was happy—genuinely happy. For the first time in so long, I laughed without worry. And on that very day, Hailyn came to me.
“I tried using the spell I learned… and saw something strange. I couldn’t interpret it, so I came to tell you. I saw seven swords.”
 “Seven swords?”
 “Yes. Sharp ones. In this land’s future… there were swords.”
Seven swords. I didn’t understand.
Was it related to the Vortex the Iron Prince had spoken of? Was this another trial brought on by my cursed fate? Or maybe Hailyn’s divination was simply wrong—after all, she was still a novice, and the ritual she used wasn’t even human magic but orcish shamanism.
I couldn’t be sure. But unease began to creep up my spine. And as always—my unease was never wrong. That afternoon, visitors arrived at the Karavan estate.
Unwelcome guests.
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Chapter 102 — Uninvited Guests (1)
It was noon, the sun riding high. People who had finished their morning duties were taking a short rest. The warmest, sleepiest hour of the day — perhaps the most peaceful moment of the day — and they arrived then.
“Please identify yourselves.”
The Karavan domain had changed from before. Unlike the old days when a few neighbors kept watch, there were now formally hired guards. They were laughable to call knights and were no great swordsmen, but they faithfully performed their duty. And a guard’s duty was to control the entry of those whose identities were uncertain.
“Please identify yourselves, quickly.”
The guards were old men. Typical of Verdí region elders, they had never learned swordsmanship properly. Instead of a sword they held long spears they could hardly wield. 
Unfamiliar with sensing Mana, the elders leveled their spearheads and sternly warned the newcomers. Their skill was fit only to catch wild beasts, but still they did not back down. 
When the old guards leveled their spears, Hailyn’s golems that had been loitering nearby walked forward. They were the legacy of the black magician Jerry Selfit. Thanks to the witch Audrey’s help, the golems had been enhanced; they were now powerful enough to handle an ordinary 「Sword Walker」 without difficulty.
In this rural backwater they were an overwhelming presence. In fact, the Karavan domain’s security was kept not by the old guards but by those terrible golems. To the naive folk of the Verdí region, golems were no different from monsters of legend.
But.
“Old guards who couldn’t hold a spear and golems mashed together in a mess.”
The uninvited guests were not the naive country bumpkins of Verdí. They were not beggars who wanted food and drink, nor were they thieves wandering because they could not endure the Iron Kingdom’s harsh reality.
“They’re unbearable.”
The uninvited guests at the Karavan domain’s entrance were an armed force of roughly thirty. Knights clad head to foot in plate. They were the sort who could erase a village of Verdí from maps before a day had passed.
“Identify yourselves! Show your papers!”
Bravely, before such beings the old guards continued to do their duty. At the shouting of the elderly guard, the knight at the very front approached without a word. 
He quietly kicked the guard in the chest. The old man could not even cry out as he tumbled across the packed earth. He hit a wall, bled, and slumped. When he lowered his head he no longer breathed. In an instant one man had died.
The knight who casually killed the guard spoke in a flat tone.
“Is that identification enough?”
The moment one guard lost his life, the golems that had been patrolling nearby reacted. They perceived those who had just killed the guard as enemies. The ritual sigils Jerry Selfit had sewn into the stitched flesh flared, and the additional runes the witch Audrey had carved shone in turn. The swollen muscle masses charged.
The knight sliced at the charging golem three times.
The golem shattered into dozens of pieces and collapsed. The knight who had destroyed the golem still stood where he had been. He turned his gaze to the guard who was still clutching his spear.
“Is our identification proven now?”
Another old guard hesitated at the knight’s question. One of his comrades had died. 
The golems — creatures like the stuff of legend — had been cut down in an instant. 
What answer would be proper? After a brief thought the old guard spoke.
“No — not proven. You are enemies……”
It wasn’t sudden heroism that welled up in the guard. Since his days were numbered anyway, he would fulfill his duty to the end and fight. If he surrendered and survived, it would be disgraceful; but if he died fighting, he would return to the gods in glory. But the uninvited guests were crueler than the guard imagined.
“The old one’s gone mad.”
The knight approached the guard who had leveled his spear and, this time, held back and kicked him. He had deliberately not killed him. With a sickening crack the guard collapsed and coughed. With every cough a spray of red blood poured out. Pain beyond imagining arrived. 
Gasping, the collapsed guard did not let go of his spear. He lunged the spear forward somehow. 
The thrust touched the knight. But it made a ting sound, not the dull thuk of bone-breaking.
“Ah…….”
 “He’s truly gone mad, isn’t he?”
The spearhead, made of scrap iron, could not pierce the knight’s armor that had dozens of magical sigils engraved on it. It could not even mar the decorative finish. 
The knight strode up to the fallen guard, seized his head, and began slapping his face. 
The guard’s lips burst and teeth rattled out. The old guard whimpered from pain. The knight did not stop and kept striking his cheeks. 
As the brutal scene unfolded, residents who had watched from inside screamed. Amid the cries an enchantment stone — a guardian charm gifted by an orc shaman — glowed. A ward to block and expel outside enemies. The powerful charm activated; as green light bathed the domain, those gathered in the center realized uninvited guests had come.
Thus the uninvited guests made their arrival known in a grand fashion. To the master of the Karavan domain.
***
It had been a day like any other. I was training with my sword.
“……?”
The sky had turned green. I blinked as if I had seen wrong, but it remained green. I couldn’t tell what phenomenon it was. In the Sky Mountains they said winter skies could bloom into five-colored aurora — maybe it was similar? Did it mean a new tourist attraction for the Karavan domain? As that trivial thought crossed me, Hailyn came running urgently from afar.
“Master! Uninvited guests! Uninvited guests are here!”
 “Huh? What’s that?”
 “That green light over there just flashed! The guardian stone the orc shaman gave us activated—!”
 “The guardian stone activated? But when the black magician Jerry Selfit tried to invade before, that never happened……”
 “That time they weren’t as strong. These enemies are so powerful the guardian stone’s full magic had to be triggered to barely block them!”
“Stronger than that time.”
The phrase struck my ear. Hailyn’s face didn’t look like she was joking to scare me. I stopped training, grabbed my sword, and followed Hailyn toward the village entrance.
“It’d been quiet lately, then again……”
Seol Yoon, who had been helping with my training, was with us. So the three of us — Seol Yoon, Hailyn, and I — ran. Hailyn led and explained the general situation she had perceived while running.
“At least ten enemies. And the hostility I sense is unusual. It’s at a level you don’t see around here……”
 “Is it another band of thieves? Or wild animals nearby?”
 “No. If it were that, my golems would’ve handled them. But the cores of the golems positioned near the entrance to keep watch have been entirely destroyed. No local thieves could so neatly annihilate the golems’ cores. Absolutely not.”
What kind of enemy then? I could not imagine it. As we ran I heard sounds: residents’ screams, voices shaking with fear. When we reached the entrance and peered in, people panicked and fled toward the domain’s interior.
“What is this…… Arhan?”
 “……”
 “Arhan, what’s wrong?”
The screams and the fleeing villagers brought back memories I did not want to recall.
‘This domain must be erased.’
A terrible memory I did not want to remember. 
The worst uninvited guests had come the year I turned fifteen. When they visited our domain it looked exactly like this. 
From the hilltop I had seen that day’s slaughter clearly. A dominant power that took life as if harvesting autumn crops. 
The village I’d loved turning into a land of death, the metallic smell of blood, my mother clutching my hand and shouting in terror.
‘Arhan, you have to run! Arhan—’
When that moment replayed in my mind a hot rage filled my head. Why? I had finally regained something of my former life, finally restored my precious land’s vitality — why now? As anger burst, my pace quickened remarkably. 
I ran toward the opposite direction of the fleeing villagers. Seol Yoon called my name from behind, but I didn’t stop. My second heart raced, and 「Paths」 extended through my body, granting superhuman power.
At superhuman speed I reached the village entrance in an instant.
There were roughly thirty knights.
They were arrayed in ranks of five and ten; at their front stood one knight. He wore high-grade armor from head to toe. Beside him lay the ruined remains of a golem and the corpse of the old guard who had been killed.
“Oh? Even this backwater has a decent swordsman……”
The knight turned his head the instant he sensed me. I did not look at him. Instead I looked at the other old guard he was holding. Unlike the dead guard, the man still drew breath. But his condition was hideously mangled. His face was swollen beyond recognition from how much he’d been beaten. Wrinkled skin was stained with blood; broken teeth rolled on the ground. From his split lips he breathed out, and the wounded old guard sobbed and muttered.
“Save me, save me please, save me please…….”
As he said that, the knights lined up behind chuckled. They all mocked the ugly, pitiful, ruined old man. In that scene I ironically recalled the memory again.
‘I will personally step up and correct this world steeped in sin and rot!’
My father who’d sounded utterly mad when he’d vowed that, the father who had boasted himself invincible and raged, the father I loved who died with his eyes wide open.
‘Your father ended the same way. Acting like a mad knight, howling when his woman died and glaring at me like a dog. But all he did was glare. Ridiculous.’
And the man who had insulted my father — the moment I remembered what he’d said about my father’s end, an uncontrollable fury exploded.
I drew my sword.
I inhaled and drove off the ground. At the same time I extended the 「Line」 across the world I saw. 
The knight holding the old guard’s head moved the moment my Line reached him. He let go of the guard’s head and drew a blade alive with aura from his waist.
My Line had been smooth — until his Line intersected it.
A clang sounded. I opened my eyes to see my blade and the knight’s blade locked. Beyond the edged steel I saw his eyes through the helmet slit.
“Oh ho, a usable blade.”
 “……”
 “I see who you are.”
He spoke meaningfully. Immediately after, the knight’s sword moved in a strange trajectory. Not like a blade, but like a living creature. It coiled like a snake and sought my wrist, very fast and precision-perfect. I released my sword hilt, caught the falling blade, and stepped back.
“……?”
I stepped back and slowly lifted my head to glare at the knight again. That swordsmanship — it felt familiar. I had seen that technique before. Not long ago. It was the technique used by the opponent in the last duel of the 「Infinite Duel」 I had fought three times. That opponent’s technique. So then……
“You’re the 「Sword Demon」. Fighter of the Steel City, Liam.”
“Rhapsody.” The lazy idler, the great house’s blade.
“I didn’t expect to meet you so soon.”
 “You came looking for me?”
 “Yes, I came looking for you.”
 “Why?”
The mysterious knight answered my question.
“To hold you accountable for daring to touch the master of the Six Free Cities.”
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Chapter 103 — Uninvited Guests (2)
At the heart of the Iron City of Ferma stood the circular coliseum Arena. Usually bursting with feverish heat, the Arena was, unusually, quiet. 
The venue that ran without rest had closed its doors without any notice. 
Staring at the firmly locked gates, the residents of the Iron City wondered. 
Why would a coliseum that operated even during war suddenly shut down? Gazing at the abruptly closed Arena, the citizens let their imaginations take flight. 
Perhaps they had invited the Witches the other day and incurred divine wrath for offending them. Or maybe the 「Red Bank」 of the Black Archipelago had bought the Arena with vast capital and was revamping it……
Baseless talk drifted among bards and drinkers. 
Wild rumors no one truly believed still spread, for what the people needed wasn’t truth but a fun topic to cool their heads with after work. So the bards deliberately stretched their imaginations to spin the most entertaining rumors possible. The more sensational and absurd, the more popular.
While countless rumors spread through the Iron City, only the internal staff of Arena knew the truth. Yet none of them spoke it aloud. 
The residents found even that suspicious. Since olden times, Arena staff were called clowns — people mad for attention, lunatics who would even sell their own families to be noticed. And yet this time, not one of those attention-seekers opened their mouth. Why?
Everyone wondered. Had the Arena issued a strict internal gag order? But would those who’d sell their families obey their superiors so scrupulously? Impossible. That very oddity only amplified the Iron City’s curiosity.
“What on earth happened?”
The truth, amidst all the rumors, was even more sensational than the rumors. The Arena had given no order to keep quiet. Not even a recommendation. They said nothing at all. And yet, everyone stayed silent — because what happened that night was too shocking. So shocking even clowns mad for the spotlight clamped their mouths shut.
“Ah, ugh, u—ugh……”
The dormitory of Arena. In the quarters where planners and hosts — the ones who designed events and set the stage — stayed, everyone groaned alike. Since that day they had not stepped outside. They cowered in cramped rooms, afraid to lift their heads. The case was worst for 「Arena」’s top director — the greatest “attention-seeker” in that coliseum.
“P-please spare me, please spare me. I—I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. Nothing at all.”
Since that day, the top director suffered seizures at the sight of anything remotely bladed. 
Because a single glint of an edge brought it all back.
“I—I don’t know. I don’t.”
It had been a night so dark he couldn’t see an inch ahead. 
A man slipped through the darkness without a sound. He repeated the same words endlessly, asking for “the highest-ranking person.” The fighters who resided in the Arena, and the mercenaries hired to eject outsiders, bristled the moment they saw him. 
The man asked the same question; when the answer wasn’t what he wanted, he drew a small sword. A flash then flickered once in the dark.
“I—I…”
When the flash burst, the bodies of every living thing around collapsed. 
The top director remembered that moment clearly. It wasn’t human; it was closer to a natural disaster. A calamity that destroyed all that lived and moved. 
As every fighter in the coliseum turned to blood-water, the man walked up, step by step, and asked the top director the same question. The terror he felt then defied description — like an earthquake, flood, or typhoon had marched up and spoken to him.
“I, nothing, nothing at all……”
The man had asked: He was looking for the fighter called the Sword Demon Liam. If the director revealed that fighter’s whereabouts, he would spare his life. He offered no other payment. The top director realized there would be no second question if he failed to answer properly. But the Arena did not keep fighters’ personal information. Registration was anonymous, and unless a fighter revealed themself, there was no way to know their whereabouts.
And yet, strangely, that day there had been a document in the top director’s stack — a sheet with the information of the fighter Sword Demon Liam. It had even been placed neatly on the very top. As if someone had intentionally set it there, so he wouldn’t miss it even in his dazed state. So he could hand over the information at that moment.
As if possessed, the top director offered up the paper.
The man kept his promise.
The instant he received the information on the Sword Demon Liam, he vanished like smoke. Even after the man disappeared, the top director sat on the floor for a long time. He only came to his senses twenty hours later. So great was the shock that, at the time, he failed to notice things he would normally have noticed. Only after regaining his faculties did he retrace and realize — two things.
One: the terrifying man who had come that day was one of the continent’s five Swordmasters, master of the Six Free Cities, head of the House Rhapsody — ‘Hugo Rhapsody.’ He hadn’t recognized him then because of the terror, but thinking back, the face beneath the tattered cloth had been unmistakably Hugo Rhapsody.
The other: That conspicuous document atop his stack that day — the writing on that oddly fine paper, detailing the Sword Demon Liam’s information — that handwriting belonged to the royal family of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville……
Linking those two facts — learned only much later — led directly to one conclusion. The Iron Prince, Ian Cherville, had schemed, and Hugo Rhapsody had been drawn into that scheme. 
Knowing that, one could grasp what had happened and predict what would soon happen. The Arena’s staff, including the top director himself, had been used as tools — sacrificial pieces in the plot — and soon the fighter, Sword Demon Liam, would be entangled as well.
Yet even knowing this, the top director could do nothing. No one on the continent could demand accountability from a Swordmaster. And no one living in the Iron Kingdom could demand accountability from the Iron Prince. Thus there was only one thing the top director could do: cower in a tiny room, shivering in fear of the approaching maelstrom, praying desperately not to be swept up again……
“Please spare me, please……”
Truly, desperately.
***
The master of the Six Free Cities. I didn’t understand at first. Only after an explanation did I get it.
「It refers to Rhapsody.」
 “Ah……”
Rhapsody. A great house, descendants of the Lazy Idler.
‘I crossed Rhapsody?’
There had been only one time I’d crossed paths with Rhapsody. In the recent 「Infinite Duel」, my final opponent. The one who displayed overwhelming skill had wielded the sword of 「Rhapsody」. If there was any link between me and Rhapsody, it had to be that. And yet—
“Crossed, you say. Does the House Rhapsody describe a proper duel, fought under the Fighter’s Oath, as being ‘crossed’? And do they come to someone’s domain to exact revenge after losing a duel?”
It sounded wrong to call my duel with the faceless young master of Rhapsody “crossing.” At my words the knight bared killing intent sharp enough to make my body tremble. It was terrifying.
“A proper duel? You’re mad.”
 “Mad? You are the mad one. I won a proper duel. I swore the Fighter’s Oath to the Goddess Refri. Yet because you lost, your house’s knights raid a domain? You even kill an innocent guard and inflict indelible humiliation on another. Does the House Rhapsody have no honor? Is this what the Great Five Houses are allowed to do?”
I spoke in earnest. At my clear words the knight began to growl — like a beast.
“We don’t believe in such drivel. We believe only our young master, only our liege. Our liege commanded us: deliver Rhapsody’s wrath to the fighter, Sword Demon Liam. The young master told us to avenge his loyal butler Joseph — and himself.”
 “……”
 “Petty fighter, from now on you’ll learn exactly whom you dared cross.”
They had no intention of hearing me out. In the end, we had to draw our swords.
The moment the talk ended, the roughly thirty knights raised their arms as one. Instinct told me: every single one of them was a Sword Runner. The very benchmark of power on the continent. The pressure of dozens of such beings suffocated just by facing it. But I had no thought of retreat.
“You’ll regret this, too.”
Absurdity.
A world gone wrong.
I had taken up my sword to thrust against a world that spat out monstrous answers. And before me now stood the purest sample of that skewed world: haughty knights trampling the weak on the strength of their own authority.
“You should have come straight for me. Not for guards who were innocent, who didn’t even know how to resist, who only tried to perform their duty — for me.”
I said it with all my heart.
The instant I finished, their blades surged in. The lead knight thrust. The sword path was familiar — the sword the Rhapsody young master had shown in the 「Infinite Duel」. But unlike that young master’s blade, which moved like a living thing, this knight was stiff.
Clang. Steel met steel.
It wasn’t hard to knock his blade aside. Recently I had grasped the subtlety of ‘connection,’ and even my sparring with Seol Yoon had been going smoothly. If I couldn’t handle a clumsy sword like this, I ought to quit swordsmanship on the spot.
But—
“You cur!”
There was not just one sword.
They had no chivalry.
Then again, they hadn’t declared a duel to begin with, so perhaps that was only natural. All thirty-odd knights were charging me. The moment I opened my eyes, my world was crisscrossed with far too many Paths — and every one of those Paths belonged to a Sword Runner. Could I deflect them all? Impossible. But I had a weapon for a situation like this.
『My life was like a gust of wind.』
「Gale」. As a single gust roared, the Paths rushing at me began to tangle and snarl into each other. Into an utter mess.
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Chapter 104 — Uninvited Guests (3)
When the flow was disrupted, the knights’ well-coordinated assault fell apart into chaos.
“What the—”
Steel clashed against steel, armor against armor, and the air filled with noise. 「Gale」 was a blade designed precisely for such disorder, for breaking the rhythm of many. But these opponents were seasoned in coordinated combat — men trained long to strike as one. 
Before I could even shift into the next stance, a sword came flying. A sharp and menacing thrust. I barely evaded by stepping back a single pace — and immediately, two more blades came at me. One at my knee, the other at my flank. Either strike would be fatal. Could I dodge? No — no angle existed for escape. Then—
“Arhan!”
Just as countless thoughts crossed my mind, a circle formed around me. The circle turned into a Taiji symbol, and every blade that touched it was repelled in the opposite direction. A moment later, long black hair fluttered through the air. With the sweep of that hair, a graceful sword danced in elegant motion. 「Thousandfold Change」— the ever-shifting sword that swept the enemies back.
“You all right? What in the world—”
It was Seol Yoon.
She had come running from behind and, the moment she appeared, deflected the enemies’ swords. I could see the change in the knights’ eyes as they watched her blade move.
“...So there were more nuisances.”
 “Don’t lower your guard. They’re the ones who shamed the young master. There’s no way it’s just one of them.”
The air grew heavy. Amid that suffocating tension, I spoke.
“They’re enemies — ones who came here to threaten us.”
Seol Yoon’s arrival was a relief. Against swordsmen, there was no ally more dependable than her. At our level, her technique and mystic power were overwhelming. 
Silence fell over the battlefield — a heavy, uneasy quiet — until a thump echoed from the knights’ bodies. With that strange sound, all the knights were pushed backward, out beyond the gate. When I turned around, I saw Hailyn. Green light streamed from her hands — the same light as the barrier.
“Master!”
Panting, Hailyn cried out as she reached us.
“Step behind me! I’ll drive them all away!”
 “Drive them away? How? Did you learn some powerful spell?”
 “No. I’ve only learned basic orcish charms from the orc shaman — reading the stars, foretelling misfortune, trivial things… What I used was the Guardian Stone. I temporarily awakened the ‘Star Spell’ sealed within it — the one that blocks out external enemies.”
Hailyn formed intricate shapes with her hands. With each gesture came a resonant thoom.
“I don’t know why they came, but I’ll drive them all out. They may be strong knights, but they won’t be able to resist this. My power is nothing compared to theirs, but the orc shaman’s spell is on another level. No matter how skilled they are with a sword, they can’t withstand true magic. Absolutely not.”
With a single wave of her hand, green light swelled. The knights brushed dirt from their armor, muttering irritably.
“A magician too? Now I understand how the young master could have suffered humiliation in this wretched land. Infinite potential, but little experience. No wonder he fell, facing not only swordsmen but also wicked magicians.”
They kept twisting things to fit their own story.
The light from Hailyn’s hands grew brighter. I could almost see, within it, the faint silhouette of an orc elder — the same divine aura I’d once seen at the Sacred Ground. And then—
“Wavecatcher. Step forward.”
 “As you command.”
From among the knights emerged a bald, dark-skinned man whose entire body was covered in tattooed sigils. He carried a staff tipped with a glowing gem and smiled.
“Not a magician, but a shaman — and orcish at that. I’ll have to charge you more than we agreed, my handsome knights.”
 “You’ll have your gold. Just erase that vile light.”
 “With pleasure.”
The man laughed lightly, planted his staff into the ground, and clapped once.
 Splash. 
The sound of waves crashing. Instantly, the green light Hailyn had conjured vanished — without a trace.
“Huh?”
 “A cute girl, surprised, are we? My dear, no matter how potent your magic might be, what matters is the wielder. A child fumbling with power she doesn’t understand can’t even make me itch.”
 “Wh-what…”
Hailyn’s eyes trembled. Flustered, she turned to me.
“M-Master, that man’s a mage — far more powerful than me, and far more advanced. He’s nothing like the black magician Jerry Selfit you fought before. He’s beyond that.”
A bad sign.
As Hailyn’s expression darkened, one of the knights stepped forward.
“Pitiful fighter.”
 “……”
 “Do you understand now whom you’ve offended?”
The knight walked closer, and as each of his steps fell, the entire line of thirty knights moved in unison. It was like watching a fortress advance. The weight of their presence pressed down like iron walls.
While they advanced, Hailyn hastily formed new sigils with her fingers — the orcish kind, invoking spiritual force through gesture. But the opposing mage had no intention of letting her finish.
“Let’s not be reckless, little miss.”
The man called Wavecatcher snapped his fingers. Snap. Hailyn’s body spun in midair before slamming into the ground. A sharp cry escaped her lips, followed by a spatter of blood. Trembling, she lay sprawled, crushed as if pinned by a boulder.
‘Damn it.’
Thirty knights. And a mage of unfathomable skill.
That kind of power didn’t belong in a remote countryside domain. I couldn’t fathom what kind of “revenge” they thought this was — or why the great House Rhapsody would abandon all honor for it. All I could feel was absurdity. That suffocating sense of being trampled by an overwhelming power, forced to lose everything without knowing why — it was familiar. Exactly like that day.
The day a Swordmaster took everything from me.
“Hai—lyn—!”
But this time—
“You filthy bastards!”
—it was not the same. Because today, I wasn’t alone.
“Get out—!”
A thunderous voice rang out. At the same instant, the man called Wavecatcher gasped, dropping to one knee where he stood. Sweat broke across his brow.
“Oh, my. Seems there’s another little lady who isn’t so cute.”
 “…Wavecatcher?”
 “This is… quite troublesome.”
From the distance, Audrey appeared. That irritating woman I didn’t want to deal with. But that wasn’t her true essence. Her essence lay in another name.
“How delightful. To find the most precious lady on the continent here, of all places.”
A Witch. A magical being who stood at the pinnacle of mages.
“You dogs! Filthy sea-stinking mongrels from the Free Cities!”
The wind howled once. In the next instant, Audrey, who had been far away, stood right before the kneeling Wavecatcher. A teleportation spell — the kind only high magi could wield — a Mystery that ignored distance to place one’s self anywhere they wished.
“—?”
Everyone’s eyes turned to her sudden arrival.
The knights reacted first, instinctively moving to eliminate the unannounced presence. Their swords swung — but they never reached their mark. Audrey’s lips moved, and in 0.07 seconds, an unknown spell completed.
Five knights — all Sword Runners — lost consciousness instantly and collapsed like puppets with cut strings. Audrey glared down at them with murderous fury.
“If you fear the heavens, leave my sight — all of you.”
Her voice wasn’t that of a girl. It wasn’t a beast’s growl either. Her voice resonated through earth and sky alike — like the voice of a god.
The knights hesitated. In the midst of that reversal of momentum, as they blinked once, another figure appeared — an old man with a silver rapier: the caretaker, Tom.
“This is dishonorable. Not knightly at all, gentlemen.”
With Tom’s appearance, the air froze entirely. The knights were no fools. Every one of them a Sword Runner, they could see it — the half-armor that encased Tom’s body. Proof of a Sword Expert.
“I’ll ask you to leave. I won’t ask twice.”
Everyone stiffened. And then a voice broke the silence.
“A black-haired girl from the eastern continent, a noble Witch of the Sky Empire, and now a mysterious old Sword Expert… quite the collection.”
Step. Step. Footsteps echoed through the stillness.
While all others stood frozen, one man alone walked forward, lazy as if on a stroll. His speech bore the lilting accent of the Free Cities — and even as he spoke, a languid yawn followed. 
“Haaam—.”
“They told me to drag myself all the way to this dull, iron-scented countryside of the Iron Kingdom, so I expected to die of boredom… but this might turn out more amusing than I thought.”
He emerged from between the knights with no armor, no helm — only jewelry. Rings, earrings, bracelets glittering with gems adorned his hands and ears. His silk clothes, revealing and flamboyant, were those of the Free Cities’ high society — as if he were attending a party. His face, sleepy as if he’d just risen from bed, was painted thick with makeup — white powder, touches of color — almost beautiful. Beautiful enough to mistake him for a woman.
“Interesting. Truly.”
The strange man’s presence filled the air immediately. The pressure he exuded made it hard to breathe. In that suffocating moment, I remembered what the Iron Prince had said to me.
‘I’ll return to Blade City and stir up a storm.’
 …
 ‘And I intend to make sure you board that storm early.’
It seemed the storm had already begun.
“Haaam.”
Still radiating power, the languid man stretched out a hand to a knight beside him. The knight blinked, then hurriedly pulled something from his pack — a flag. A banner with an emblem fluttering at the end of a long staff.
“What was I supposed to say here… ah well, formality’s all that matters, isn’t it?”
Scratching his head, the man drove the flag deep into the ground. It stood straight, catching the wind — its emblem visible to all who stood there.
“I hereby proclaim to this pitiful domain and its master.”
The emblem depicted a white wave upon a blue sea.
“You have defiled the honor of the great House Rhapsody and slain one of our loyal retainers. We have come to hold you accountable — to demand justice for your crimes.”
No one present failed to recognize the emblem.
“We, the House Rhapsody — one of the Five Great Houses of the continent, masters of the Six Free Cities — declare war upon you. This is a declaration in accordance with the laws of the continent, witnessed by the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses themselves. We are the vanguard. Our army will trample this land in ten days’ time. Surrender, and you will be spared. Resist, and you will die. We desire only one thing: the life of the fighter, the Sword Demon Liam. If he admits his guilt and comes to us within ten days, war will not begin. If no answer comes, we will show no mercy.”
“……”
“This is our final act of mercy. Miss this chance, and you will learn — painfully — why the continent fears the Five Great Houses.”
The Free City accent, the lazy drawl — but no one laughed.
“If you do not wish for war, come to us anytime, petty fighter.”
His tone was languid, bored, but beneath that softness burned unmistakable fury. Subtle, but sharp enough to cut. When I met his eyes, I understood — the man I’d fought in the 「Infinite Duel」 had been a child compared to this one.
“He may be a foolish little brother, but as his elder, it’s my duty to avenge him personally.”
That man — he was the real thing. A true powerhouse who needed no titles — neither “Great House” nor “Five Families.” Even if all the knights here attacked together, they would not touch the tip of his boot.
“Be wise, hmm?”
With that, they withdrew. But they did not leave entirely.
“……”
After that day, new encampments sprang up at the domain’s gates—barracks for those who had declared they would trample this land and turn it into a field of death.
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“Iron Prince, I had something to ask.”
 “Ask away.”
 “A document arrived from the House Rhapsody of the Six Free Cities, requesting permission to bring an armed force into our Iron Kingdom. But before we could even review it, approval had already been granted — with your personal seal.”
 “And?”
 “Did Your Highness truly approve it yourself? From our humble review, their force was far too large and powerful. The phrase ‘to reclaim honor’ alone didn’t justify it.”
 “Was it?”
 “Yes. At that scale… they could burn a small city of the Iron Kingdom to the ground in an instant. If they intended it, even a major city would be at risk. Especially with their force including Rhapsody’s second son, Edan Rhapsody…”
 “I approved it myself. So do not prattle.”
 “……”
 “I don’t see what you’re worried about. Whether their second son comes, or their firstborn, or even the grand master Hugo Rhapsody himself — within this Iron Kingdom, none can be a threat. Not while I am here.”
 “Ah…”
 “Don’t annoy me. Understood?”
 “…Understood, great Iron Prince.”
The old retainer bowed hastily and withdrew at the prince’s irritable tone. He knew he couldn’t bear it if the Iron Prince’s annoyance turned to rage. In this palace, countless ministers and nobles had fallen for incurring the prince’s displeasure. The Iron Prince was right: within this steel-forged kingdom, nothing could threaten him. In this realm the young man reigned absolute — not least because his Executioner stood at his side.
‘He was in a hell of a foul mood.’
The old retainer tried to get as far from the irritable prince as he could. Yet oddly, the last glimpse he caught of the Iron Prince’s face was not twisted at all. He was smiling. Like a boy who’d found a delightful new toy. He looked truly pleased.
A lowly servant could never know why that madman rejoiced, why he smiled. Nor did the retainer wish to know. In this Blade Palace, those who sought to know too much always died early. And the old retainer had no desire to die early. That had always been his way.
“Excellent, Carlos……”
Even those final words he tried to erase from his mind — as if he hadn’t heard them, as if he hadn’t seen. It was a rule one had to keep to survive in Blade City.
***
“Damn it.”
“They defiled the young master of Rhapsody’s honor and brutally murdered a loyal retainer.” 
That was the pretext they’d declared for war. But neither reason made sense. I had never defiled that young master’s honor. I had beaten him in a duel, yes — but it had been proper. A match sworn under the Goddess Refri. If they now insisted they’d been dishonored, or sought revenge for a loss, that was sophistry.
Under the laws of the continent, such a pretext did not permit a declaration of war. If I could properly lay out my case, other houses or orders that upheld justice would step forward. They said they had acted after hearing the testimony of the youngest, Toma Rhapsody; then we just needed testimony on our side as well.
“We cannot declare war for such reasons. Even if the Arena staff hate getting involved outside the coliseum, they’ll step up here. They’re worldly folk who pursue money and honor, yes — but they’re also devotees of the Goddess Refri.”
Tom said he would contact the Arena and seek help. But shortly after, he returned with a troubled face.
“They’re not answering.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “It’s not one or two people. No one’s answering. Even the top director, who always replied like clockwork, is out of contact. What in the world…”
Tom looked genuinely flustered.
Meanwhile I examined the second reason: they claimed I had brutally murdered a loyal retainer. Nonsense. I had killed no retainer of Rhapsody. If there was anyone whose life I took, it was one of the fighters who participated in the 「Infinite Duel」. If some retainer had followed the young master into the duel and died suddenly, I could understand that — but that would still be death in a proper duel. You couldn’t hold me responsible like this. Absolutely not.
“Hoo.”
As my face grew darker, Tom’s did as well — partly out of concern for me, partly for another reason.
“This is unacceptable. I will be a witness and help bring this to light. I was there that day. With my own eyes I saw that the duel wasn’t disgraceful — it was proper. In a tribunal I’d gladly ask a mage to search my memories.”
Tom was a staff member of the Arena. He was also a devotee of the Goddess Refri. He truly didn’t like the way things were going.
“This is far too strange. Everything seems arranged to drive Young Lord Arhan to the cliff’s edge.”
I sighed at Tom’s words.
“I think you’re right.”
 “Pardon?”
 “It looks like someone’s out to screw me over.”
 “What do you mean…”
Tom tilted his head — then his eyes flashed.
“The Iron Prince…”
 “Yes. This wretched situation looks exactly like the ‘storm’ he spoke of.”
A storm.
The word felt like an understatement. One of the continent’s Five Great Houses had declared war on a tiny backwater domain. Even a mid-sized city would quake in despair at such news. 
The Five Great Houses’ influence — to put it mildly — was akin to that of a nation. Not five houses equal to one nation, but five houses each like their own nations.
“Tom.”
 “Yes.”
 “Leave. Even now.”
Tom said nothing. And of course — staying after seeing all this would be hard for anyone. This wasn’t a difficult “case.” It was a natural disaster.
I sighed and looked out the window. The people who had barely begun to gather in our domain trembled and voiced their fear. Some had already left. Just like that time. When Swordmaster Carlos had warned he would return, everyone had fled. And those who didn’t leave all died. Everyone but me.
So even if my neighbors all left again, I could understand. I could even send them off without resentment, hand raised. Truly.
But—
“Why would I leave?”
 “Eh?”
 “We’re friends, Young Lord Arhan.”
“……”
 “Do I look like the kind of old man who’d run at a friend’s hour of crisis? Hardly. Even if staying here means dying in the crossfire, I’ll stay. Besides, I don’t have many days left. Rather than flee in disgrace and eke out a few more breaths, I’ll return to the gods after fighting at a dear friend’s side. Then I can tell my friends who went ahead — and the Goddess Refri — a tale of valor. That I met a fine end.”
“……”
 “So don’t worry.”
Tom smiled.
“The Goddess Refri always said: when a great wave bears down, face it.”
“You told me that once.”
 “You remember?”
 “You also told me sometimes it’s wise to avoid the struggle. That we’re not as great as the Goddess Refri, so hiding until the wave passes can be fine. You told me that kindly when I was about to fight my Promotion Match for the Silver Medal. I remember. So why are you saying something different now?”
“Because my friend inspired me.”
“Inspired?”
“My friend Arhan said it then: that as a fighter who prays to the Goddess Refri, there is no avoiding the struggle. He said he would not flee — he would give everything and fight. That dying in a glorious struggle didn’t frighten him.”
Tom grinned wide.
“I think so too.”
Ah.
“So instead of wasting time, let’s devise a plan.”
Tom was truly a good man.
“There’s an old saying: even if the sky collapses, there’s a hole to crawl out of.”
 “……”
 “Let’s find that hole, my lord.”
A very, very good man indeed.
***
While residents left in droves, we gathered at the Karavan manor. There were five of us: me, Seol Yoon, Tom, Audrey, and Hailyn.
“I promised to see the end of the path of the sword with you — why would I leave?”
Seol Yoon.
“Let’s find a plan.”
Tom.
“Heir of Steel. If you die, my assignment ends. I’ve never failed a job, you know? I’m not staining my career. And I won’t die just by staying here. Great House or whatever — they won’t dare harm me directly, not with my dear husband watching. So I’m staying until the end. Hmph.”
The Witch Audrey.
“I liked this domain. If you hadn’t saved me, I would’ve died soon enough running around with Jerry Selfit anyway. A life saved — I’ll spend it for the domain. I wanted to build this place into a big city.”
Hailyn as well.
All five of us here had no intention of running.
I was truly grateful.
“First, we need to know our enemy. If you know anything, share it.”
Tom spoke first.
“I know about that mage.”
 “How do you know?”
 “How could I not? That grating tone, that distinct Mana pattern — a mage of the Free Cities’ 「Wave School」. People call mages from that school ‘Wavecatchers.’ They’re the kind of mages proper magi hate. They don’t treat magic as a discipline — just as a tool for war or a way to make money. Typical of those ‘cool’ lowlifes of the Free Cities. They’ll face anyone for coin and gladly join any war as mercenaries.”
“Any particular traits?”
 “They’re strong. In raw destruction or conducting war, he may well surpass me. Witches’ magic is superb in the magical sense, but excellence in magic doesn’t always equal raw power. Wavecatchers’ magic evolved purely for battle.”
Prompted by Tom’s question, Audrey rattled off an explanation. It helped. A lot.
She went on about Wavecatchers’ traits and aims. The easiest way to deal with them: offer more gold. But no matter how much money I’d made, I couldn’t outbid a house that ruled the Six Free Cities.
“Don’t worry. They’re powerful, but shallow in scholarship, and weak in mage-vs-mage magical combat. I can neutralize him.”
The witch Audrey brimmed with confidence. And it wasn’t just words — she’d shown her skill before. She’d neutralized five Sword Runners in less than a second. She had already proven her worth.
Next, Tom spoke.
“We have no information about the army that will arrive later, so let’s discuss the vanguard. I probably know more than the rest here.”
 “You do?”
 “Those roughly thirty knights belong to a Rhapsody knight order. To declare quickly, they brought a small number. From what I sensed, none of the true core of Rhapsody’s forces were among those knights. The truly powerful knights will be with the main host.”
That was a grim thought. A thirty-man knightly troop — every one a Sword Runner. And that wasn’t the core?
“Among the vanguard, there’s one swordsman we must watch most closely.”
 “……”
 “I imagine we all felt it.”
We had no time to gape. At Tom’s words, everyone nodded.
All of us had felt that man’s presence.
“The man who delivered the declaration of war last.”
 “……”
 “Rhapsody’s second son.”
Tom said,
“Of those in that loathsome camp, he is the one we must watch above all.”
 “……”
 “Edan Rhapsody — a prodigy spoken of as the swordsman who will succeed Hugo Rhapsody.”
Tom didn’t stop there.
“I’ll be blunt. If I weren’t here… that man alone could butcher every living thing in this domain — including everyone in this room. Within two hours.”
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Chapter 106 — Uninvited Guests (5)
“I have a question.”
I asked while the meeting was still in progress.
“Why did they bother declaring war? They could’ve just attacked us outright. Instead of giving us time like this, wouldn’t it be easier to send a few of their strongest right away and crush everything?”
It was a genuine question.
If it were one of the mighty Five Great Houses, they could easily pick a few thousand elite knights and wipe this domain off the map. Or Hugo Rhapsody himself could have come. I knew better than anyone what kind of catastrophe a single Swordmaster could cause. I knew it all too well.
“That’s because of the laws of the continent.”
Tom was the one who answered.
“If it were some lesser house, they would’ve done exactly as you said — gathered mercenaries and knights to launch a surprise raid. But the Five Houses can’t. If they did, the other four houses would immediately demand to know why they’d broken the laws.”
 “……”
 “The authority and power of the Five Houses are beyond imagination. But power always comes with responsibility. Noblesse oblige. They can’t act recklessly. Especially a house that has a Swordmaster among its ranks.”
Tom explained patiently.
“A house with a Swordmaster cannot move as it pleases. It’s strictly forbidden for a Swordmaster to interfere directly in worldly affairs. If one does, the other Swordmasters won’t stay silent — and above all, the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords would not forgive it. The gods themselves would hold them accountable, and divine punishment would follow.”
 “……”
 “There are only five Swordmasters alive today, but history records many more. If one breaks the law, the Swordmasters who now wander the Spirit World, or those who have joined the gods, will demand retribution. It’s a rule that has existed since the continent’s creation — with great power comes great responsibility.”
With great power comes great responsibility.
That single phrase explained why the Rhapsodys acted as they did. To kill someone as insignificant as me, they first attached a justification, issued a formal declaration of war, and announced they would trample this land. It reminded me of the old saying: a tiger gives its all even to catch a rabbit. Rhapsody might be pretentious, but they still built a proper pretext.
Yet the more I listened, one question kept burning inside me.
“Then why does the Iron Prince’s Executioner run wild unchecked?”
The Iron Prince’s Executioner — Swordmaster Carlos.
“If Swordmaster Carlos wields his power so freely, why is no one judging him? Why haven’t the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords punished him? Why has no Swordmaster demanded he take responsibility?”
Carlos’s actions contradicted everything Tom just said. He wielded his power recklessly, yet bore no apparent burden of responsibility. Hearing my doubts, Tom closed his eyes briefly, then shook his head.
“I don’t know. It’s one of the continent’s great mysteries.”
 “……”
 “Perhaps only the gods themselves know.”
That wasn’t the answer I wanted.
“In any case,” Tom went on, “Rhapsody won’t act rashly. The laws of the continent — and the weight of responsibility — bind them like chains.”
***
「Hugo Rhapsody, Master of Seven Swords.」
 “……”
 「Why do you defy the law and walk freely as you please?」
The patriarch of the House Rhapsody — Hugo Rhapsody — heard the voice resound through a pitch-black void. The moment he heard it, he knew he was dreaming. Or, more precisely, that he had been summoned into another’s spiritual world while asleep. And on this continent, the only beings who could summon a Swordmaster into the Spirit World were those of equal stature.
Swordmasters… or—
“It has been a while since you’ve called upon me, oh watchers above the clouds.”
The gods.
The Seven Lords and the Nine Goddesses.
“Why have you called me?”
 「We told you — because you broke the law.」
 “You descended for that? Because I cut down a few worthless clowns?”
Standing before the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses, Hugo Rhapsody sneered.
“To you, those clowns are precious — but my bloodline, who has served this continent, is not? What were you doing while my son was being butchered? Tell me, oh gods — while my son screamed your names, where were you? Why do you judge only me, but not the pitiful fighter who committed such atrocity?”
Hugo stared into the empty air as he spoke. And at last, a reply came.
「We will overlook the killing and threats to the clowns — because rather than rushing to slaughter that fighter, you abided by law, declared war, and acted as a noble should.」
 “Answer my question.”
 「But that is as far as you can go. A Swordmaster must not interfere with the flow of the world. Do not leave your domain, Hugo Rhapsody.」
 “I said, answer me.”
The voices of the gods were heavy. As the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords revealed their divine presence, Hugo Rhapsody dared to face them — mortal body and all.
Silence. Then came their decree.
「Obey the law.」
 “……”
 「There is only one Swordmaster unbound by law. And that is not you, foolish heir of the Lazy Idler.」
***
The uninvited guests had said it — They would give us ten days.
Ten days. The same as the time left before an execution. They called themselves the vanguard, but even they must know — no matter how “organized” this small frontier land appeared, it would be nothing for them to burn it to ash.
If the Sword Expert caretaker Tom weren’t here…If the Witch Audrey weren’t here…
If only the original residents were — Me, Seol Yoon, Hailyn, and the old villagers and farmers who had never touched a sword — the result would have been horrific.
They wouldn’t have needed the mage called Wavecatcher.
They wouldn’t have needed the Rhapsody second son who declared war.
The thirty knights alone could have wiped this place from the map. The simple villagers would have been butchered, and my land would again have been soaked in blood. Just like before.
I didn’t believe violence could solve everything. No matter how much I trained the sword, I could never govern the land as well as Hailyn. I couldn’t rebuild what was lost, gather people, and restore the warm scenery. 
The world had its roles. 
Violence was only one of them.
But—
“Master.”
When others use violence against what’s precious to me…When the unjust and the corrupt wield force against the innocent…The only thing that can stand against such force is greater force. Those who worship power ignore reason; those who live by strength refuse dialogue. Against power, only power can stand.
“Can I face them?”
And so I asked myself.
Was my power enough to stand against this world’s absurdity?
“Their vanguard — and the army of that great house arriving in ten days — can we defeat them? No matter how I think about it, I can’t picture it. It’s impossible…”
No matter how I calculated, it wasn’t enough.
I would break. I would shatter. And all that I cherished would vanish once more.
I didn’t want that.
“Give me the answer.”
So I asked — my master, who was always right.
“What must I do?”
Liam looked at me. His eyes burned — bright and fierce, like in the portrait hanging proudly in the Karavan manor, those of a lion.
「Ten days.」
 “……”
 「Spread your Wings within ten days.」
His tone was commanding.
「If you don’t, you’ll lose everything again.」
His voice weighed heavily.
「There is no second chance, young heir.」
 「That is the world.」
***
The Witch Audrey said she could handle the mage — the Wavecatcher. It was probably true. 
Witches stood at the pinnacle of all magical beings. But the vanguard wasn’t stupid. Once they confirmed Audrey’s presence, they would call for reinforcements. Magical entities strong enough to counter a Witch — ones the Great House Rhapsody could afford to hire.
Tom said he could hold off Rhapsody’s second son, Edan Rhapsody. That, too, was probably true. According to my master, Tom was not yet a fully mature Sword Expert. But that hardly mattered. A Sword Expert, mature or not, was comparable not to war heroes but to myths themselves. Tom certainly had the power to back his words.
I had powerful allies. But the enemy was far too strong.
How were we to face thirty Sword Runner knights? If that was merely a vanguard for show, how powerful would the army arriving in ten days be? I had no idea how deep the might of the Five Great Houses ran.
So I asked — how strong would the army be if they came in full force?
The answer:
“To speak frankly, my lord — if you want any chance of ending this, it must be before their army arrives.”
 “That serious? Even if they’re powerful, it’s still just a ‘house.’”
Tom coughed lightly before replying.
“My lord.”
 “Yes.”
 “You were born and raised here, without formal education. You don’t know history or the powers that exist on this continent. So I’ll be blunt.”
Tom’s tone was grave, without a trace of humor.
“The armies of the Five Great Houses are strong enough to stand against any nation short of the Sky Empire and the Great Land. Don’t think of them as ‘houses.’ They already possess the strength of independent nations.”
Damn it.
「He’s not exaggerating.」
 “……”
 「The ‘Black Archipelago’ and the ‘Machine Empire’ both once fought wars against one of the Five Great Houses — and were crushed. How do you think the Rhapsodys became masters of the Six Free Cities?」
 “Ah.”
 「They conquered them — with a single sword.」
Right. The enemy was too strong. Far, far too strong for me alone to handle.
The whirlpool the Iron Prince had stirred was massive — monstrously so. To withstand such a storm, I needed more than personal growth.
I needed to widen the board.
“Hailyn.”
To face one whirlpool, I would raise another.
“Climb the mountain. Now.”
 “Eh? What do you mean—?”
 “Go to the peak and cry out for help. Shout to the heavens from the closest place to the sky.”
 “Wait, you don’t mean—”
To survive, I had to gather every bond, shallow or deep.
“I’m calling the orcs.”
The Orc Elder had said: If you ever face trouble, climb to the mountain’s summit. From where the sky feels close, cry for our aid — and wherever we are, we will come. Whether your enemy is a dragon ruling the Sky Mountains, a sea-king ruling the oceans, or the emperor of a great empire.
I knew the orcs well.
No matter the foe — even if it was the army of a Great House led by a Swordmaster himself — they would come. There was no ally in the world more reliable.
And then—
“Hoo…”
I took out an item I had left untouched in the manor.
My reward for fighting as a proxy warrior for my kind neighbor — and winning. I had never used it because I didn’t consider it mine. It belonged to Fetel the Loyal, a man who died a knight to the end. So I hadn’t dared touch it.
‘It’s a gift, for sending my beloved friend off without loneliness.’
But now, I needed it.
‘When you truly need help, break the medal. When it shatters, I’ll come to your aid — no matter what danger you’re in.’
To face the Five Houses…I had to summon one of my own.
‘The Watchers of the White Family will guard your future.’
Crack.
The white medal split apart with a sound like shattering ice.
The instant it broke, blinding white light erupted. The light gathered in one spot, taking the shape of a magnificent bird — a bird made of light. It soared high into the sky, faster than the eye could follow.
Watching it disappear, I recalled Fetel’s words.
‘I don’t know why, but I think your name will go down in the history of the continent.’
The nostalgia lasted only a moment. Now, I had gathered every bond — long or short. If I could’ve called the dwarf Dwight too, that would’ve been perfect, but I had no way to reach him. 
After tidying away Daisy’s broken White Medal, I slowly stepped outside.
My master spoke.
「Young heir.」
 “Yes.”
 「You’ve just created a ridiculous storm.」
I looked calmly at him.
“This is only the beginning.”
Then I slowly drew my sword.
The sun blazed hot above.
“Master, no matter how much I train in the next ten days, I can’t spread my Wings. I can feel it myself — it’s impossible.”
 「……」
 “So I’ll stop training. Instead, I’ll follow the Karavan way.”
My master had once told me: The Karavans are special. We don’t need brutish training. The Karavans grow greater through battle — like a sword that hardens each time it’s struck.
I hadn’t forgotten.
“I will fight.”
I was a hopeless dullard. But—
“I’ll do it the Karavan way.”
For the Blood of Steel flowed through me.
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Chapter 107 – Counterfire (1)
At the edge of the cliff, the orc shaman Sherdik stroked his chin as he looked toward the sky. The mysterious stones in his hand clattered softly against one another.
“Warriors.”
 “Yes! You called for us!”
 “The Steel calls upon us, puhelhel.”
Sherdik threw the stones in his hand off the cliff.
“It seems our friend is in trouble. Quite a dreadful kind of trouble, in fact. Warriors, I ask you—who among you will go into the world to help our friend?”
At Sherdik’s words, every single orc present raised a thick, muscular hand in unison. As though it had been prearranged. Those who lifted their hands shouted together:
“Orcs! Do not! Fear battle!”
 “Even if our enemy! Be a dragon ruling over the Sky Mountains!”
 “Even if our enemy! Be the Dragon King who governs the vast seas!”
 “Even if our enemy! Be the emperor of a great and famous empire!”
 “Orcs never retreat—!”
A thunderous roar shook the mountain. Hearing that roar, the orc shaman Sherdik laughed, puhelhel. As his hearty laughter echoed across the cliffs, one particularly massive orc stepped forward from among the gathered horde. Over three meters tall, mightier and more dignified than any elite orc warrior—a commander whose very presence demanded respect. The other orcs stirred as the giant began to move.
“Sherizik herself is stepping forward?”
 “Even her stride is glorious.”
 “Look at those trapezius muscles—sculpted by the gods themselves.”
 “Even the Goddess of Beauty would be jealous!”
No male orc could look upon her and not fall instantly in love. To the orcs, strength was beauty itself—and Sherizik, a female orc, was beauty incarnate. She was said to be the most beautiful orc to be born in a thousand years.
When she came forward, Elder Sherdik cleared his throat.
“Sherizik! My daughter, you intend to go as well?”
 “Yes. I wish to go.”
Even the fine silk garments she wore could not hide her muscles.
“Father once said, didn’t you? That the human you’ve been watching would make a fine husband for me. But aren’t you a shaman, Father? I cannot trust a shaman’s eyes alone. So I shall see him for myself, and judge whether he’s worthy of being my husband.”
The daughter of the orc shaman, Sherizik, spoke with a calmness that was uncharacteristic of an orc—refined, without a single huff of breath. Truly, she was the beloved of all orcs.
“As expected! Wise, my daughter!”
 “I know.”
The orcs said she was a beauty born once in a thousand years. But that also meant something else—
“I hope he’s at least worthy of me.”
Born once in a millennium. A true warrior, born with the talent of a Martial God.
“I’ve never once found satisfaction upon this mountain.”
The 「Green War God」. The great orc warrior Sherizik descended the mountain.
***
At the entrance of a remote village in the Verdí region, old gatekeepers stood their posts, trembling in fear. The reason was simple. For some time now, military tents had been erected outside the village—housing countless knights and mages, and even the second son of a noble house.
“Ugh…”
News spread fast in small rural villages. The old guards knew that two of their fellow sentries had recently been brutally murdered—one beaten across the face until he died. They were not heroes from myth or legend. Until last year, they were mere villagers who would flee at the sight of a wild boar.
They had only volunteered when the lord’s men promised to take anyone brave enough — regardless of experience. They were too old to fear death, the duty was easy, and it was a way to serve their families. Truthfully, though, they wanted to run. But they were far too old to start over elsewhere.
They had lived their entire lives on this land.
They could barely write, hardly read difficult words. They knew nothing of swords or battle.
All they knew was farming—how to till the soil, how to raise calves and piglets. They knew how to spread fertilizer and tell their grandchildren silly old folktales.
And so one of the old guards, while on duty, sat down and began to weep.
“Why are you crying, old man?”
 “I’m scared… I'm so scared. Aren’t you?”
 “……”
 “I thought I’d grown too old to fear death. But now that it’s before me… I’m terrified. Those knights could kill me with a single kick. They could grab my hair and slap me all day, and I wouldn’t be able to resist. I can feel it. And that frightens me so much.”
The other guard couldn’t bring himself to scold his weeping friend.
“It’s pitiful, not even knowing where to run. I’ve lived here all my life; I can’t even imagine another place to go. Wild beasts used to raid our old home, so we moved here—this so-called safe village. That’s when I started this guard job. But now, the knights are far more terrifying than any beast.”
 “……You poor man.”
 “I’m not the only one who doesn’t know how to run. My wife, who’s relied on me all her life; my children; my grandchildren who’ve just begun to walk—they don’t know how to leave this land either. I told them to flee. But my son, my daughter, my grandchildren… they said, ‘We can’t leave you behind, Father. We can’t leave you, Grandfather. We’ll stay together. We’ll die together if we must.’”
 “……”
 “It’s a touching thing to say… and yet so miserable. I can’t help but wonder—what was my life even for? The gods told us to live faithfully, love our families, commit no sin—and happiness would follow. I lived that way, honorably. So why… why has the world turned on us like this?”
Tears fell from the old man’s eyes.
 “I never wanted much. Just to wake up and have a piece of bread in the morning. To share a laugh with my family in the evening, telling silly jokes. To sing and dance when there’s a festival in the village… That was all I ever wanted.”
He wiped his tears, murmuring to himself. Just then, the other guard nudged his shoulder.
“E-enough now. Stop crying.”
 “What sin have I committed, that the heavens give us such trials? Why won’t they allow us even a fragment of peace…?”
 “Get up, man! The lord is coming!”
The crying guard slowly raised his head. Through tear-blurred eyes, he saw a young lord standing before him. The boy had the physique of a man, yet still the face of a youth. The guard scrambled to his feet. The young lord did not scold him. Instead—
“My father once said something to me.”
 “M-my lord, I’m sor—”
 “‘I will set right this sinful, misguided world with my own hands,’ he said. ‘For I am a knight of the great Karavan bloodline. I shall be your judge, for I am the one who slew the evil dragon, the iron-blooded protector of the realm, the righteous watcher descended from Karavan!’ He used to say such grand, novel-like things.”
 “…What?”
 “My father was mad. A man who could no longer distinguish between fiction and reality—who believed himself the hero of some chivalric tale. He lost his mind completely, speaking nonsense day and night.”
The young lord’s words made no sense to the bewildered guard.
The boy smiled faintly.
“But I believe… that at least part of what he said was true. My father was not the dragon-slaying hero, nor the kingdom’s iron-blooded guardian, nor a righteous watcher.”
 “……”
 “Yet, he was right about one thing—the world is going wrong.”
The young lord slowly drew his sword.
“And someone has to step forward to set it right.”
He said no more.
With that meaningful declaration, the young lord—Arhan—walked toward the camp where the knights were gathered. His steps were confident and light, so much so that the old guards dared not stop him. They only stood there, eyes fixed on his retreating figure.
One of the two old guards’ eyes glistened. Though his only hobby in old age was reading to his grandchildren, he had read quite a few books for a country man. He recognized the words the young lord had just recited. They came from a knightly novel—「The Knight of La Mancha.」
It was the old guard’s favorite story. And in that moment, the sight of young Arhan walking toward the camp looked just like that old knight charging at windmills in La Mancha.
***
I stepped into the camp. Inside, groups of knights were gathered—talking loudly, playing cards, arm-wrestling, drinking wine. But the moment I entered, all activity ceased. Every knight drew their sword. Every one of them here was a Sword Runner.
“To come here—you must be mad.”
 “No.”
 “Then, have you come to surrender?”
 “No.”
 “Then what?”
No one rushed me. They simply held their blades pointed my way, waiting. But I didn’t look at them. Instead, I fixed my gaze on a man reclining on a distant bed—idly popping grapes into his mouth, clad in a robe of multicolored silk.
“Edan Rhapsody.”
 “Why call my name?”
 “I challenge you to a duel.”
At my words, Edan Rhapsody chuckled—then burst into roaring laughter. The first time I’d seen real emotion on his face, normally drawn in perpetual boredom. After laughing for a while, he looked at me with a lifted corner of his mouth.
“You amuse me. Fine, I’ll humor you. Shall I give you a handicap? I won’t take a single step from where I stand—or perhaps I’ll use only one hand? Or fight you blindfolded?”
I answered calmly.
“It doesn’t matter how we fight. I don’t need any restrictions.”
He was said to be the successor to a Swordmaster, one of the most promising talents of the Five Great Houses. Facing him without limitation was as good as suicide. But I had no intention of dying.
“There’s only one condition.”
After long consideration, I had found the only path forward.
“Bring me your young master—the one who falsely claimed I had disgraced his honor. I’ll say it again: I have never done such a thing.”
Ten days of isolated training would never be enough to spread my Wings. Even if I did, when their army arrived ten days later, there would be no chance of victory. So rather than sit and wait, I chose to fight head-on.
“I’ll say it again. I never slaughtered your loyal retainer. I have committed no crime I must atone for.”
Not every battle is fought with blades.
All conflict is battle.
“So bring the Rhapsody heir before me.”
This too, was a battle.
“And tell him to look me in the eyes and say it again. Understood?”
After hearing everything I said, the second son of Rhapsody slowly rose from his seat. He no longer lounged like a lazy noble, nor did he yawn.
“Have you finished your little speech, pitiful fighter?”
 “Yes.”
 “Very well. When our army arrives in ten days, Toma will come as well.”
The second son of House Rhapsody—Edan Rhapsody—spoke, and one of the knights cried out:
“My lord! What are you—”
 “But.”
The knight’s protest died away. Edan’s calm yet overwhelming voice filled the tent.
“You will not die easily, pitiful fighter.”
A terrifying declaration— A death sentence.
I didn’t bother to reply. I simply turned and walked out of the camp.
Their burning stares followed me as Liam spoke.
「Just as you said it would be.」
I nodded at my master’s words.
Then I answered:
“All we have to do now is wait.”
In ten days, everything would turn around.
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Chapter 108 – Counterfire (2)
“I’ll assume I misheard you.”
 “Tom, don’t be like that.”
 “Please tell me this is a joke.”
 “It isn’t.”
At my answer, Tom slapped his hand against his forehead.
“You challenged Edan Rhapsody to a duel? How can that possibly be true?”
 “……”
 “Do you even understand what it means that he’s the swordsman set to succeed Hugo Rhapsody? He’s a Swordmaster candidate! A Swordmaster candidate!”
 “I know.”
 “And you still did something that insane?!”
 “I thought it was the only hole left in the sky to crawl through.”
 “Oh, no, my lord. That’s not a hole in the sky—it’s a way to bring it crashing down faster! Do you even realize what you’ve done? You’ve gone beyond forgiveness. Even begging for your life won’t save you now. Edan Rhapsody will accept the duel no matter what. And once it begins, you’ll die before you even understand how.”
 “……”
 “Edan Rhapsody is stronger than I am.”
Tom’s tirade went on for quite a while. When I didn’t respond, he finally quieted down, though his face was still clouded with worry.
“What were you thinking?”
 “I wanted to draw Toma Rhapsody in.”
 “Toma Rhapsody… you mean…”
 “The precious youngest son. The lunatic who claimed I disgraced his honor.”
At my words, Tom’s brow twitched.
“If we can bring him here, we can uncover the truth. You said it yourself—The Five Great Houses are bound by law. Great power must bear great responsibility. This will be our chance to hold them accountable for the unjust strength they wield.”
 “…What will you do, then?”
 “First, I’d like you to answer my question.”
Tom straightened his posture, listening.
I steadied my voice and asked:
“Ten seconds.”
 “……”
 “What must I do to survive ten seconds against Edan Rhapsody?”
***
I heard Tom’s thoughts. They weren’t complicated.
“Edan Rhapsody recently ascended to Sword Expert. But unlike me, he has forged complete Armor. A Sword Expert who possesses armor gains the divine authority of ‘Impenetrability.’ The power of invulnerability—to deny all forms of attack.”
 “I know how formidable armor can be.”
 “Yes. You’ve already faced a Sword Expert before—the dwarf during the second event of the 「Infinite Duel」. But that dwarf didn’t even reveal a fraction of his true power.”
 “……”
 “People often compare Sword Experts to castle walls. But that’s misleading. When they hear ‘wall,’ they think of something heavy, massive, and slow. But Sword Experts are never slow.”
Tom drew his sword—a silver rapier.
“As you know, swordsmanship is a path of accumulation and ascension. Advancing to the next realm doesn’t erase the essence of the previous one. Only by reaching the limit of one realm can a swordsman rise to the next. Do you understand what that means?”
 “To become a Sword Expert, one must first reach the limit of the Sword Runner.”
 “Exactly. But saying it and seeing it are very different things.”
 “Yes, that’s—”
I only managed to say “that’s ri—” when Tom’s sword moved.
His fingertips blurred. A fierce wind surged—and then Tom was staring at me, asking:
“Did you see it?”
 “…No.”
 “I just stabbed over two hundred times.”
 “……”
 “Of course, it might have been too fast for you to notice. My style focuses on speed, and even among others of my realm, my sword is particularly quick.”
Tom returned the silver rapier to his belt.
“But your opponent is a Rhapsody.”
 “……”
 “And the sword of the Rhapsody family is the fastest on the continent. Ten times faster than what you just saw. That’s what ‘the fastest on the continent’ means.”
Ten times faster.
A dry laugh escaped me.
“So think carefully. It’s not too late to cancel the duel. But if you truly can’t turn back, then say the word.”
 “And what will you do if I do?”
 “I’ll stand as your Proxy Warrior. I’m a Sword Expert too—it would at least make for a decent fight. I won’t win, but still.”
 “……”
 “Don’t worry. I’ve lived long enough. It would be an honor to die in the place of a young man. So just say the word whenever you wish.”
Tom said it so cheerfully—that he’d gladly die in my stead.
Make Tom my Proxy Warrior? Never. This was my doing. My burden alone. I refused to let a kind man die in my place. Watching someone close to me die—that pain, I could never bear again. Not anymore.
After that, I sought my master’s advice.
His reply?
「If you can last one second, that’ll be a miracle.」
Of course. My master was brutally honest when it came to the sword.
「Think of it in reverse. If you, as you are now, fought a newborn babe who’s never even held a sword—how many seconds would it take you to kill them?」
 “Surely the gap isn’t that vast?”
 「It might be worse. The higher the realm, the greater the disparity becomes.」
The comparison was perfect. If I were to fight an ordinary person, I could cut them down within a single second the moment distance was closed. It would be effortless. They have no Path, no Mana Heart. Perhaps Edan Rhapsody would see me the same way—like a worm to be crushed.
I had neither Wings nor Armor. To him, I was prey.
And yet—
「It’s not hopeless. There’s a way.」
 “There’s a way?”
 「If you consider the nature of your sword—yes, there’s potential.」
Tom was right.
「Every swordsman has a reason for wielding the sword—strength, protection, survival, honor.」
 “……”
 「But you wield the sword for one reason alone—to kill a Swordmaster. Because only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
There it was—the only hole left in the sky.
「Your sword was made to face those far stronger than you. Its Mystery does not protect nor dazzle—it subverts. The 「Flame of Doubt」—the power to drag down the mighty from their lofty thrones.」
 “……”
 「If you can awaken that unprecedented Mystery, there might yet be a chance.」
Liam looked at me.
「One second.」
 “One second?”
 「The Karavans grow stronger in battle. You remember that, don’t you?」
 “Yes.”
 「Use that first second against the heir of the Idler’s blood as your trial. Face overwhelming strength—and make that instant your moment of awakening. Before that single second ends… spread your Wings. Then, perhaps, you’ll survive the next nine.」
Make that instant your awakening.
“…Is that even possible?”
It sounded absurd. But—
「I did it.」
 “……”
 「And so did your ancestors.」
How perfect is Karavan.
“I’ll try.”
The Steel Blood flows in me. So—
“No.”
“I’ll do it.”
***
I gathered Seol Yoon, Hailyn, Tom, and Audrey and explained my plan. 
They all asked in unison if I’d gone insane. Ah—except Hailyn. She didn’t say such harsh things; she didn’t even understand words like Sword Expert or Sword Runner in the first place.
Ten days. 
That was all the time I had—perhaps less. I had demanded one condition: that they bring Toma Rhapsody, the youngest son who once fought me in the 「Infinite Duel」. If they felt insulted enough, they might even bring him sooner.
Either way, the moment Toma arrived, the duel would begin.
There wasn’t much I could do to prepare—just sharpen my senses through training, and ask my master about the nature of the Rhapsody sword. That was it.
Since the day I first grasped a blade, I’d never faced a greater crisis.
To be honest, I was nervous. I acted calm, but I couldn’t help it. 
After all, I was only human. And this situation—it mirrored the day Swordmaster Carlos came.
I remembered my people fleeing, powerless before unjust violence. I remembered how terrifying the strength of a single being could be.
It was traumatic. Like how the swordswoman Mary, wielder of 「Needle」, feared fire. Like a war veteran flinching at the sight of blades. Like a man who once drowned, forever fearing the sea. I feared unjust violence. I feared the destruction of those precious to me.
How ironic.  I’d sworn to fight such violence. To take up the sword for that very purpose. To kill a Swordmaster, so I could end one. Yet I feared it all the same. Terribly so.
Time passed quickly.
Before I knew it, ten days had gone.
At dawn on the tenth day, a massive army surrounded the Karavan territory—far larger than the vanguard that came before. This was no mere show of force. It was a sight reminiscent of the 「War Duel」—a legion, a storm of pure destruction.
“Sword Demon Liam.”
And then, one swordsman—the one who bore the mightiest violence—spoke:
“Come out.”
***
Northern Iron Kingdom.
In all the long history of the continent, its iron-blooded fortress had never once fallen. Atop the white Winter Citadel, a flag fluttered—a sigil of snow and frost, the emblem of one of the Five Great Houses: White.
And within the gleaming white mansion at the citadel’s heart—Whitecastle, home of the true rulers of the North—a pure white bird flew through the window, wings shimmering with radiant light. The bird perched before its sleeping master.
“Mmm…”
The white bird carried out its duty flawlessly—to deliver news that the benefactor of House White, bearer of the White Medal, was in grave danger and in need of aid. The mystical creature completed its task without error. Except—
“My Daisy.”
Lady Daisy White was not alone in her chamber. That was only natural. Wherever Daisy stayed within Whitecastle, there was always one man by her side.
“It seems your benefactor is in trouble.”
A noble of the Iron Kingdom—second only to the royal family in rank.
The ruler of the entire northern region.
The Lord of Winter.
The master of the Watchers who upheld the continent’s order by sacred law.
“If he’s your benefactor, then he’s mine as well.”
A man who had rejected countless beauties, even turning down marriage with a princess of the Sky Empire—to wed a woman of humble birth.
“If he’s my benefactor, then he’s a benefactor of House White.”
She was of fallen nobility, plain in appearance, once violated by a baron’s son at a noble party. A woman who clawed her way up from ruin, without the docility of a proper lady. Rumors claimed she disobeyed her husband and lay with her half-witted knight since childhood. And yet—knowing all that, despite having countless shining choices before him, the man had chosen her.
“The Watchers of House White never forget their debt.”
He was famous across the continent as a devoted husband.
“Whether it be grace or vengeance—we always repay it.”
The lord of the Great House White. 
Russell White, Duke of the North.
“Whatever it may be… we shall answer.”
A vortex began to stir.
Intervention.
Chapter 109
Translator: AkazaTL 
Pr/Ed: Sol IX 
***
Chapter 109 – Counterfire (3)
“Why ten seconds?” Tom had asked me that once.
And I had answered: “Because that’s how long it’ll take for that young master to remember the truth.”
***
I stepped forward at the summons. Before the gates of the Karavan estate, an army stood lined up in ranks too vast, too powerful. If they wished, they could erase our land from the map without resistance. The banners fluttering in the wind bore the emblem of waves—the mark of House Rhapsody.
I could feel the sheer weight of that name.
“They’re insane.”
Audrey muttered under her breath.
“They brought this kind of force to a remote estate like this? If anyone else saw, they’d think the Five Great Houses had started a war among themselves. This is… enough to topple a small kingdom.”
Her eyes were trembling.
The army that had arrived after ten days was overwhelming even to look at.
Now I understood what Tom meant—this was the power of a Great House, a force equal to a nation itself.
That was the might of the Five Great Houses.
“Ugh…”
The old gatekeepers at the entrance trembled uncontrollably. Having lived their entire lives in the countryside, they must have been paralyzed with terror. The Rhapsody army made no effort to conceal its aura—in fact, it flaunted it, pressing down on all who watched.
“Sword Demon Liam.”
A war between the Karavan estate and a Great House—even the phrasing was absurd.
It was like an egg striking a boulder.
“Come out.”
Everyone could feel it—the army’s aura dominated the air.
While Edan Rhapsody, the second son of Rhapsody, called for me, Hailyn clutched my shoulder.
She looked up at me with pleading eyes.
“Don’t go.”
 “……”
 “Please, my lord. Don’t go. You’ll die.”
While Hailyn begged, the remaining villagers turned to look at me. Those who could flee had already done so before the army’s arrival. The ones left behind were those who simply didn’t know how to run. They were people who had farmed all their lives, who had never left this backwater, who had only ever cared for their families. People who had never once imagined leaving.
“My lord.”
They were settlers who had come here after hearing that life was good in these lands—that one could live without starving. And it was true.
 “My daughter tasted jam on bread for the first time in her life here. I still remember her laughing face. Just say the word, my lord—I’ll take up a sickle if I have to. I want to protect this land. No matter who we face, I’ll fight.”
 “I’ll fight too! I-I mean, if this place falls, won’t those bastards move on to the next village anyway? No matter where we run, it’ll be the same. We peasants don’t have anywhere else to go!”
Simple people. They didn’t understand what they faced. They didn’t know that farm tools couldn’t even scratch a Sword Runner, that knights could move like ghosts, that the Great Houses were near-godlike, that armies like this one were unstoppable, that this was war.
“My wife is heavily pregnant. There’s no way she could flee across the mountains. And I can’t leave her behind. I’d rather die here. Then I’ll ask the gods myself—why they gave us such trials.”
They didn’t understand the injustice of the sword.
They didn’t understand violence.
“My son’s too young to walk far.”
What they feared were droughts.
What they feared were floods.
Pests that ruined the crops.
Boars coming down from the mountains.
But this army of knights—each one a Sword Runner or higher—the heir of Rhapsody, a Swordmaster candidate, their collective malice…
They knew none of it.
They knew only one thing:
“This is our village.”
They had survived drought, flood, pestilence, and beasts. So they believed—if they united once more, they could overcome this too. They didn’t know any better.
“We’ll fight with you.”
A philosopher once said,a servant has no hero—only a hero can recognize another hero.
“I want to protect this place.”
These peasants said foolish things. Not one of them knew how to wield a sword.
Not a single Sword Beginner, much less a Sword Walker.
Many had never even held a blade.
 Even if all of them charged together, they couldn’t defeat a single knight from that army.
 Even if all of them charged together, they couldn’t touch Edan Rhapsody’s hair.
 Even if all of them charged together, they couldn’t defeat me.
The philosopher was wrong. Because I saw what they couldn’t.
“You don’t have to fight alone, my lord.”
My great master once said—heroes are those who, though lost and uncertain, never give up. Those who never retreat, no matter how hopeless.
“It’s all right.”
Even peasants can be heroes.
Anyone can be a hero.
All of them—every one—were heroes.
And even a servant can have a hero.
“Don’t worry.”
My master once told me—that I had the makings of a hero.
“I won’t lose. Never.”
Today, I had to become one.
***
Behind the Karavan estate stood a mountain. From its height, the entire small domain could be seen below. The beasts had long fled, and even the birds were silent.
“Hm.”
There, orcs waited. Elite warriors, strong enough to face knights without fear.
“Fine warriors, Father. But too flashy for my husband. A true male should be grounded, solemn. Rings and necklaces are excessive.”
Among them stood the pride of the orc race—the beauty born once in a thousand years, Sherizik. In her hands gleamed an exquisite glaive, powerful enough to fell a mountain giant in one blow.
“Not that one, daughter.”
 “Really?”
 “The one on the other side. Blond hair, blue eyes, a humble sword. That human boy is the heir of Steel.”
Sherizik turned her gaze as Sherdik spoke. There he was—the small human boy. Tiny compared to the vast army. Well-built for a human, perhaps, but to Sherizik he was still no more than a bean.
“He’s quite handsome.”
Only a Sword Walker, but Sherizik—born of a great shaman’s blood and blessed with the talent of a Martial God—saw what lay beneath.
“I like his spirit as well.”
 “Suitable for a husband, isn’t he?”
 “Hmm. Not yet, but he’ll be worth raising.”
She snorted, khng! Some of the elite orcs gasped, whispering,
 “Even her snort is beautiful.”
 “Truly, the goddess herself would be jealous.”
Sherizik ignored them and spoke again.
“So how long are we just going to watch? It’s been days. Even a refined orc like me is starting to itch for a fight.”
 “Wait a little longer. The stars say the time has not yet come.”
 “Hmph. The stars are far too patient.”
Her blood boiled at the sight of the human army. She longed to leap in and crush their arrogant faces— those knights who thought themselves supreme. Breaking their proud bodies was one of her finer hobbies.
“Wait. Even those pale humans who spy from the shadows are staying quiet, aren’t they? They, too, know—it’s not yet time.”
Sherdik chuckled. A voice came from the thicket beyond.
“Watch your mouth, baseborn orc shaman. Insult the Watchers of House White one more time, and I’ll silence you myself. I knew orcs lacked honor, but must you prove it so loudly?”
Another force had gathered in the woods.
The swords of the North, personally dispatched by the Duke of House White—guardians of order who bowed to no one but their Duke. They glared at Sherdik, who only laughed.
“Your tongues are sharp, whelps.”
 “You damned—”
 “Quiet. I know full well the Winter Fangs could tear out my throat. But can you handle the aftermath?”
 “……”
 “Go on, kill me if you dare. I’ll find your ancestors in the Spirit World the instant I die—and some of them were my drinking companions, fools. Your forefathers lived in the Age of War. They were my friends. To think their descendants would bully their elders like this—tsk. Perhaps I should die.”
 “……”
 “If you want a beating from your ancestors, go ahead. The young these days—no manners at all.”
They had no idea how long Sherdik had lived. And so the proud northern swords—who bowed to no emperor, not even the Sky Empire—fell silent before his overwhelming seniority.
“Daughter.”
All quieted before the weight of his years.
“Those humans of the Five Houses—can you defeat them?”
Sherizik pondered briefly.
“I’d have to test them to know.”
 “Then what of the heir of Steel? Can he defeat that man?”
She frowned.
“Impossible.”
 “Why?”
 “He won’t last even three seconds. Maybe if he had fully awakened his strength—but right now? It’s laughable to even compare them.”
 “You’re right.”
Sherdik chuckled. Then—
“But you see,” he added meaningfully,
“The heirs of Steel are those who make the impossible… possible.”
A very meaningful statement.
“Centuries ago, there wasn’t a soul alive who didn’t know those words.”
***
The grand army. And a small countryside domain.
Two mismatched forces—and two men standing face-to-face.
“This shall be a duel of honor.”
 “A duel of honor?”
 “The rules are simple. When one side yields or is rendered unable to fight, the duel ends. Even if death occurs, no blame is assigned.”
 “Familiar rules.”
 “The victor may demand one of three things from the defeated.”
 “Also familiar.”
My duel for Fetel’s honor had been the same—a duel of honor. Back then, I’d fought as a Proxy Warrior, so in truth, this would be my first official duel.
A ridiculous first opponent—a Sword Expert.
“Any conditions before we begin?”
 “If I make one, will you accept it?”
 “If it’s fair.”
I looked at the man before me— Edan Rhapsody.
Up close, he didn’t seem human. He was a fortress made of flesh and stone, a walking citadel.
No matter what I did, I knew—this wall would not fall easily.
“Use only your family’s fundamental thrusting techniques.”
 “That’s all?”
 “And among your sword’s forms, there’s one resembling waves. You may use that as well.”
 “Anything else?”
 “Only three pairs of Wings.”
He listened, then replied lightly.
“No other restrictions? Not even ‘don’t use your left arm’? Or perhaps, ‘stab yourself before we begin’? ‘Fight me with your entrails spilling out’? ‘Tie your legs and duel’? You may add any of those.”
 “Unnecessary.”
 “Very well.”
He nodded.
“Move to the far left, pitiful fighter.”
The duel was about to begin. Accepting my conditions, Edan received his weapon from one of his knights—a plain wooden stick, so crude it could hardly be called a sword. Long, dull, unimpressive.
Holding it loosely, Edan looked at me with lazy eyes.
“On my signal, we begin.”
 “Before that, there’s something else.”
 “Oh?”
I wasn’t looking at him anymore.
My eyes were fixed on the man standing beyond him.
“Toma Rhapsody.”
Toma Rhapsody.
“Look at my face—and say it again.”
The cause of all this.
“In that duel of the 「Infinite Duel」—did I truly disgrace your honor? Was our match unjust? Did I really slaughter your loyal retainer? Are the sins you accuse me of truly mine?”
The man I had once faced in that endless arena—the one hidden behind helm and armor—was now standing among the knights.
“Answer me. Look me in the eyes.”
Golden hair, blue eyes, noble features— exactly as I’d seen him in the waiting hall of the Infinite Duel. But the emotions in his gaze were different now.
“Y-yes.”
Gone was the arrogance, the boredom, the sly amusement.
None of it remained.
“Y-you killed him, Sword Demon Liam. You—you did it all.”
His eyes were dull and lifeless.
“You… you must answer for your crimes.”
I was certain.
“I see.”
Toma Rhapsody was broken. Whoever had done this had destroyed his soul completely.
This wasn’t the warrior I’d faced before.
Liam’s voice echoed within me.
「Just as you suspected.」
 “……”
 「The stage is set. Now it’s your turn.」
Exactly as I’d predicted.
“Toma Rhapsody.”
 “W-why do you call me?”
 “Swear by the names of the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords—that you’ve spoken no falsehood, and that your vengeance here is a righteous act under the law of the continent.”
I glared at him. His answer came at once.
“I—I swear it.”
The moment he spoke, I turned away. There was nothing more to hear. Everything was proceeding as planned.
I walked to the far left of the arena. At the opposite end, Edan Rhapsody stroked his trembling brother’s head and stared at me.
Those lazy eyes—sharp as blades.
“Pitiful fighter, I warned you once.”
Even from a distance, his voice was crystal clear.
“You won’t die easily.”
Crystal clear—and cold as death.
“I’ll make sure to keep that promise.”
A chilling threat.
At that, I exhaled slowly.
Then—Why ten seconds? In that moment, I recalled the conversation I’d had with Tom.
Why must you last ten seconds?
And I had answered: Because that’s how long it’ll take for that young master to remember the truth.
Everything was going according to plan.
I must endure.
The rest was up to me.
No matter what happens.
It was time—for me to become a hero.
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Chapter 110. Ballad (1)
“A commotion broke out in some remote village of Verdí, or so I heard.”
A tavern. 
The story spilled out among the drunkards’ idle chatter.
“Which village are you talking about?”
 “You know that western village is haunted by grim rumors—the one where no one lives.”
 “The one where they said an evil black mage had settled, or that a Monster Wave swept through, or that a terrible unknown plague spread?”
 “Yeah, that one.”
 “Ha! You’re behind on your gossip. Those were all proven false. That village has recently become one of the fastest-growing places in southern Verdí. Some noble mage settled there and is developing it into his territory. I heard the old folks who feared wild beasts, the farmers ruined by drought, and even the vagabonds with nowhere to go have all gathered there. They say he accepts anyone—so everyone wants to go there.”
 “You’re the one who’s ignorant, my friend.”
The drunkards’ voices grew louder.
“The people who gathered there to live better—they’re all running away again. There’s even a family who fled from there to our own town.”
 “Running away? Why?”
 “They say the young lord ruling that small village caused some kind of incident. Word is, knights—terrifying ones—have gone there to find him. Even mysterious mages wielding bizarre magic are accompanying them!”
 “Oh heavens, is that true?”
 “I’m telling you, it is.”
The tavern buzzed with tales and gossip, the voices swelling—and swelling.
“No one knows what sin the young lord committed, but they say the knights’ fury was terrifying. Whatever it was, they shouted that he must take responsibility. And here’s the truly fascinating part.”
 “What happened?”
 “That young lord—barely eighteen, with golden hair and blue eyes—took up a sword and challenged the highest of those noble knights to a duel.”
 “Well now, that sounds like the reckless passion of youth.”
 “Reckless passion? Tch, more like he takes after his father.”
 “His father?”
One of the drunkards clicked his tongue.
“They say the boy’s father once went mad—truly lost his mind. Believed himself to be a hero out of some chivalric romance.”
 “My word.”
 “And now, in his direst moment, the son’s gone mad the same way. Threw away his sanity and sank into wild delusions—”
The drunkard’s voice now filled the entire tavern, louder than the ballad sung by the bards. And so, even an old man sitting alone in a corner, quietly sipping cheap beer, heard it all. And that old man could not—absolutely could not—ignore what he’d heard.
“...Excuse me.”
The old man approached the drunkards.
“Could you tell me more about that story?”
 “Ah, of course.”
The old man sat, and the drunkards chuckled. One of them asked,
“But why so interested in our gossip?”
 “...Because I was born in that village.”
 “Oh, so you left just recently?”
 “No.”
The old man drained his beer and removed his hat.
“I left quite some time ago.”
 “...”
 “Back when the lord of that village was not the young boy you speak of, but the one who fell to madness—my master, who, though he lost his sanity and dreamed wild, impossible dreams, was the kindest man this continent had ever known—and whose eyes burned like those of a boy.”
 “Wh-what the hell, old man!”
The tavern gasped. The old man’s face was hideous—his scalp was warped by burns, half his face covered in dreadful scars.
The drunkards spat, cursed, and stood up. Others joined in, hurling insults—told him to get out, to crawl back to the gutter.
“Get out, old man.”
And so, before he could hear the rest of the tale, the old man was thrown out of the tavern.
He pulled his worn hat back on, looking pitiful and alone. He trudged through the dark streets until he came to a stable. Inside was not a horse—but a donkey. An old donkey, as frail as its master.
“Why the long face, coming back all gloomy like that?”
Beside the donkey stood an old woman.
She patted the weary man’s shoulder and joked softly, but he didn’t answer. After a moment of silence, the man spoke.
“I think... I’ll go back home.”
 “...After leaving with such pain?”
 “Yes. I must go back.”
He slowly climbed onto the donkey’s back.
The old woman watched with sorrowful eyes, glistening with tears. The man met her gaze and said,
“Will you come with me, nanny?”
 “I’ve no right to go back.”
 “I’ve no right either.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Yes. We’re both fugitives, aren’t we?”
 “Then it’s not about right. It's the courage I lack.”
The old woman smiled faintly—then said,
“Please... take good care of young master Arhan, Butler Sancho.”
***
Far to the left. Far to the right. Two men stood.
And—Two swords awaited.
“Hoo...”
I breathed in. Mana filled my lungs. My second heart began to pound. For a fleeting instant, I was permitted the power of a superhuman—and that power infused my blade.
Yet the one who ruled this temporary dueling ground was not me. It was the man holding the other sword.
‘I must endure.’
Only one step remained for my plan to succeed.
Toma Rhapsody had sworn, in the name of the gods, that this was righteous vengeance. That meant his very soul had been broken. For some reason, Toma believed I was the one who murdered his kin and defiled his honor.
‘I have to hold on.’
If my guess was right, it was the Iron Prince’s scheme. And if it was his scheme, the one who carried it out must have been his Executioner—Swordmaster Carlos, the sharpest blade of all the Iron Prince possessed.
‘I am the key.’
Toma Rhapsody had forgotten the truth. That was why no divine punishment fell upon him, even though he swore by the names of the gods. Caretaker Tom once said: “Great power comes with great responsibility.” By that rule, Toma—descendant of a great house—should have been held accountable. Should have been punished by omniscient gods who know all things. But he wasn’t.
Why? Because in his mind, what he believed was the truth.
‘These may be the longest ten seconds of my life.’
There was only one way to set this right—Make him remember. Make Toma recall that final duel of the 「Infinite Duel」. The moment when our swords clashed and our souls touched.
To do that, I had to recreate that battle. That duel. Steel against Wave—it lasted ten seconds.
Ten seconds—enough for Toma to remember the truth buried deep within his soul.
My sword would draw it out. And the moment he realized, everything would turn around.
He had sworn by the names of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords.
The stage was set. Only my sword remained.
‘Even so... I must endure.’
The completion of the plan rested at the tip of my blade.
Edan Rhapsody. Renowned across the continent. Heir to a great house. Swordmaster candidate.
I had to withstand the wrath of a swordsman far beyond my reach. It felt impossible. Foolish. Reckless. Insane. But I had to do it.
“My lord! You can win this!”
I had to protect my village. Protect my people.
Become the hero of the farmhands.
‘You must remember this glorious moment.’
Just this once—I had to be a hero.
‘Always carry the pride of being a Karavan, and remember that the blood of steel flows within you. One day, you’ll reclaim your glory.’
Even if the world mocked me as mad, even if they laughed, even if no one ever acknowledged me— just like my father, who had taken up his sword and stood against overwhelming odds. Just like him, who faced the world to the bitter end without retreat.
“My lord, stay strong—!”
I closed my eyes. The faint, pitiful cheers of the villagers—my people—grew louder, grander.
As darkness fell behind my eyelids, a light rose. A lantern. It glimmered like a star—and countless stars began to bloom.
『How blessed was the age when one could gaze upon the starry sky and read from it the map of all roads—both where to go, and where one must go.』
Long ago—in the era of the stars—the first monarch looked upon such a world.
『And how blessed was the age when the starlight illuminated every path.』
Like the man who became the lantern that guided the wandering souls.
Now, the world within 「The Light」 came vividly into view. Inside the blade I had refined through Ingestion, another world existed.
A world contained within steel. As I faced that world—another one appeared.
『I decided to become the wind for you.』
 『And you said—』
 『Let’s die. Let’s die here. Let’s not fight this cruel world. Let’s just die together.』
A lonely ronin.
A man who lived like the wind.
『But I couldn’t. You don’t know—』
 『What I dream of.』
The dream of that man—
『I became the wind for you.』
 『A wind that can sweep away anything.』
The Mage of Oz. Dorothy.
The ronin’s love was swallowed by the whirlwind he created—a storm that took away the woman’s life, her tears, her hatred, and the trials of a merciless world.
Now I could see it. Now I could feel the sword.
Two swords. And by understanding them, I felt another—a faint, blurred, mysterious third blade.
“Ready.”
But the world wouldn’t wait for me.
The knight standing between us raised his hand. Then—
“Begin—!”
The duel began.
“—Hup.”
The instant the signal rang, I held my breath. I invoked the combustion Mystery within 「The Light」, burning my breath, straining for power beyond my limit—a desperate struggle, if only to cross blades with that prodigy for a fleeting moment.
But—
“Pathetic.”
My opponent was a swordsman beyond reason.
“What—”
I couldn’t see him.
Edan Rhapsody was already before me—as if he’d been there all along. I barely had time to swing. Mocking my flailing, he moved his hand.
A simple thrust—with a wooden rod.
A wooden stick. And my sword, forged of winter steel by dwarves.
Two mismatched weapons collided.
The instant they met, I nearly lost consciousness. An overwhelming shock like I had never known—a crushing weight that seemed to shatter my very soul.
「Stay conscious.」
It felt like my heart was breaking apart. My limbs felt severed from my body.
I couldn’t tell if I was still standing or had already collapsed.
「One second.」
But one thing was certain—I still held my sword.
Then—
「From now—one second.」
What I had to do remained unchanged.
「Make this moment your awakening.」
The taste of blood filled my mouth. My head spun, my vision blurred.
Yet—I couldn’t let go of my sword.
「If you want to live—」
The fight had only just begun.
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Chapter 111. Ballad (2)
Bards roamed the world, singing. Of legends, of heroes, of love, of lyricism—and of life itself.
The world called their songs Ballads.
***
In the western reaches of the continent lay the Iron Kingdom of Cherville. Far to the south sprawled the Verdí region, a land so insignificant that people often called it a backwater or frontier rather than by its name. Its people were as humble as its soil.
The residents of Verdí were unlike those of the Iron Kingdom. Their lives were ruled not by strength, but by practicality. They farmed, raised livestock, made milk and cheese, and produced wines they sold to the cities. Most had never once held a sword. The only blades they handled were scythes or kitchen knives.
A land of uneducated peasants who could barely read—and there, one day, a clever boy was born. He came from a poor but honest family. His parents, who had made cheese all their lives, hoped their bright son might live differently.
They knew he was sharper than they were. So they decided to send the boy to serve the most noble lord of that remote land—for if he stayed, he’d surely spend his life making cheese until the day he died.
Thus, the boy came to live not in a shack, but in a manor.
“You’re the new servant, eh?”
 “Yes, sir!”
And with the eagerness he’d been taught, the boy answered, “Please, call me Sancho!”
Sancho. That was the name he came to bear. Like all boys, he grew up quickly. He tended the small manor—humble by city standards, yet the grandest house in Verdí. 
He began as a servant, rose to a butler, and in time became the most capable of all the household retainers. And then—
“Sancho, look at this.”
Now a man, middle-aged and part of the manor itself, Sancho saw the dazzling smile of his master—a smile so radiant it made him think, so a person can smile like that.
“Come closer, my friend.”
When Sancho approached, he saw what his master held tenderly wrapped in cloth—a tiny bundle of life.
“Hold him. Go on.”
He obeyed, taking the fragile bundle into his arms as though it were made of glass.
“How is he?”
Small, frail—like a candle that might vanish with a breath. The baby breathed softly. So light—so delicate.
“I’ve never had a clear goal in life, Sancho. I’ve just drifted—like a man swept by the current. Wandering.”
 “……”
 “But today... I think I’ve finally found my purpose.”
His master—hair tousled, face dusty, smiling like a boy—gazed down at the radiant little bundle in his arms.
Sunlight streamed in through a crack in the shutters, warm and golden over the Karavan lands.
“To protect this fragile, fleeting thing from the cruelty of the world—”
Sancho, the butler, never forgot that day.
“Will you help me, my friend?”
 “……”
 “You’re my greatest friend, aren’t you?”
Sancho still remembered the warmth of that moment.
“What... is the young master’s name?”
He still remembered the tiny hand that grasped his finger that day.
“Arhan.”
Perhaps he would remember it forever.
***
Through thick brush and dusky mountain paths, an old man rode a worn-out donkey.
A pitiful sight—an old man, and an old donkey.
Far removed from the world’s heroes.
The protagonists of this world were always young, strong, and beautiful—knights of renown, adored by maidens, praised by the continent.
“Run, Paddle.”
Sancho was far from any hero.
The cleverness that once made him exceptional in Verdí was nothing beside the scholars of the city.
He merely remembered well and calculated quickly. No brilliance, no genius insight, no creative spark.
Sancho was neither special nor great. And an unremarkable, ungreat man was never meant to be a protagonist.
“Run harder. Just a little more.”
He was not handsome—short, round, his belly pressing against clothes that no longer fit.
No lady, no princess would ever love him for his looks.
He was no longer young either. He’d grown old, his face scarred beyond recognition by the Absolute who once came to the Karavan estate. More than once, city guards had mistaken him for a leper and driven him away.
“Keep going. We can’t stop now.”
Unremarkable, unbeautiful, aged—a man at life’s edge, unfit for the stage. Panting, wheezing from a brief run through the forest. No one would call him a hero.
“I must run. I must run.”
But Sancho ran. Because there was somewhere he had to return to.
“The young master... he’s still fighting.”
His donkey, Paddle, was far too old to bear a rider. Running up a rough mountain path was agony. It panted and limped, but never stopped—as though it, too, understood there was something it must do.
“Yes... he’s still fighting.”
And so was Sancho.
“Even now...”
He remembered his words—the harsh truth he once told his master, the boy left alone in the world when he could not protect him.
Young master, you must forget. It’s the only way to live.
Only a Swordmaster can kill a Swordmaster, my lord.
“Run, Paddle. We can’t be late.”
Sancho had to go back. The old butler had to return.
To fulfill the promise he once made—to his master, now long gone.
You’re my greatest friend, Sancho.
So the old man and the old donkey ran—into the dark.
***
When Edan Rhapsody’s wooden rod struck my blade, I saw it clearly—his Path. No, not merely a Path—a world.
A world forged by the sword of one man.
「All Paths are Connected.」
My master’s words were true.
But Edan’s Path was unlike any Sword Walker’s.
He had but one Path—a single spiral expanding outward, filling the entire arena.
This duel ground was his domain.
A perfect, unbroken world. There was no gap, no place for my Path to reach. Touch it, and mine would vanish without a trace—like pouring a bucket of water into the sea.
The sea remains unchanged.
Was that the gulf between our realms? Despair gave way to awe.
I could almost lose myself in the brilliance of Edan Rhapsody’s sword.
But—I couldn’t.
“Hup—”
I burned my breath as fuel and broke my limit. For an instant, I tasted the Wings of a Sword Runner —acceleration. Time itself seemed to slow.
The world of stars within 「The Light」.
The world of wind within 「Gale」.
But that wasn’t where I could stop. I had to find my world.
Before that vast sea, I had to forge my own. If not, I’d drown—swallowed by the waves, leaving no trace.
The first time I faced that sea—in my final duel of the 「Infinite Duel」 against Toma Rhapsody—I had become Steel. A flame that burned him. 
I had to reach that again. To rise above the tide, to survive, I had to fly—higher, ever higher.
Crack.
Edan’s wooden rod ate into my blade.
A perfect world clashing with an imperfect one.
It was like lightning struck. Was this enlightenment? Or terror before death? Or madness, like the fever that once took my father? I didn’t know. Only that I chased that bolt of lightning.
His Path was perfect—beyond my reach. So instead of imitating, I would forge my own.
Edan Rhapsody had created a vast ocean. And in that ocean, I saw the sun. Even the sea cannot swallow the sun. It rises beyond the horizon and lights the world.
Yes. The sun is everywhere.
On the day I was born. In my happiest years. On the day I lost everything. Even when I first held a sword. The sun had always been there.
What is the sun? What is the world?
“...Ah.”
The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords—the omniscient deities reigning above.
Why did they watch my tragedy in silence?
Why does the world go so wrong?
Why is the sword that destroyed my life hailed as a hero’s weapon? 
If the gods truly exist, why was that man never punished?
Why does his glory only grow, while I—who lost everything—fade away?
Why was he chosen by heaven to be a Swordmaster of Swordmasters, and why must I remain a forgotten boy from the frontier?
「You’re blooming at last.」
What truth hides behind my tragedy? If my father’s words were true, why did the gods never bless the boy who swore vengeance?
The continent’s law says: The wicked will be judged, the righteous rewarded. The child who lost all shall be repaid. The greedy shall lose what they hold.
If that law is real, why was I never rewarded? Why do sinners still thrive? Why is the world so wrong? Why is it built on such unbearable injustice?
Why—why?
「Yes... that’s it.」
My second heart—my Mana Heart. My blood—my Path.
The swords I’ve consumed. The souls within them. Every technique I’ve honed. All of it was unraveling. Every piece of me was being undone and rebuilt. From my Mana Heart, a Path coursed through my body— from head to toe, and back again—until it burst through my back and bloomed. All could see it now. All knew its name.
「That is your world.」
Now I understood what I’d seen.
The sky and the earth.
The sun and the steel.
The sky I had seen—was the wrong world.
The sun I had seen—were the false gods.
Everything I had seen—a mistaken reality.
My earth was my people.
My father, tormented by madness, who fought till the end.
My neighbors, who raised farming tools against a Swordmaster.
My mother, who wept and begged me never to hold a sword again.
Fetel, who struggled against a cruel fate.
My steel—was my doubt. The defiance that refused to accept this broken reality.
My crooked, unyielding doubt that stood firm no matter what storm came.
That was my Steel.
“Ah.”
Why is the world like this? Why do the gods only watch? Why is there no judgment? Does justice truly exist?
In that moment, a dreamlike scene appeared before me. The sky, the earth, the burning sun—and a lone boy standing beneath it, staring upward. And the boy asked:
Do gods truly exist?
『Doubt.』
The question I had long carried within me. And as I reached it—a distant voice echoed—my own voice.
『Ironically, it is through doubt, not faith, that humankind takes one step closer to God.』
My mind hazed. The two swords within me melted like fire. Beyond them, the faint, pale blade appeared again. At last, I began to understand. The third sword—the one my master once spoke of. But I was still one step away.
Just one more step—And then.
“Young master—!”
A voice pierced the frozen world.
Through the knights, through my people—an old man shouted.
“I also... I also haven’t forgotten! I can’t accept this cursed, broken world either—!”
My butler. The butler who had once left this place.
“So don’t forget! You too, young master!”
My Sancho.
“You—!”
The words he screamed, ragged and desperate—were enough to bridge that final step.
“You will become—a Swordmaster!”
Truly, they were.
“You will—!”
Thump. Thump.
My heart thundered like a drum.
As it pounded, I opened my eyes wide. A surge of indescribable power welled up from my chest.
I saw Edan Rhapsody’s wooden rod eating into my sword. I couldn’t face it head-on.
I twisted my blade, lowered my stance, and leapt back. He couldn’t pursue it. Because—
“You…”
My retreat happened like teleportation—a burst of speed beyond even a superhuman’s limit.
“Those Wings... what are they?”
Wings. The way of the Sword Runner.
“...And this flame—?”
Edan’s expression twisted. Flames flickered along the wooden rod, spreading to his body, burning his world.
I frowned, seeing him through the blaze. I couldn’t see myself—but I could feel something growing from my back. And still my heart thundered—the overture of an opera yet to begin.
The Wings on my back were still changing—as though there was still further to go.
And then—
『I was born in war.』
The pale, shapeless third sword began to take form—a radiant blade, one I knew all too well.
『The phoenix always rises from ash.』
A voice boomed, heavy and deep as a lion’s roar.
Unfamiliar—yet intimately known.
Of course. I knew exactly whose sword it was.
『The world cast me into the fire.』
The family treasure of Karavan. The sword of the Karavan family’s founder and greatest master—a blade said to have been forged five centuries ago, yet still sharp enough to cut the world itself.
The first sword I had ever consumed.
『The world broke me. Crushed me.』
As the voice roared, an old man’s face emerged in my mind. A hero’s face. Wrinkled, yet bright and sharp as steel.
The Swordmaster who once came to save a broken boy.
『But the world did not kill me.』
In the ruined hall of the manor, he called out to his young descendant.
“Have you forgotten the first words I spoke to you?”
Liam Karavan.
「Eat me, heir of Karavan.」
His sword—
「Then you shall obtain what you desire.」
—was my third sword.
***
He had run too far. The old donkey was dead. But the old man was not.
He reached the stage of being young. A brilliant stage—where a new era was unfolding.
Breath ragged, mouth tasting of blood, vision blurring—yet he did what he had to do.
“Sancho,” his master had once said,
 “They call me mad. Do you think so too?”
He remembered the words of the man he’d served.
“I think not. Who is mad—me, who dreams of a world that could be, or they, who accept the twisted world as it is?”
His master, tormented by madness—his eyes burned like the sun. Pretentious words, perhaps—lines plucked from a knightly romance. But those words still shook Sancho’s heart.
“To dream the impossible dream. To fight the unbeatable foe. To endure the unbearable pain. To reach the unreachable star—that is my destiny, Sancho.”
Yes. They all called it madness, but the old butler never forgot his master.
Never forgot the star-bright glint in his eyes.
“Please, my lord, listen! This is madness! We must run! Throwing yourself into death—what’s more insane than that? The greatest madness a man can commit is not killing others, but choosing to die himself!”
He remembered even his master’s end—burning to death as he reached for his star.
“Ah.”
His master never became a star. But—
“Ahh...”
His son did.
The boy who had stood alone beneath the burning sun, amid the graves of countless dead—now shone brilliantly.
The boy raised in the love of a romantic father, a gentle mother, an awkward nanny, and a devoted butler—
“Can you see him? Are you watching, from the heavens?”
—had become a star.
“The age of glory you dreamed of was real. Your son has reclaimed it. Can you see it? Tell me you can see it...!”
Brighter than anyone else upon that field—the most radiant star.
***
「Name: Liam’s Beloved Sword.」
 「The sword once wielded by Liam Karavan, founder of the Karavan family.」
 「Though centuries old, it remains unrusted and sharp.」
 「The treasure of the Karavan family.」
 ...
 ...
 「Currently undergoing Ingestion.」
 「Ingestion has progressed slightly.」
 ...
 ...
 「‘The First Fragment’ awakens.」
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Chapter 112. Fragment (1)
The treasure of the Karavan family.
The sword once wielded by the family’s founder—its greatest patriarch, and the most powerful Swordmaster in history.
According to my father, the blade had been forged at least five centuries ago, yet it still gleamed with a terrifying sharpness, as if it could cut through anything at this very moment.
My vessel was far too small to contain all of the grandeur sealed within that blade. What I had digested was only the faintest fragment of it—a shard of a sword whose end I could never even imagine.
“...Hoo.”
It felt unlike anything before. No memories of the blade surfaced. No visions of the master who once wielded it, no vistas from a long-forgotten age. Only a single, fleeting voice brushed past me—not that of the old Liam who had withered and passed, but the voice of the great Swordmaster who had once carved through an era.
「Disappointed?」
An incomplete fragment. From it, I gained no ultimate swordsmanship, no absolute authority of a Swordmaster, no divine miracle that could shatter fate.
Only one thing.
“No.”
Karavan. The Trace of Steel.
I had drawn a little closer to the glory of the past. Feeling the restless new power stirring within me, I whispered:
“...This much is more than enough.”
***
Edan Rhapsody narrowed his eyes. The wooden rod in his hand had caught a strange flame—a fierce fire without heat, without warmth, a mirage of annihilation.
Trickery.
He recognized it at once.
A Mystery.
The personal authority of a swordsman who had reached the realm of the Sword Runner— one who could unfold their own world, giving birth to infinite possibilities.
Troublesome.
The moment he faced the flame, he understood its nature.
One word could describe it: Disintegration.
A fire that burned by breaking everything down.
The pitiful warrior’s flame was devouring all it touched—the three pairs of Wings Edan had unleashed, the oceanic Path dominating the duel ground, even the second heart pounding within his chest. In all his vast experience, Edan Rhapsody had never seen nor heard of such a Mystery.
An unprecedented phenomenon.
As he watched the flame gnaw at his greatness, he murmured inwardly:
A power steeped in malice toward the world.
How deep must one’s resentment run to forge fangs like this? Through what eyes must one view the world to birth such a power? A bitter laugh escaped him.
No wonder Toma lost.
For a brief instant, curiosity stirred within him—the blood of the Lazy Idler boiling in his veins, craving release from endless boredom. In that unremarkable warrior, he saw a dazzling spark of potential—fangs that, someday, might even reach him. But that curiosity soon faded.
Now was not the time.
He had come here as an avenger.
Whether the man before him might one day become a great swordsman was irrelevant. As the second son of House Rhapsody, as the brother of a ruined sibling, Edan Rhapsody had the duty to crush and trample the fool who had sullied his family’s name.
“Hoo.”
He carved away curiosity and feeling alike, until nothing human remained—only a blade of cold purpose.
He watched as the fire consumed him.
The flames of disintegration had already devoured one pair of Wings, and they would not stop there.
They would swallow all that Edan Rhapsody had built, reducing him to a frail man of flesh. Such was the cruelty in that fire’s will. But this was not yet a crisis.
If Edan willed it, he could extinguish the flame with ease. No Mystery, however unheard of, could stand against a Sword Expert’s authority. Once he summoned his Armor, the power of Impenetrability would activate, and such trifles would vanish without a trace.
But that wouldn’t do.
He had sworn before the duel began—that he would use nothing but his three pairs of Wings.
As one of the Five Great Houses, he would uphold the sacred rules of the duel, even at the cost of his life.
And besides—He won’t need it.
Such limitations would not affect the outcome in the slightest.
Never.
“...”
Edan slowly raised his gaze. 
The pitiful warrior stood before him, cloaked in flame. Wings sprouted from his back—but they were strange, unlike any bird’s or butterfly’s. They were made of bone—gray, metallic, as if forged from joined blades.
Full of cheap tricks.
Edan stepped forward as though strolling through a sunny garden. His feet lifted, touched the ground again, and for a heartbeat he vanished, reappearing before me— like a mage’s teleportation.
His wooden rod traced a perfect arc. A simple thrust—aimed precisely at my blade’s edge.
He would break it, then carve despair into my bones. Crush, trample, strip away everything I held— the way noble houses always did.
He would not grant me an easy death.
He would keep his promise.
This warrior would learn just how vast the world truly was, and how merciless the five pillars that ruled it could be.
The rod cut the air, colliding with the steel of my sword.
A clear note rang out—a sword cry.
“...?”
I didn’t yield. Before the tide, I did not bend.
Edan’s brow furrowed. 
I hadn’t moved an inch. In that instant, I must have looked to him like steel—unyielding steel on a distant shore, unmoved by crashing waves.
“Ah...”
A faint exclamation rose—from Toma Rhapsody, watching from afar. Edan didn’t understand why his brother made that sound, why his eyes shone as if he’d remembered something precious, as if he were a boy recalling a forgotten dream.
“Brother.”
Toma tried to speak.
“Brother, stop—wait—”
But the clash was louder than his broken voice.
***
My body burned. My heart blazed like a sun, and the blood in my veins flowed like molten steel.
Even the sword in my hand burned.
I could no longer tell whether I held a blade or a flame—and it didn’t matter.
“Fu—”
With one breath, I invoked the strength of a superhuman. But now, with these Wings, I wielded the strength of Steel itself.
Edan moved. A mere twitch of his foot—and I foresaw what would follow.
Doubt. The intuition that missed nothing.
It showed me the moment before it happened.
He would spread his Wings, move like teleportation, and in an instant, he’d be before me—cutting me down before I even understood how.
My awakening as a Sword Runner, my Mystery, the 「Flame of Doubt」—none of that could shield me from a perfected Sword Expert.
So I needed another shield.
“Hup!”
The fragment had shown me the sword of a distant past—A forgotten history.
A forgotten age.
The greatest Swordmaster of all, founder of the mightiest house, whose bloodline carried the most powerful authority.
The Wings of Steel are stronger than any other.
The Trace of Steel.
The moment I remembered it, the voice returned.
『I was born in war.』
My heart thundered. The heart of steel pumped molten Mana through my veins, spreading through my body and into my Wings.
『The phoenix rises from ash.』
The Wings upon my back were unlike any creature’s—forged of steel, as though stitched together from blades. No one had ever taught me how to use them. But I knew. The memory was in the fragment. In my blood.
『The world cast me into the fire.』
All Paths are connected. A Sword Runner’s Wings bind them tighter, allowing instant motion like a cord pulled taut. But could that connection be used for something else? Yes. I had seen it in the fragment—the true potential of the Wings of Steel.
『The world broke me, crushed me.』
How was steel born? To defy the world. To resist the era. To strike down what was greater, stronger, unjust. It wasn’t raw power or speed that defined Karavan’s essence. It was Steel.
And what was the nature of Steel? Simplicity itself.
『But the world did not kill me.』
Endurance. The strong do not survive. Those who survive become strong.
My master once said—Even when all else fell, Karavan alone stood at the end.
The moment I recalled it, every Path within me converged into one—not a Line nor a curve, but a single point.
That point burned upon my sword. My Wings shifted, their steel frames expanding, driving into the ground like roots, like a monument that would never move.
It’s not what they were meant for...
Fixed in place, my body and my sword became unmoving.
The Wings still roared with acceleration—not to move swiftly, but to hold firm, to never yield, to remain unmoved against all force.
A fine adaptation.
And so—the Unmoving Sword unfolded.
Unable to retreat, I faced Edan Rhapsody head-on.
“Come—Edan Rhapsody!”
It was all a blur. I couldn’t predict what kind of sword would fall upon me, how overwhelming it would be.
But still— I faced it.
“I will not run! I will not fall back!”
And—
“Come ahea—!”
Edan’s foot lifted—and in the next instant, he was before me.
“...!”
No time for words.
I held my breath and thrust. A thunderclap rang out. The impact through the blade was shattering. My skull felt like it might split, my limbs break apart—but my hand still gripped the sword.
I could fight.
“──!”
I withstood the crashing wave. But I couldn’t relax. A wave never came alone—and House Rhapsody wasn’t a wave. It was an endless ocean.
I was fighting not the tide, but the sea itself.
“Ugh—”
A quick breath. I’d blocked a thrust, now I had to think.
Where would the next one strike? Lower body? Upper? A killing blow? I couldn’t react by sight— I had to predict with doubt.
“──”
My brain burned, but I kept thinking.
I remembered Toma Rhapsody’s thrusts. Same school, different level.
I took my stance.
Clang.
I couldn’t see it, but I felt it. Blocked it? I didn’t know.
Their swords were the fastest in the continent. No use watching. If I felt it, I had to act.
Ka-kang.
Blocked again.
A miracle. And beyond Edan’s shoulder, I saw the crowd— and Toma Rhapsody among them.
The dullness in his eyes had lifted. He was remembering. As if recalling a brilliant past.
Just a little longer. I had to hold.
Damn it. Surely it’s been more than ten seconds.
Apparently, our young master’s memory wasn’t as sharp as I’d hoped. No time to curse him now. There was only one way to end this— for Toma Rhapsody to remember the truth.
 I just had to buy that time.
“-!”
Our blades clashed again. Our breaths roared in unison.
Time itself seemed to stop.
Even the grains of sand rising from the earth looked frozen in the air.
The scent of sweat, the sting of sunlight—it all grew sharp. And then— the world lost its color.
Everything became black and white.No crowd. No villagers. Only the sky, the ground, two men, two swords.
In that dim arena, I met every strike head-on.
Kaga-kang!
Sparks flew— and in those sparks, I saw something.
A Path of flame connecting to Edan Rhapsody.
A path of fire, rough and perilous— a road no sane man would tread.
That brilliant road split the monochrome world in two. And by instinct, I followed it.
My stance—it wasn’t swordsmanship. It was like a blacksmith swinging a hammer.
A crude vertical slash. Wasteful, slow, impossible to land on a master like him. But— I chose it anyway.
“──”
Kaang! The sound of forging steel.
Edan blocked it, tilting his rod slightly. Then he moved—a stance I knew.
A thrust. Aimed for my eyes.
He would blind me—perhaps kill me outright.
He didn’t miss the opening.
But—
“...!”
It wasn’t an ordinary slash. It was Steel.
The swordsmanship of Karavan.
The heaviest sword on the continent.
Zzeong—!
An explosion thundered out.
The ground beneath Edan’s feet cratered. Cracks spidered through his wooden rod—as if lightning had struck from a clear sky.
「Young heir.」
His eyes wavered. For the first time—shock.
「You already know what comes next.」
I did not indulge in pride. Instead, I readied the next motion—the one I had seen within the fragment.
「Remind those who have forgotten history— who ruled the most brutal age, who stood atop the world in its ruin, who remained when all else fell.」
 “...”
 「Show them who stood at the peak of the Five Great Houses.」
The Second Steel.
「Make them pay for forgetting Karavan, my descendant.」
Polishing.
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Chapter 113 – Fragment (2)
Toma Rhapsody. The youngest son of the House Rhapsody. Unlike his father who had reached the summit of the world and his brothers who had already attained greatness, he was still nothing more than a childish young lord.
Even in the domain he had constantly caused trouble, and one day Toma Rhapsody committed an act of deviation. 
He left the Six Free Cities where he could enjoy absolute power and took part in that game called the 「Infinite Duel」 where the lowly of the Iron Kingdom of the western continent frolicked. 
On his way back from fighting in the 「Infinite Duel」, the precious young lord suffered a most disgraceful ambush. In that ambush, the young lord’s mind was irreparably shattered, and Joseph, the loyal retainer who had cared for him since childhood, met a gruesome death.
Toma Rhapsody had not forgotten that day for even a moment.
He remembered the bone-deep helplessness, and he remembered the violence that had broken him and Joseph. He even remembered the smell of blood from that time. He remembered the very temperature of the blood that flowed from Joseph’s dying body. Which was why, in Toma Rhapsody’s eyes that remembered everything, that Fighter’s sword was somehow wrong.
“Uh……”
That was not the sword that had sullied his honor.
It was not the blade that had severed Joseph’s head from his torso and made his end so miserable. 
Watching the execution his brother was conducting, Toma Rhapsody felt an unbearable headache. At the same time, watching the sword unfold from the Fighter’s fingertips, Toma Rhapsody thought: it wasn’t unfamiliar. If anything, it was even familiar. As if he had experienced it himself, had suffered it himself.
‘Stop running away.’
But the Fighter’s sword that Toma Rhapsody’s body remembered was not something he resented. On the contrary, it was welcome, ecstatic—even thrilling.
Why were such feelings stirring? Why?
‘You’ve no idea how boring it is dealing with these things, do you?’
Every time he saw that blade, some unknown memory rose up.
‘This time you truly shocked me. Running away without a word, and even taking part in the 「Infinite Duel」 where the lowly gather.’
What were these memories?
Which was the truth—the nightmare-like moments that tormented him? Or this unbearable memory?
‘So, did you enjoy yourself?’
His head felt as if it would split.
‘Was there no point in coming here?’
 ‘No.’
He saw Joseph. He saw the old man who had always guarded his side like a shadow. He saw himself lying on an uncomfortable bed, and he saw the warm milk Joseph handed him. As always, that milk had been warmed to a pleasantly proper temperature. It felt too real to be a lie, too vivid to be a hallucination. Toma Rhapsody’s eyes began to widen as if they would pop out.
He recalled the moment he had chatted like a child. Toma Rhapsody’s shattered memories, his soul that had been torn to tatters, was being reassembled. The dull eyes regained their light. 
They became the eyes of a boy, not a corpse.
‘It was a meaningful deviation, then.’
‘Yeah, Father was right.’
A precious moment surfaced. A moment he should never have forgotten. And yet a moment he had forgotten……
‘You became an adult.’
The childish young lord opened his eyes.
“Brother.”
Not Sword Demon Liam.
It was not some petty Fighter who had broken him. The mastermind behind all of this was not that man. The sword that had hewn his soul, that had insulted Joseph and hacked him to pieces—that wasn’t it. Only now did it come back to him.
“Brother, don’t. Wait……”
Toma Rhapsody realized the truth.
A soul destroyed by a sword. Was restored to its original form by a sword.
Having finally come to his senses, Toma Rhapsody saw the wrong things unfolding before his eyes. But no matter how he cried out, his brother could not hear his younger sibling’s voice. 
The Knights around them? They too were not looking at Toma Rhapsody. The duel was in full swing. At this rate an innocent man would lose his life to his brother’s blade. Not the one who deserved punishment, but the blameless would be judged. Toma Rhapsody could not stand by and watch.
Childish as he might be, the blood of greatness flowed in Toma Rhapsody’s body. And any descendant who inherited that great blood had to fulfill his duty. The duty of a great scion.
“……”
Sword struck sword.
Steel tangled with waves.
Toma Rhapsody soon realized what he had to do. And the moment he realized, he did not hesitate.
“……I have something to confess.”
Toma Rhapsody looked up at the sky—the clear blue with not a cloud in sight.
“O gods, are you listening?”
***
The First Steel.
A movement resembling a vertical cut. Rather than a vertical cut, it was closer to a blacksmith hammering. Unusually, it could be swung imbued with Mystery, and no matter how one defended, it crushed with overwhelming force and transmitted impact. An attack that could not be blocked.
The name of the First Steel was Forging. A word that referred to the process of endlessly hammering steel in order to make a fine sword. No one knew why it had been given such a name. Was it because Liam was half Dwarf? Perhaps. Before he had taken up the sword, Liam might have been a blacksmith.
Befitting the name Forging, the Second Steel was called Polishing: the process of smoothing the surface of endlessly hammered steel, turning a lump of metal into a true weapon.
That was as far as the Karavan techniques contained in the shard went. But I did not feel they were lacking. No, not at all.
“Hoo—”
I drew in a breath. It smelled of blood and earth. Savoring the scent of struggle, I lowered my stance. From the finishing posture of a vertical cut, keeping the tip of the sword pointed toward the ground, I changed how I gripped the sword. I twisted my wrist, pushed the blunt pommel so the tip bit into the ground. As if deeply planting a headstone. It was alien to call this a movement of swordsmanship, but it was the correct movement.
As the breath built within me, my flame gathered to me. It was preparation to wield the Second Steel. With this, even Edan Rhapsody would find it hard to parry casually. Having lost his Wings to my Mystery, it would be nearly impossible for him to receive my sword with what remained. 
He might have to draw out more Wings or invoke the authority of Sword Expert. If he did, then I would not merely endure ten seconds—I might claim an outright victory. Since it would violate the conditions of the duel.
“……”
But the moment I met Edan Rhapsody’s eyes, I was certain that would never happen. That man was the sort who, even if it meant dying while keeping the terms of the duel, would gladly choose death over disgrace. He resembled not my own brother, but the neighbor of mine who had already passed on. A Knight of honor—Sir Fetel the Loyal.
‘What will you show me?’
The world slowed. In that slow world, Edan Rhapsody’s hand moved. It was a movement familiar to me as well: a thrust. But not a basic thrust. A technique of the Spiral Sword handed down in Rhapsody. An unseen, un-blockable, violent thrust. A technique symbolic of Rhapsody, one that pulverized all without leaving a trace. A trump card I had once faced in the 「Infinite Duel」.
“Consider it an honor.”
In the slow world, Edan Rhapsody’s voice sounded distinct. It even felt like it entered directly into my head rather than through his mouth. After his voice, I heard even the ‘splash—’ of waves. The free surge of the sea that none could resist. After the sound of the waves unfurled, a ray of light flashed at Edan Rhapsody’s fingertips.
As the streak of light flashed, my sword moved in answer. It was the finest movement I could display at my level. Every muscle in my body screamed, and my heart pounded as if it would burst at any moment. In the colorless black-and-white world, even the two men were now gone. 
All that remained in the world were two swords.
Thud.
The blade buried in the earth scooped up soil as it rose in an arc. Clods of dirt flew, and then the flame that had gathered to me poured out like a whirlwind. The waves that had veiled my eyes vanished before the flame.
「To make a perfect sword, the process of Polishing is crucial. Strip the surface perfectly so there’s no roughness or bumpiness. Make it very smooth.」
I drew a single line from below to above. Beyond the line I carved stood Edan Rhapsody. As my sword path completed, the things that had wrapped Edan Rhapsody began to come off. 
The sea’s Paths that ruled the arena peeled away, the Wings were stripped, and even the second heart that made his sword special was shed. As if stripping the rough surface from a blade. As a blacksmith polishes steel.
Thus what was revealed whole was a single man. Not a sword, but a man holding a paltry stick of wood. And yet, even as he was at last revealed, to me as I was now he was an overwhelmingly large existence. I knew it instinctively. 
My fangs would not reach Edan Rhapsody. But Edan Rhapsody’s fangs would reach me.
With a spurt, blood splashed up. Where had I been wounded? I didn’t know. Perhaps an arm or a leg had been severed. Perhaps my heart had already been pierced beyond recovery. Yet I felt no pain. 
All my senses were already focused on this moment. My heartbeat rang with a shiver. My heart still beats. The sword was still in my hand. In that case, I could not stop.
I stepped forward. I swung the Second Steel once more. Beginning with a line drawn from below to above, once this movement began it did not halt. 
From above to below, from left to right, I could swing freely in every direction. 
This sword continued until it stripped away everything of the enemy. All Paths were connected. As long as the Wings of Steel guided me, the Path of Steel led me, and the Heart of Steel kept beating, Polishing would not stop—until the goal was achieved.
Clang, a sound rang.
My blade was bending in a direction I had not intended. An infinite thrust engulfed my body. My sight was now stained wholly red. Even so, I kept walking. Something caught my shoulder. 
Looking ahead, Edan Rhapsody’s eyes were closed. His shoulder and mine had collided. Without hesitation I swung my blade. Edan Rhapsody did not even dodge. Why?
“Ah.”
There was no longer a blade in the sword I gripped.
I had been swinging on with only a handle that had lost its edge. I didn’t know when the blade had snapped. If it was gone, I would just grab another. Ever since I had eaten several swords, I always carried other blades on my body. I’d at least grab a dagger shaped like a fang. Thinking that, I moved my hand toward my thigh. That was when my leg buckled. With a thud, I dropped to my knees. It wasn’t surrender. 
My legs had no strength. It wasn’t a matter of will but of body. With soft taps, the daggers mounted on my thigh tumbled to the ground one after another. I couldn’t crouch to grab them. Then I’d use my nails. I’d use my teeth. I would keep fighting, even if I had to claw, even if I had to bite. I would fight until my heart stopped.
I reached out. I seized Edan Rhapsody’s collar. The moment I tried to yank him, it was me who was dragged instead. Heaven and earth flipped. With a crash my body was slammed to the ground. A terrible pain racked my whole body as if I had fallen off a cliff. In the upside-down world I saw Edan Rhapsody’s face. His mouth moved.
“You’re a relentless one. Madly so.”
 “……U-ugh.”
 “Petty Fighter, that’s enough.”
Plip. A hot liquid fell and touched my cheek.
“You have already accomplished a great feat.”
The liquid that touched my cheek was blood.
The place the blood fell from was Edan Rhapsody’s face.
“You may be proud.”
Edan Rhapsody’s face was ruined. A noble face, covered in blood. More precisely, the left side of his face.
“For nearly ten years, you’re the first to wound me.”
Edan Rhapsody had no left eye. There, a long red line had been engraved.
“Father was right. The world is vast.”
 “……”
 “From now on I’ll only see half the world.”
The sunlight was hot again today.
Spattered by falling drops of blood, I panted for breath. Without taking his eyes off me, Edan Rhapsody spoke in that characteristic impassive face, in a dry voice.
“It seems you were right after all.”
 “……”
 “It seems you truly never defamed the honor of Rhapsody. You don’t seem to have ever killed our loyal retainer, nor to have committed any crime worth holding you to account. Was this why you told us to bring Toma? Was this why you accepted such an unreasonable duel? For this picture?”
Edan Rhapsody jerked his chin.
Panting, I looked in the direction he indicated. There were Knights there, my residents were there, and there was the childish young lord, Toma Rhapsody.
Toma Rhapsody was floating in the air. Around the airborne Toma Rhapsody, letters formed of light were inscribed. I had never seen that script before, yet strangely I could understand what those letters meant. 
As the light descended, the many Knights, the uneducated country bumpkin residents, the legions of a Great House—without exception, all bowed their heads. It was only natural.
Because the letters of light were written thus:
「The descendants of a Great House must pay a price.」
 「In the names of the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords, Toma Rhapsody made a false oath.」
 . . .
 「Remember.」
 「With great power comes great responsibility.」
 . . .
 「Responsibility will be demanded.」
 「Responsibility befitting the sin.」
The Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords.
The gods had arrived.
According to law and duty.
And— that proved my innocence.
“Young swordsman.”
 “……”
 “As Edan Rhapsody, second son of Rhapsody, I wish to hear your name.”
 “……Why?”
The plan had succeeded. Everything had been reversed.
And yet— Edan Rhapsody did not look the least bit vexed. If anything, he was smiling.
“For some reason, I think you will leave your name in history.”
With everything in chaos, Edan Rhapsody said something I had once heard. I could not tell whether the cold face he had shown earlier was his true face, or whether the smiling face now was his real one. In the haziness, only the familiar question felt welcome. So I, in a voice all worn out, said:
“……Arhan.”
 “……”
My name.
“Arhan…… Karavan.”
My house as well—the one the world had forgotten.
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Chapter 114 – Fragment (3)
Edan Rhapsody asked, What happened?
“I– I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
Edan Rhapsody asked again.
He was not asking to assign guilt.
Answer again—What happened?
“The young master… he spoke falsehoods.”
 “……”
 “He suddenly looked up at the sky and said his oath was false. He… he confessed that he had sworn falsely, in the names of the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords…”
A lengthy explanation—But it did not take long for Edan Rhapsody to grasp what had occurred. Standing still, he closed his eyes.
“I see.”
His younger brother had confessed falsehood before the family. The Great House Rhapsody had acted without cross-verification, without even confirming truth or falsehood. And as a result, what came to pass?
The innocent were killed.
Those who deserved respect were humiliated, and the faithful bore responsibility for crimes they had never committed. The weak trembled before violence, and the good cried out in injustice before absurdity. Everyone believed Toma’s words. No one listened to the pleas of the powerless.
Only one Fighter — stood against the overwhelming tide.
Like a hero from an epic.
“……”
The Fighter of the humble lands had been right. And the great Rhapsody had been wrong.
The response of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords proved it.
Before that truth, Edan Rhapsody simply stood still with his eyes closed. Watching his silent lord, the Knight once again apologized—Forgive me, my lord. I could not protect you.
“Raise your head, Knight.”
Edan Rhapsody opened his eyes.
“You have done nothing wrong.”
 “……”
 “The one who sinned is Toma. The one who sinned is your master—Rhapsody. You merely obeyed our command. Therefore, the responsibility for sin shall be borne by your master.”
Edan Rhapsody turned his head—and looked at his younger brother, frozen in midair as if time itself had stopped. Separated from the world by the wrath of the Seven Lords and the Nine Goddesses, Toma hung suspended, gazing up at the heavens. Watching him, Edan Rhapsody murmured:
“Many commit sins. Only some repent, only some of those who repent confess, and only some of those who confess bear the burden of their sins.”
 “……”
 “It was behavior befitting a Rhapsody. Admirable, even.”
The sky was blue as steel.
The sun shone down upon the world.
“You have grown into an adult before I knew it, Toma.”
With his damaged body, Edan Rhapsody stepped before his brother.
“……But why did you do it?”
To ordinary people, an oath is a promise that can be broken at any time—morally condemnable, but not punishable. However, to one born of a Great House, an “oath” must never be taken lightly. Especially an oath sworn upon the gods themselves.
“Why, Toma?”
With great power comes great responsibility. And the responsibility borne by the Five Great Houses went far beyond the imagination of common folk. If those to demand that responsibility were the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords, all the more so.
Edan Rhapsody gazed at his brother.
“Did you not learn how heavy the responsibility upon us is? No matter how much trouble you caused, you never crossed the line.”
 “……”
 “I am curious, little brother.”
One of Edan Rhapsody’s eyes had lost its light. The blood running down his face was hot. Now he would live seeing only half the world. The priests of his house could heal it in an instant if he wished. But the stubborn second son had no such desire. This was the wound that testified to an unforgivable sin—a scar he would carry all his life. Gazing with his one remaining eye, Edan Rhapsody spoke:
“……Was it truly done out of childish impulse?” It was not a question seeking an answer. It was one he posed to himself.
Edan Rhapsody recalled countless laws and codes at that moment. He remembered his brother’s demeanor within the house. Even their great father had never once suspected Toma’s words were false. That should have been impossible.
The absolute senses of a Swordmaster who wielded seven swords could not possibly fail to detect the lie of a mere boy.
Toma had believed it to be true—utterly, completely true. Because in his memory at that time, it was the truth.
Edan Rhapsody’s suspicion was razor-sharp. He was not only a mighty swordsman, but the second son of a great family. A noble born to such exalted blood must possess not only physical but also mental strength. And even without his sword, Edan Rhapsody was strong indeed.
He reasoned thus: If Toma had lied intentionally, punishment from the gods would have fallen instantly. The words of a Great House’s heir carried enormous weight. Yet Toma’s falsehood had gone unpunished—because he had truly believed it.
It was impossible for simple self-hypnosis. Even a psychological defense mechanism born of trauma could not achieve it.
A Swordmaster’s absolute sense penetrated all, seeking truth itself. If even Father had not perceived the lie, then there was only one conclusion—Someone had deliberately tampered with Toma’s memory.
Who was that “someone”? There could be only one answer.
A Swordmaster.
Since the birth of the continent, only another Swordmaster could kill one, deceive one, or evade the blade of one.
Upon reaching that point—Edan Rhapsody’s reasoning grew keen as a honed edge.
‘A Swordmaster greater than Father. One who has forged more than seven swords. A Swordmaster lingering near the Iron Kingdom. One who could gain real or political profit from such an act. Or perhaps… a Swordmaster connected to those who would benefit.’
Only one person fits all those conditions. Among the Swordmasters living today, the only one who served a lord.
The Prince’s Executioner.
The greatest sword on the continent.
“……Swordmaster Carlos.”
From the circumstances alone, Edan Rhapsody had reached that conclusion—who had created the vortex that had swallowed his younger brother. But he still did not know why such a thing had been done. As confusion clouded his mind, Knights approached him.
“You must let us treat the wound at once. Without immediate care, you may lose your eye forever. To lose it to a mere Fighter—it’s unthinkable…”
The Knights lacked the vision to grasp the situation. They had lived their lives as pieces upon a game board, not as those who moved them. So Edan Rhapsody did not scold them.
“It’s fine. Rather—”
And then—
“We should contact your father—”
Crash—!
A pure white sword appeared between Edan and Toma Rhapsody. A flawless blade of perfect white, not a speck of darkness upon it. It seemed less a weapon to kill and more a work of art. The moment he saw it, Edan Rhapsody’s gaze trembled.
“Step back, great one.”
A deep, resonant voice echoed. The next instant, dozens of swords plunged silently into the earth. Along with them, a banner appeared—a banner embroidered with a pure white emblem that mirrored the landscape of winter. As the banner fluttered, a chilling silence fell. And within that silence, figures clad in white appeared.
“You have violated the sacred laws of the continent. You declared war unjustly, raised false banners, committed dishonorable acts, and trampled upon the small things that should have been protected with respect.”
All present knew what that banner signified. They knew who those white-clad figures in the heart of the legion were. Throughout the continent, only one group wielded such swords, wore such garb—pure white swords, helmets, and armor. Beings who symbolized immaculate justice.
The righteous Watchers, guardians of order.
“By the primordial law, you shall be punished for your wrongs and bear responsibility for your actions. The primordial Watchers declare: from this moment, none may make contact with Toma Rhapsody. Until the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses deliver judgment, his person shall be under our protection— in accordance with the duty inherited by the House of White.”
One of the Five Great Houses—the White had intervened. Feeling the chill of winter’s frost sweep through the air, many there froze in place. But some, having grown up only within the Six Free Cities, did not truly understand what White meant.
A Knight from such a small world said:
“Come out at once! This is our affair. To draw your blades before our young lord—have you lost all fear—!”
The Knight was visibly furious. And—
“Enough.”
The one who stopped him was Edan Rhapsody.
“They are not wrong. And opposing them will gain us nothing. We should withdraw for now. Once the Watchers have intervened, there is nothing more we can do. All shall be done according to the will of the gods.”
 “But—”
 “But what?”
Edan Rhapsody’s face grew grave.
“Would you stand against them?”
 “……”
 “We have no cause. We acted dishonorably on false information, and there were actual casualties. If we act rashly now, the other Four Houses may intervene—or even the Sky Empire.”
 “……”
 “Besides, even if you forget all that, making enemies of them is foolish.”
Edan Rhapsody spoke in a dry voice.
“In the history of the continent, the Winter Fortress has never fallen. Not once.”
There was nothing more foolish on this continent than to stand against the White who fulfilled their sacred duty. No one in recorded history had ever escaped their blades. No one.
Edan Rhapsody knew the old saying about the House of White—You cannot defy the Winter. No one can.
***
I was born in war. Swords, spears, shields. Children who returned from the battlefield as corpses, parents who screamed in despair, graves increasing by the day, headstones thrust into mounds of earth. Crushed helmets and broken swords, love and hate, lives without breath, skies without answer.
The nameless one once said: All life is war. And this cruel world is a battlefield without answers.
I agree with the nameless one. My life can be explained by war.
My mother, unprepared, described my birth as a battle. A half-blood child, born of both Dwarf and Human. My body was too large to be born of a Dwarf woman. I was too big for her, and in bearing me she was gravely wounded—wounds far beyond what the midwives of a poor village in the Sky Mountains could heal.
My mother died. Her tombstone was forged, polished, and shaped by my father, a blacksmith—a shabby lump of iron carved by hammer blows.
Upon that worthless piece of metal was etched a single line to mark a worthless life.
My mother had died fighting her own private war.
The half-blood Dwarf born from his mother’s ashes was accepted nowhere. Not even by his father. To him, his son was a hateful creature—a life that had killed his wife upon birth.
When I was seven, my father threw himself into the furnace and ended his life. I stared for a long time at the smelting pit where he had jumped.
Swords and spears, shields. Flame and blood, parents and children. Hope and screams, the ballads of bards. Dying youths, mourning elders, newborns knowing nothing.
The shape of this harsh world—goodness unrewarded, trials unreasonable, violence beyond understanding.
No Dwarf in the village made a tombstone for the human father.
The unloved seven-year-old son made one himself before the furnace into which his father had leapt—just as his father had once made his mother’s.
With tiny hands I gripped a hammer, clumsily struck soft metal with feeble strength, enduring the heat as I hammered again and again. With my face flushed red, I glared at the hateful sky.
It was clear. The sun blazed brilliantly. Staring at that cruelly radiant sky, I asked:
Do the gods truly exist?
No one answered, no matter how I pleaded. To seek an answer, one had to earn the right.
A being so great that all life looked up to him, so high that even the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses could not ignore him. Only those worthy could ask the blasphemous question.
The nameless one said: The phoenix rises from the ashes.
That day, I pulled up my mother’s tombstone. I stopped forging my father’s. Instead, I melted down the tombs of my departed family and began to forge a single blade. With my still-tiny hands gripping the hammer, I struck the heated iron as if to destroy it—to create one thing.
A blade with a long edge.
A weapon for cutting and thrusting, with a short hilt and a long blade.
The world called it by one name: the sword.
On the end of that crude, poor, miserable piece of metal, I carved uneven letters—hoping that someday that name would resound beyond the continent, to the gods themselves.
I engraved thus: Liam Karavan.
...
“Haa—!”
With a strange feeling, I opened my eyes. The moment I sat up, I looked down at my hands.
They were trembling, as if I had just been holding a hammer, striking metal again and again.
‘So vivid… it’s maddening.’
What I had just witnessed was a memory contained within the shard.
Liam Karavan. The life of my master, his memories. They were more vivid, powerful, and sharp than anything I had ever seen—to the point that I could no longer tell dreams from reality.
「Have you finally come to your senses, young descendant?」
As I caught my breath, Liam spoke. Looking down at me, he murmured:
「First, recover.」
Calmly gazing at me, Liam slowly turned his eyes—not to me, but somewhere beyond.
「There is a long road ahead.」
 “……”
 「This is not the end—it is only the beginning, young descendant.」
There was a peculiar emotion in his voice.
「You resemble me.」
 “……”
 「Prepare for the coming storm. Do not flee—face it head-on.」
And then—the same words I had once heard within myself came forth.
「The phoenix rises from the ashes.」
 “……”
 「If you do not break, you can soar.」
Liam’s eyes turned to me.
 「I did it, young descendant.」
His eyes were sharp as blades.
「Therefore, so can you.」
Without a flicker of doubt.
「For in your veins flows the Blood of Steel.」
***
In the Blade Palace built upon steel—among the noble ones who resided there was the most exalted youth of all: the sole heir of the Iron Kingdom of Cherville, the only youth of royal blood.
The Iron Prince, Ian Cherville, sipped wine with a relaxed face.
“Iron Prince.”
A man spoke to the leisurely prince. He was out of place in that palace—unkempt hair, tattered rags draped over his body, his face smudged with black stains.
“The boy you ordered me to watch—he survived.”
 “Did he now?”
 “He overcame an unjust trial, triumphed against an unbeatable foe, and proved his worth— just as the scenes written in forgotten history.”
 “Khuh, puhuh, puhuhuhu—”
At the man’s words, the Iron Prince set down his glass and burst into laughter. What began as a chuckle grew into uncontrollable madness. His laughter echoed through the vast palace like thunder. After laughing for quite some time, the man asked:
“Are you satisfied?”
 “Satisfied? Of course I am satisfied.”
 “……Are you not afraid?”
 “Afraid? Sadly, not yet. But I hope to be! Someday I wish to be terrified—to tremble, to scream, to lie awake shaking in fear. I long to feel such emotion. Desperately!”
Meeting the Iron Prince’s deranged gaze, the man bowed his head. It was instinctive discomfort—something beyond reason. Suppressing his fear, he murmured:
“And if that boy’s blade reaches you one day, what then?”
 “I hope it does. I hope his blade pierces my throat. If I am lacking, then I shall die, pierced through, rolling in the dirt like my brothers before me. If that day comes, I shall meet it with a smile. For it would mean there exists one greater than I.”
 “……”
 “But that will not happen.”
The Iron Prince’s gaze turned upon the man.
“Because I am the greatest in this continent.”
The man heard the mad yet unshaken words.
A confidence bordering on insanity—a complete faith in himself.
Looking into the prince’s strange eyes, the man bowed deeply.
“……As you say, Your Highness.”
When the man lowered his head, the Iron Prince abruptly stopped smiling. With a perfectly blank face, in a dry, emotionless voice, he said:
“Now go, and do your part.”
 “……And the boy?”
 “You may cease watching him for now.”
The Iron Prince lifted his glass once more, sipping wine as he gazed out beyond the window—past the jagged blade-like walls of the fortress, to the far horizon.
“……As you command.”
Confirming the prince’s attention had waned, the man bowed deeply once more—then scattered into black smoke where he stood. After he vanished, the Prince’s Executioner, Swordmaster Carlos, entered from outside. Looking straight at his lord, Carlos asked:
“Your next command?”
Hearing the brief question, the Iron Prince kept his eyes on the distance. The Iron Kingdom was too small to contain him. For one as great and supreme as he, the kingdom was insufficient. An empire? Too small still. Then what should he possess? To Ian Cherville, there was only one answer worthy of him.
“It is time I make use of your sword.”
The world.
This continent created by the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses—vast lands divided by names like kingdoms, empires, archipelagos, and Free Cities.
Under its great sky lived the Seven Races. He wanted all of it in his grasp—not a single thing left behind.
“Carlos.”
 “Yes.”
Now, the first step of his grand and arrogant plan was to begin.
“Cut down my father.”
 “……”
 “It is time I took the 「Throne of Swords」.”
At Ian Cherville’s words, his executioner answered calmly—“……As you command.”
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Chapter 115 – Fragment (4)
The Rhapsody legion blocking the entrance to the Karavan territory no longer had a cause. In the names of the Nine Goddesses and the Seven Lords, my innocence had been proven.
Across this vast continent, nothing was more absolute than divine proof.
The Rhapsody legion, who had come as supposed judges to defend their honor, were now nothing but thugs—deceived by a foolish young lord’s lies, inflicting violence upon the weak.
Even that alone was fatal to the Rhapsodys. But the reversal didn’t end there. With no justification to continue their campaign, the Rhapsody forces could no longer return to their stronghold. Their expedition’s sole justification was “Toma Rhapsody,” and now Toma was bound—immobile beneath the punishment of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords.
With divine retribution descending, they could do nothing.
There was no way to disperse the light cast by the gods, and even if there were, it would be the worst possible choice. Every believer across the continent would condemn them, countless Paladins would hunt them down, and the Sky Empire, the greatest power on the continent, would intervene.
Slaughtering everyone here to erase witnesses was impossible as well.
The Watchers of the White were guarding Toma Rhapsody’s side without blinking an eye.
The northern sword—the most solemn among the Five Great Houses—would never leave before completing their duty. Never.
Furthermore, if they withdrew and left Toma Rhapsody behind, they were as good as dead. It was a well-known fact that the head of House Rhapsody adored his son to a terrifying degree. 
No matter his pride or honor, he would demand Toma’s return.
No one wanted to face the wrath of a Swordmaster who had forged seven swords.
Yes—the situation had been completely overturned. Just as I had planned.
***
“I greet the lord of this small land.”
While I was devoting myself to recovery, a man came to visit. He was dressed entirely in white from head to toe. Even without asking, I instantly recognized who he was.
“You’re a Knight of White, aren’t you?”
 “Knight? Though we serve a single lord, we are not called knights. The world knows us as Watchers.”
Watcher. Calling himself that, the man fixed me with an upright gaze.
“My apologies for my ignorance of proper terms. Then, what should I call you, sir?”
 “You may call me Sir Kalsen.”
Kalsen. After stating his name, the man calmly took a seat.
「Just from his face, you can tell he’s no fun. Those white ones are always like that.」
White ones, huh. Whatever that term meant, it probably wasn’t a compliment. Still, just as my master said, Kalsen’s first impression was that of “a thoroughly unamusing knight.” Or rather, the very model of one. Even so, just by the faint aura surrounding him, his strength was obvious.
“Young lord, not long ago you called for our aid. Our master sent us to repay an old debt.”
 “Yes.”
 “By that command, we came to this small land. While observing the situation, we witnessed the injustices the House Rhapsody committed and saw them violate the laws of the continent. Thus, in accordance with the Watchers’ duty, we immediately secured Toma Rhapsody’s person. For that, I must apologize. Though you are the rightful lord of this land, we acted without consulting your will.”
 “It’s fine.”
 “From now on, we will continue to guard the surroundings of Toma Rhapsody, the one who committed grave sins. Our original duty was to eliminate threats to your safety and ensure your protection, but the Watchers’ obligation supersedes all other missions. You will be compensated later for this matter. Furthermore, your right to summon us will remain in effect—it will not be consumed.”
When he finished speaking, Kalsen drew a pure white medal from his chest and handed it to me. It differed in form from the one Daisy had given me, but it was the same perfect, flawless white. As I accepted the medal carefully, Kalsen continued.
“And we request permission to remain here until Toma Rhapsody’s judgment is complete. If you permit us to stay, we will offer proper recompense.”
 “You have my permission.”
The words “What kind of recompense?” nearly slipped out of my mouth. It would’ve been fair to ask—but somehow, before this noble knight, it felt best to maintain decorum.
When I didn’t ask, Kalsen smiled faintly. 
Good—so my social instincts worked even on one of the Five Great Houses.
Sir Kalsen would probably go back and say, ‘Lord Arhan is a man of refined restraint, uninterested in greed.’ Then they’d reward me generously. A very satisfying outcome.
「Stop thinking like a cheap merchant.」
Liam’s voice broke the mood. While Kalsen still smiled, I coughed to cover my embarrassment.
“But must you really stay beside Toma Rhapsody constantly? I heard that since his confinement, you haven’t left his side even for a moment… But since the gods themselves have bound him, no one can touch him anyway. Couldn’t you just watch from a distance?”
 “You’re correct. None among the Rhapsody legion could possibly dispel the bindings of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords. However, there is always the matter of ‘what if.’”
Kalsen glanced toward the window.
“No one ever knows what may occur in this world. That is why we will fulfill the Watchers’ duty completely, rather than waiting idly. Besides…”
The faint smile vanished from his lips.
“The current head of Rhapsody, Hugo Rhapsody, is infamous for his love of his son. If it were him, he might prioritize his son over his own duties and responsibilities. If forced to choose between the fate of the world and his son, he would choose the latter without hesitation.”
 “……Is he truly that extreme?”
 “Yes. His atrocities alone tell the tale. Young lord, you may not know, growing up in a small village, but Hugo Rhapsody’s deeds are close to the stuff of horror stories.”
A doting father. A man of monstrous eccentricities. That alone would make him an odd figure—but add the title of Swordmaster, and the meaning changed completely.
An unpredictable Swordmaster.
Even summarized briefly, that was enough to send chills down one’s spine.
Judging by his expression, Kalsen was picturing that same dreadful possibility.
“We can only pray that Hugo Rhapsody doesn’t do anything foolish.”
 “And if he does?”
It was a simple question, asked out of curiosity.
Kalsen closed his eyes—then answered plainly:
“We will fulfill the Watchers’ duty.”
***
Karavan Territory. A small village on the outskirts of the Iron Kingdom—a remote borderland. By strange twist of fate, two of the Five Great Houses now resided here. Though a truce had been declared, tension still lingered in the air. Not that it was entirely bad.
“Those people—wow, their spending’s insane.”
Whatever the circumstances, someone had to manage the territory. That role had fallen to Hailyn. Having returned to her original position, she came to me smiling brightly.
“They’re spending money like it’s water!”
The Watchers of the White—and the Rhapsody legion. Whatever their reasons, they were still people, and people needed to eat and drink.
Their supply stockpiles were reserved for emergencies, so for daily needs, they purchased goods from the nearest village—my domain, the Karavan territory.
An army’s worth of customers! For this humble village, it was like gold raining from the heavens.
They even paid extra—refusing change, saying it was bothersome.
“At least we won’t starve anymore, my lord.”
The people of the territory praised me endlessly, saying it was all thanks to me. In their eyes, I was the lord who had stood against one of the continent’s Five Great Houses—a hero who had overcome a divine trial.
I told them it was all just coincidence piled on coincidence, but they kept showering me with compliments. Festivals broke out in the village several times. Though a bit awkward, it was good to see everyone happy, shaking off grief and fear.
“My lord.”
Of course, not everyone was joyful.
“We’re leaving.”
 “……”
 “We know it’s thanks to you that we’re all safe. We know your courage was brilliant and noble. But… who will comfort us for our father’s unjust death? We can’t stay in this land—thinking of him brings only pain. Forgive us, my lord.”
The children of the old guard. Some guards who had witnessed the tragedy firsthand could not rejoice.
Hailyn had given them generous compensation, but to peasants who had spent their lives harvesting crops, gold meant little. They simply missed their fathers—men who had loved stories, music, and family.
I could not say anything to stop them as they left.
The Karavan territory quickly regained life—but no one knew how long that light would last.
I still watched the legion that had yet to depart.
They could extinguish that joy at any time. If they so chose, I could not stop them.
My victory over Edan Rhapsody, the loss of his eye—it was all luck upon luck. To prepare for whatever tragedy might come again, there was only one thing I needed.
Strength.
As I was lost in such thoughts, someone appeared.
“Descendant of Steel.”
The Witch, Audrey.
“I know you’ve been through a lot. But I have to ask—I don’t know much about swords, but I can feel it. Your soul’s gotten stronger.”
She was holding a sword.
“Can you carry this now?”
「Flight」—the blade that held a Legend.
***
“Khkhk, so it all worked out.”
 “Are they really ending it like that? I thought once a duel begins, it can only end when one of them dies. Hmph, that looked more like a game of children than a duel of orcs…”
 “Human duels are always boring.”
Orc Elder Sherdik chuckled as he observed the events from afar. But his warriors—and his daughter Sherizik—looked wholly dissatisfied.
They’d come ready to rampage, only for things to end so anticlimactically? The mood had gone cold.
“Let’s head back, you troublemakers.”
As the orcs began preparing to leave, their faces long, Sherdik scanned the group.
Then he pointed to one orc.
“Except you.”
The orc he pointed to was his daughter, Sherizik—the unparalleled beauty born once in a thousand years.
“Eh? Why do I have to stay, Father?”
 “Reading the constellations, it seems best for you to remain here! It will be good for you, too. Watching the successor of Steel is a rare joy. Truth be told, I’d rather stay myself.”
Sherdik chuckled at his daughter.
“Go on, leave some saliva on your future son-in-law, eh?”
Unaware of it, Arhan was facing a tremendous new danger.
“Make it nice and sticky!”
A truly colossal danger.
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Chapter 116 – Upheaval (1)
Audrey handed me 「Flight」. I hesitated for a moment, then looked to the side. 
Liam was there. Just from my gaze, Liam read my mind.
「Try eating it.」
 “You mean I can digest it now?”
 「Who knows.」
Liam rubbed his chin.
「You won’t know until you try.」
 “What do you mean by that?”
 「It means your blood is too thin for me to tell. Your body, your martial talent — both are pitiful. Even the power of Steel that runs through your blood is pathetic, you weak descendant.」
 “……”
 「A true Karavan could swallow legends and myths alike without hesitation. No blade could defy the Blood of Steel. But you are different. The only thing you were born with is doubt so deep it borders on madness. I’ve wandered the middle world for ages, but I’ve never seen such a lowly Karavan as you. I can’t even predict what might be missing or what will happen. So, just eat it first. Understood?」
 “…Yes.”
Liam hurled criticism at me without even pausing to breathe. Wounded in my fragile heart, I took the blade Audrey held out. Through the bandages covering her face, I saw her lips twitch, and a faint giggle escaped her. Feeling a surge of irritation, I muttered to Liam,
“She’s laughing at me.”
 「Shut up and eat, will you? Don’t you feel ashamed?」
 “……”
No one was on my side. It was miserable.
I snatched the blade from Audrey’s hands and tossed it into the blazing fire. As soon as I felt it was hot enough, I shoved the sword into my mouth.
Audrey looked shocked.
“Wait, what kind of lunatic—”
It was a crazy thing to do. Just not for me.
Let’s see just how great this sword really is.
I chewed the blade into pieces. Pain surged—pain I could never get used to. Holding back my screams, I swallowed the shards as they traveled down my throat and reached my stomach. An unbearable heat, as if I had swallowed a lump of fire, devoured my entire body. It felt like I was being burned alive.
Soon, the sword’s memories would arrive.
A life too intense to endure.
I braced my mind in preparation.
And then—
“Ah—”
My consciousness snapped, like a thread being cut.
***
At the entrance of the Karavan territory—Everyone belonging to the Rhapsody Legion wore grim faces. They were in serious trouble. They couldn’t continue the war, nor could they retreat.
If the world were to learn of the atrocities they had committed, and the resulting consequences, their honor and reputation would sink into the dirt.
“Damn it.”
Even losing outright would have been less humiliating than this. The helplessness of being trapped, unable to act, was unbearable. While the knights were consumed by gloom, the mages were a bit better off. After all, they were paid by the day, so they might have actually wanted the situation to drag on. Wavecatchers were, by nature, lunatics obsessed with money.
“Phew…”
The one most troubled among them was their commander — Edan Rhapsody, the second son of the House of Rhapsody, who had come here as his family’s proxy, bearing the Rhapsody name.
Edan Rhapsody had lost much. Too much. Sitting blankly, he looked up at the sky.
Where had it gone wrong?
By Edan’s deduction, their current predicament was a result of the Iron Prince’s schemes. If Swordmaster Carlos had moved, it was by the Iron Prince’s will.
Swordmaster Carlos, the 「Master of Ten Swords」, was the sharpest blade on the continent—but he never acted on his own. He moved only by the will of the Iron Prince—his executioner.
But why?
What could Iron Prince Ian Cherville possibly gain by provoking the Six Free Cities? He had no rivals. He had slaughtered all his brothers and sisters long ago, becoming the sole heir to the throne. He could ascend to the 「Throne of Swords」 at any time—he only had to breathe. He even possessed the strongest executioner on the continent.
The Iron Prince had a promised future. He had nothing to gain by provoking Rhapsody like this—only much to lose. Even the Iron Kingdom could not afford to underestimate the Rhapsody name. When this was all over, Rhapsody would investigate, and whatever Edan realized now, the House’s strategists would realize as well. And when they did, retribution would follow—retribution that the Iron Kingdom could not possibly desire.
The Iron Kingdom of Cherville was a nation that had to wage constant war. Its lands and resources were poor, and its empire held together only by force. Without proof of its strength, it would crumble in an instant.
Built on barren land, the Iron Kingdom survived by importing the resources it lacked—depending on other nations for survival. And across the continent, only the Sky Empire rivaled the prosperity of the Six Free Cities, lands overflowing with milk and honey.
If the Six Free Cities imposed economic sanctions, the Iron Kingdom would suffer a mortal blow—something the Iron Prince would never want.
Yes. By all logic, that was true. So why—why had he done this?
It made no sense. To display his strength? Impossible. The Iron Prince might have bathed in steel and blood to claim his crown, but he was no fool. His wisdom was renowned across the continent. A man like that would never risk everything for momentary glory.
No matter how much Edan thought about it, he found no answer. Could he be wrong? The thought crept into his mind. But then another realization dawned on him.
Unless he intends to conquer the Six Free Cities… there’s no reason to do this at all.
Conquest. That was the only explanation that fit. If the Iron Prince began with this incident and went on to seize and rule the Six Free Cities, he would be hailed as a hero.
The fundamental problems of the Iron Kingdom would be solved, and the still-young prince would earn his greatest medal.
But it still made no sense.
The Six Free Cities were a natural fortress. Surrounded by the sea, any invasion would require a powerful navy—and victory in naval combat before even setting foot ashore. Yet the Free Cities’ naval power was among the top three on the continent. No matter how mighty the Iron Legion was, its strength meant nothing until it landed. And besides—the Free Cities had Rhapsody. They had swordsmen who wielded the Sea’s Blade, and above them stood a great Swordmaster.
Yes. The theory fell apart—Unless…Unless Father leaves his post.
“…Father? Leaving?”
At that realization, Edan’s eyes trembled.
The Lord of Rhapsody—the ruler of the Six Free Cities—could never abandon his post.
That was why people trusted and served him. He was always there, guarding against unseen dangers. It was the duty of Rhapsody’s Master.
But who was Hugo Rhapsody? He was a man who would trade the world for his son. A man who would abandon any duty to rush to his child’s side at the first sign of danger.
The Six Free Cities had been at peace for so long that no one expected war. Not even a Swordmaster would foresee it. And once a father’s reason was clouded by his love for his son…
Oh, no.
Edan felt as though lightning had struck him. He had gathered vast forces here for revenge. Most of Rhapsody’s proud Legions of Freedom were here—its finest troops brought to flaunt their might. He hadn’t worried before. Hugo Rhapsody’s presence was reassuring enough.
But if Hugo left his post? Then the Six Free Cities would be completely exposed. No Freedom Legion. No Hugo Rhapsody. No Edan Rhapsody. If the Iron Legion landed under those conditions—There would be only one outcome: defeat. An utter, one-sided defeat.
“Damn it.”
If conquest was the goal—If war was what the Iron Prince desired—Then everything fit perfectly.
Edan’s eyes trembled. He looked up at the sky, then rose and turned toward his knights. Strangely, the same knights who had been despondent moments ago were now smiling brightly. He asked them why. Their answer came immediately.
“The Lord is coming. He said he’ll set right this unjust situation and restore our honor. Everything will be overturned now. That pitiful fighter, those self-righteous Watchers of the House of White—they’ll all remember the greatness of Rhapsody!”
Hearing that, Edan felt his mind drift. In a daze, he asked—
 “Isn’t Father breaking his duty? He must stay to protect the Six Free Cities. If he comes here… who will defend them?”
The knights looked at him as though they truly didn’t understand.
“Why would a war suddenly break out? The Free Cities have been peaceful for over a hundred years.”
 “But…”
 “Please don’t worry so much, my lord. You’ve been through a lot lately. You should get some rest.”
Their faces were calm, carefree.
“Even if war did come, it wouldn’t matter. Who could possibly break through our Free Fleet? You have nothing to worry about.”
Yes. They were right.
The naval power of the Six Free Cities wasn’t something easily broken. Especially not by the Iron Kingdom as Edan imagined it. Only the Sky Empire and the Black Archipelago could match the Free Cities’ fleets.
But still—No matter how he reasoned, Edan couldn’t shake the unease gnawing at him.
A chill crept up his spine.
***
“Iron Prince, as you foresaw—Hugo Rhapsody has moved. It’s astonishing. To think you could predict even the actions of a Swordmaster.”
 “There’s nothing astonishing about it. It was inevitable.”
 “Then we shall act as agreed?”
 “Yes. Move with the Iron Legion.”
 “As you command.”
Silence fell.
Two men’s voices echoed in the cold stillness. When the exchange ended, Iron Prince Ian Cherville began to walk—his face expressionless. His steps halted before a throne of blades—sharp, gleaming, and menacing. 
The Iron Throne, symbol of the Iron Kingdom’s sovereign.
The grandest seat in this Iron Kingdom was drenched in crimson blood. Ian looked up at the middle-aged man sitting upon it. The man’s body was soaked in blood, his eyes wide open and lifeless. He had been dead long enough for his skin to turn pale. Ian gazed at his father’s dry, cracked lips and the crown resting upon his ashen head.
“Step down now, Father. It’s time.”
The middle-aged man was the King. Ian Cherville’s father. He had died peacefully— But not honorably. Killed by his own son’s blade, he would find no rest even in the Spirit World.
Ian stared at the father he had slain with a detached expression. He did not think it an act of betrayal. His father had never been fit to bear the crown’s weight. Ian simply did what had to be done—without a trace of doubt.
“It was a throne unworthy of you, Father.”
Ian lifted the crown from his father’s head. He placed the blood-soaked crown upon his own.
Red droplets ran down his cheeks, but he didn’t care. He pushed his father’s lifeless body off the throne.
The corpse hit the cold floor with a dull thud.
Now, the throne no longer held a middle-aged man. A young man sat there instead—The last surviving prince who had slain his siblings, and finally even the parents who bore him. He had become the monarch.
Feeling the warmth of fresh blood trickling down, Ian gazed from the Iron Throne at the cavern below—the heart of the Iron Palace, the seat of all royal authority. He looked down on the assembled courtiers and smiled faintly. None dared to look up at their new king.
The sight of their former ruler—dead with his eyes bulging and tongue lolling—filled them with a terror beyond words.
Amid their silence, Ian spoke.
“My father’s death will remain a secret for now. Until I say otherwise, no one must know. If word of this leaks, I will kill everyone present. I won’t bother finding the traitor. I’ll slaughter all who breathe in this hall, their bloodlines, and everyone who’s ever spoken a word to them. If you doubt me, you’re free to test it.”
His tone was calm, but everyone there knew it wasn’t an idle threat. Ian Cherville was fully capable of such a thing. From the Iron Throne, he turned to the Grand General.
“Prepare to march.”
 “…To where, my prince?”
 “To the Six Free Cities.”
The Six Free Cities.
Hearing their destination, the Grand General replied,
“My prince, the Six Free Cities will not fall easily. It is the land protected by Rhapsody’s blade,
 and one of the three greatest naval powers on the continent. The Iron Legion would be annihilated before even setting foot ashore. Even if they somehow landed, the Idler’s Blade would cut off their breath. I beg you to reconsider.”
His words were bold. 
Ian smiled. A fine man— one who could feel fear but still speak truth.
Ian decided to explain.
“Hugo Rhapsody has left his seat. The Freedom Legion that guards that place has also departed.”
 “Even so, we cannot break their fleet—”
 “Do not worry. The fleet will be handled by others.”
At that, Ian tilted his chin slightly. The man who had been speaking with him moments before rose slowly to his feet. As he straightened his back, a creaking sound echoed. Then the polymorph spell that concealed his true form dissolved.
First came the scales—impenetrable by any arrow or blade known to man. Then sharp horns, and finally, vast wings unfurled. As those wings spread, they cast a shadow over the entire Iron Palace. Golden eyes gleamed beneath the dim light.
All who saw him fell silent. For what stood before them was no longer a man. Everyone there knew his name—knew what the world called such a being.
“The master of the skies shall be with you.”
A Dragon.
“So do not doubt.”
A vortex began to rise—one that would swallow not only the Iron Kingdom, but the entire continent.
“There is nothing your new king cannot do.”
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Chapter 117 – Upheaval (2)
“I’ll be going to the Iron Kingdom for a while.”
That was what Hugo Rhapsody told his household. Their master had just declared that he would abandon his duty—yet no one took it seriously. Hugo Rhapsody had always done outrageous things for his son’s sake, and he had often left his post before. But not once had any trouble ever befallen the Free Cities.
The Six Free Cities were a natural fortress. They traded actively with the great powers of the continent, and were guarded by one of the Five Great Houses—Rhapsody. With all those factors intertwined, the Six Free Cities had long enjoyed their peace.
“Please, leave this place to us while you’re gone.”
And so, everyone in the Free Cities believed that peace was eternal. They thought the glory of the Free Cities would last forever. They never realized that there was no such thing as eternal peace—that peace preserved too long would crumble at the smallest disruption.
“As always.”
The Free Cities…had long since been swallowed by their own peace.
***
When I came to, I was lying in a bedroom inside the manor. 
Apparently, Audrey had brought me here after seeing me heat a blade red-hot and shove it into my mouth.
She’d screamed that the heir of Steel Blood had gone insane, that she needed to summon a priest for an exorcism or healing or something.
When I calmly explained the situation, she finally settled down. Then, after grasping the rough sequence of events, she asked me a question.
“So, did it work?”
Work. Audrey’s eyes gleamed with expectation.
She must’ve been curious—she’d just witnessed with her own eyes the rumored power of Steel Blood, seeing me chew a heated blade like a loaf of bread.
But I couldn’t live up to her hopes.
“No.”
In short, I failed. I couldn’t digest 「Flight」.
“Why? Your soul grew bigger than before, didn’t it? Was that still not enough? What went wrong? Be honest—drop your pride. I can help you.”
 “I don’t know.”
 “You don’t know? What’s that supposed to mean?”
At her question, I shook my head.
“I really don’t know.”
And it was the truth.
“This sword is… different from all the blades I’ve eaten before.”
***
「Flight」—the blade said to contain a legend—showed me nothing. 
Normally, when I ate a sword, at least a fragment of memory or a whispering voice would come. But this time, there was only darkness. As if telling me I wasn’t worthy yet.
「It’s certain that you’re still lacking. But you must find the true reason yourself.」
 “Me?”
 「Yes. You are unlike the Karavans before you.」
Liam had been right.
I was not one of the Great Karavans. Maybe my blood had thinned over generations, or maybe my talent was simply too small. Either way, the power of Steel Blood I carried couldn’t absorb blades unconditionally.
I needed understanding—time to accept them.
「Take time to reflect.」
 “……”
 「Being unable to easily digest a blade is a grave flaw… but it can also become a trial in itself. And trials are what make Karavans grow.」
A trial. It sounded noble, put that way. But wasn’t it really just saying I’d have to suffer through unnecessary pain?
 There’s a saying: if your body lacks talent, your mind will suffer for it.
 In my case, both my body and mind were suffering. Damn it.
“Ugh.”
Still, I wasn’t resentful. It wasn’t anything new. I’d gone through too many hardships to let a little powerlessness or inferiority shake me now. Instead of sulking, I went outside and picked up my sword.
I had no clue how to digest 「Flight」 yet. So rather than clinging to a blade I didn’t understand, it was better to focus on mastering the new weapons I’d already gained—from the Wings of Steel to the 「Flame of Doubt」. 
I had to turn the unfamiliar into the familiar. Now that I was a Sword Runner, I had to fight like one. Taming the defiant sword that rejected me could wait until afterward.
“Seol Yoon, would you spar with me?”
Time to properly swing what I already held.
“As much as you wish.”
***
Training with Seol Yoon proved worthwhile. 
Audrey showed up mid-practice to scold me, saying I should be figuring out how to digest 「Flight」 instead of wasting time sword-fighting—but I’d learned how to handle her by now.
There was no need to answer every complaint. Just let her words in one ear and out the other.
Eventually, Hailyn would appear from nowhere and drag Audrey away.
Only a mage could deal with another mage, after all. Hailyn was clearly no less formidable than any Witch— how else could she keep the endlessly ranting Audrey occupied for an entire day?
No progress, no clue, yet she keeps nagging me…
I ignored Audrey completely. When I’d made a deal with the Witches, I’d never promised any deadline. There was no reason this task had to come first.
 I’d already consumed 「Flight」—if anyone was desperate now, it was her, not me.
「A very Karavan-like attitude. Steel must remain unmoving even as storms rage around it. Never mind the noise of others—especially those spell-flingers.」
A lofty way of saying: grow a thick face and ignore them all.
 I took my teacher’s advice to heart.  The Iron-faced Technique! A great art that lets me ignore any nagging, no matter how loud.
“Seriously… did you grow an iron plate on your face or something?”
Audrey, who had been pestering me day and night, finally realized the terrifying obstinacy of a Karavan. After seeing how I’d changed since swallowing 「Flight」, she looked at me with open horror. Still, nothing changed. If she’d wanted guarantees, she should’ve drawn up a contract.
In the end, she couldn’t return without completing her mission, and she couldn’t pressure me any further either. Thus, the Karavan territory gained the service of a top-class mage—a Witch, even—free of charge for an indefinite term.
Audrey and Hailyn, the two mages, used this unusual situation—not as a crisis, but as an opportunity. They spread word that the Karavan domain was not dangerous but blessed; that it had drawn the attention of the Great Houses; and that the young lord of Karavan had even defeated a Great House heir in a duel.
Thanks to them, the Karavan domain was booming. Gloriously so.
“Your sword grows sharper by the day,” Seol Yoon said. “And you’re getting more adept with your Wings. Your growth is remarkable—almost as if you’ve fought as a Sword Runner before. As if you’ve absorbed someone’s memories.”
 “Haha.”
 “Of course, you still have weaknesses. Try to move more fluidly when using your Wings. I know their shape is unique, but don’t be trapped by one form. Advancement comes from change.”
As the domain prospered, I gained another helper besides Seol Yoon.
Tom, now more relaxed, stayed in the training grounds and offered me guidance. There was only one reason he hadn’t gone back yet.
“I contacted the Arena a while ago,” he said. “They told me my leave’s been extended. Seems there’s been quite the incident over there. They didn’t explain much, but apparently some of the fighters they managed turned their blades on the organizers. Those proud directors are terrified.”
 “The fighters did that?”
 “Yes. It was bound to happen eventually. They never respected the fighters—treated them as mere tools. Anyway, it’s good for me. I love tending the Hall of Honor, but… seeing people again, watching your growth—it’s rewarding. Honestly, these might be the happiest days I’ve had in ten years. I almost want to settle down here.”
 “You’d be most welcome if you did.”
I’d known those 「Arena」 bastards would cause trouble someday. Their mess wasn’t my concern. What interested me was Tom’s last remark. If I could coax him to stay as a neighbor, how great would that be? He was a Sword Expert—skilled in maintaining blades, steeped in the history of the continent, and deeply knowledgeable about the many swords scattered across the world. If I could bind him to this land like Audrey, the Karavan domain would grow exponentially…
“Haha, I’d love to, but as long as I’m employed by the 「Arena」, I must fulfill my duty. Besides, no one else can properly care for the blades in the Hall of Honor. You’ve proven that swords possess souls, have you not? I must return to the weapons that await me.”
People like Tom weren’t easy to recruit—and that made them all the more desirable. Still, I decided to keep trying when the chance arose. He seemed just soft enough that I might sway him someday. Either way, with time, the once-chaotic domain finally stabilized. 
The residents no longer feared the Rhapsody and White families stationed at the gates. Those who’d hidden indoors came out again, and people—young and old alike—from nearby regions began to gather. The Karavan domain was rising as the new star of the Verdí region.
And then—
“My lord.”
One day, as normal life returned, a visitor came.
“No, young master.”
It was Sancho. The old butler who had left when everything was destroyed. He had been the most clever, the kindest—and to me, like family. The one who’d told me that only a Swordmaster could kill another Swordmaster. The one who’d told me to give up revenge—to live instead. He’d been the one who left me in torment… and now he’d returned, weeping and smiling.
“I’m sorry. And thank you—for enduring, for still fighting, for continuing to honor the glory of Karavan…”
How did I feel seeing him? To be honest, when everyone left me, I resented them. I’d raged at how they could abandon this land so easily. But the moment I saw his face, all that resentment washed away. I ran forward and embraced him.
“Why did you take so long? I came back ages ago.”
 “I… had no face to show you.”
 “Come inside. Be our butler again. Take care of our humble home. Tell me those old stories again. Stay by my side, Sancho.”
Sancho didn’t answer—he just wept. After a long while, he said,
“Would that… be all right?”
 “Of course.”
 “There are great people here now. I’m old, my mind stiff. The two mages have shaped the Karavan domain far better than in my day. I thought there was no place for me anymore. But still… seeing this manor fills me with unbearable longing. Even if all that remains are ashes, I want to stay. Even if that Swordmaster comes again to destroy everything, I want to end my days here.”
His words came haltingly.
Even if only ashes remain, I want to stay here.
Even if everything falls again, I want to end it here.
I understood. I felt the same.
“I need you, Sancho.”
 “……”
 “You remember our old home. You remember who I was, my parents, the manor, the village… You must stay. This is where you belong, Sancho.”
Hearing me, Sancho stopped crying. Instead, he smiled— the warm, steadfast smile I remembered.
***
With Sancho’s return, it finally felt like everything was back to how it once was. The people were smiling, the domain thriving, my sword sharpening, and I, as a Sword Runner, growing stronger each day.
If only things could stay this way forever.
That hopeful thought had barely crossed my mind when a guest arrived at the manor.
“The heir of Steel Blood?”
The guest’s skin was green. An orc.
I’d heard the orcs had come to help and left as swiftly as the wind once things ended, but apparently, not all had returned. Under the moonlight, the orc stood tall and dignified.
“You must be one of the kind friends who helped us. I wanted to thank you, but you all left too quickly. Could you perhaps deliver my gratitude—”
 “No thanks needed. I’m here for another matter.”
At those words, my body stiffened.
A being disguised by magic?
An orc using honorifics? My mind froze. Her speech was refined—almost aristocratic—and every gesture followed proper etiquette. I felt chills crawl up my spine.
 This… this was horror beyond words.
“You’ve been quite busy. Never alone long enough for me to just appear, you see. As a lady, I had hoped you’d notice me first, but you’re rather dense.”
 “……?”
 “So I decided to compromise. I suppose I’m giving up the initiative between man and woman, but it can’t be helped. I hear these days women are expected to take the lead in relationships. I’m conservative, but a little rebellion now and then isn’t so bad.”
She twisted her huge, muscular body coquettishly as she spoke. Seeing an orc—one who looked strong enough to crush me with a single hand—move like that made my vision blur.
Not even Jerry Selfit’s black magic was this devastating. The sight filled me with fury and indescribable dread. This had to be a mental assault. No such orc could truly exist—unless the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords had all made a colossal mistake.
I gathered my composure and spoke in a trembling voice, a mix of anger and fear.
“You’re an uninvited guest.”
 “Uninvited? How rude.”
She laughed softly. Even that laugh made my skin crawl.
As I struggled for words, the orc continued.
“I suppose I should introduce myself before you misunderstand. I am Sherizik, second daughter of Orc Elder Sherdik. My father wishes for you to become my husband. I never doubt his judgment—but I thought I should see with my own eyes the male who might become my mate. So, here I am.”
 “……?”
My mind reeled. That terrifying face… it was familiar. Sherizik—the Orc Elder’s daughter.
Memories surfaced: after the Coming-of-Age Ceremony, on the descent from the Sacred Ground, Sherdik had mentioned his daughter—said he could entrust her to me. And I had glimpsed a shyly smiling orc in women’s garb back then…
All the pieces clicked together. It was like being struck by lightning.
“Don’t stare at me like that. I’m still a lady who knows how to blush.”
At that moment, the Orc Elder who had once run to aid me now felt like my mortal enemy. As I faced the bashfully fidgeting orc, Sherizik, I felt pure terror and despair rise inside me.
Only one thought echoed in my head—Oh, damn it.
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“I heard modern men and women are quite… uninhibited. That they sometimes share a bed before they’re even officially lovers. But I’m a rather cautious type. I do feel something for you, heir of Steel Blood, but I’d prefer to start by getting to know you first.”
 “……”
 “My father seems quite taken with you, but I’m not convinced yet. Perhaps he sensed my doubts, because he told me to stay by your side for a while and watch over you. And since I’ve always had a personal curiosity about the heir of Steel Blood… I intend to do just that.”
Sherizik declared it unilaterally. Her words struck like thunder from a clear sky.
I couldn’t say a single thing. Humans are powerless in the face of incomprehensible terror.
My lips refused to move as Sherizik, with gestures absurdly dainty for her monstrous physique, took her leave. Even that gesture chilled me to the bone.
“……”
Frozen in place, I noticed that—for once—Liam was quiet. Perhaps, as my ancestor, he was feeling guilty seeing his descendant in such misery? I turned to look at him. He was barely suppressing laughter. His twitching lips made rage boil up inside me.
There truly was no one on my side in this world.
「I’ve always believed love knows no race, young descendant. If two souls love each other, what does it matter? Humans and orcs can be a beautiful pair.」
 “Please shut up.”
 「Don’t tell me you’re one of those shallow men who only judge by appearance? I’m disappointed. To think my descendant would be so prejudiced… Love is about what’s inside—」
 “For the love of the gods, stop.”
Anyway—Orc Sherizik. Now part of the Karavan domain!
***
It had been quite some time since Toma Rhapsody was bound by the gods.
The Karavan domain was gradually returning to normal.
Rhapsody’s legion and the White family’s Watchers still faced each other in a tense stalemate. For the small but elite White family, the losses were minor. But for Rhapsody—whose army consumed but produced nothing—the cost must’ve been enormous. An army existed only for its military might, after all.
Well, that was good for us. Their massive consumption funneled directly into the Karavan domain. As capital swelled, Hailyn reinvested every coin. She said money begets money—like rolling a snowball downhill. Even Audrey was helping manage the domain now, seemingly having given up resistance and decided to enjoy the situation.
Sometimes she muttered nonsense like, “I was a fool to trust swordsmen,” or “This is why you never leave your bed,” but the Iron Face technique I’d learned from my master rendered me invincible in such battles of will.
With Hailyn and Audrey automatically expanding the domain, and the White family’s Watchers constantly pressuring Rhapsody’s camp, everything prospered—except Rhapsody itself, which was slowly withering.
Watching that, Tom once said:
“It’s thrilling to see the tables turned… but I can’t help thinking they’re paying too heavy a price. The Great Houses never forget their humiliations. For the sake of the future, wouldn’t it be wise to show them some mercy, my lord?”
Tom’s words were wise.
The idea of Rhapsody holding a grudge was indeed frightening. Though Edan Rhapsody didn’t show hostility toward me, that didn’t mean the rest of Rhapsody felt the same.
The House of Rhapsody was too vast, too powerful, to dismiss as just one family. Even their lesser members could easily reduce my domain to ashes. So yes, Tom had a point.
However—
“There’s really no way to show mercy, is there?”
The one who countered Tom was Sancho, our newly returned butler.
“My lord risked everything to overturn this situation. Indeed, Rhapsody’s position must be dire, and yes, they may resent us. But at this point, there’s nothing my lord can do. The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords have already rendered their judgment. The Watchers of White won’t withdraw just because you ask, and apologizing—claiming you didn’t foresee this—would be absurd. They’re bleeding as we speak; if you apologized now, they’d take it as mockery.”
 “……”
 “In the end, this is the best course available. Moreover—”
Sancho turned to look at me.
“It’s far too soon for you to fret over the future, my lord. Your goal is much greater than that. If I recall correctly, you’re fated to die the moment you turn eighteen. That’s as close to a confirmed destiny as it gets. To survive, you have only two paths: run away from everything… or surpass the Swordmaster when the time comes.”
 “Right.”
 “And I know you’ll never choose to flee. Like the former lord before you, you’ll face it head-on. In that case, the future threat isn’t important. If you’re still alive by then, you’ll already be a different man—a sword far beyond anything the Rhapsodys could ever fear.”
Sancho was right.
Tom’s advice would’ve been correct—if I were merely the lord of some rural backwater. But I wasn’t. 
I had a clear goal, and if I failed to reach it, there’d be no future at all.
Tom wasn’t foolish.
Sancho and I simply shared the same past—We both remembered the moment everything collapsed so easily, the moment absolute power crushed all we had.
“What my lord must do now isn’t show mercy, nor sign documents as a lord. My lord must grow stronger.”
 “……”
 “Do you remember, my lord? The saying that only a Swordmaster can kill a Swordmaster. That wasn’t meant to break your spirit. It’s one of the most famous truths of the continent. There’s no exaggeration in it—it’s pure fact. Only a Swordmaster can slay another Swordmaster. Not even a transcendent mage can kill one. Not even the greatest race—the Dragons—can. Not even the monster legions that rule the Northern Continent can. And according to myth, not even the omnipotent Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords can take the life of a Swordmaster.”
Sancho placed a firm hand on my shoulder.
“You must become a Swordmaster, my lord. And I believe you can. Leave everything else to us. Wield your sword—and grow stronger. That is what you must do.”
***
By then, I had grown used to fighting as a Sword Runner. I’d mastered the use of my Wings and learned how to wield my blades efficiently.
Tom said,
“What remains is cultivation. Sword Runners refine their beliefs, strengthen their view of the world, and grow through that understanding. The more they experience the wider world, the more their soul expands, their ‘Mystery’ deepens, and new Wings sprout. When ten Wings bloom, they gain the chance to become a Sword Expert.”
He explained the orthodox path— to meditate, train endlessly, and hone oneself like a blade. That was how ordinary swordsmen grew stronger.
But that path wasn’t for me. I was a dullard—a hopeless one. And besides—
「Have you found the key?」
There was no need to.
“Not yet.”
Steel Blood flowed in my veins. Thanks to its power, a dullard like me had reached the realm of a Sword Runner in an instant— a height I’d never have achieved in a lifetime through normal means. So no matter how hard I trained the proper way, I couldn’t go further by conventional effort. To grow stronger, I had to use what I’d been given.
「Find it. Find the answer to your trial.」
The blade I’d eaten— the one holding a legend within it— 「Flight」.
I had to digest it, no matter what.
I didn’t know what lay inside, but one thing was certain: Once I absorbed this defiant blade, I would change. And I would grow stronger—far stronger than now.
“The Witch said the blade’s master was a legendary adventurer. Perhaps I should go on an adventure too—to broaden my horizons, see more of the world. But… with Rhapsody’s legion stationed right at our gates, it’s hard to leave.”
I wrestled with the thought. It felt like standing at a fork in the road, uncertain which path to take. But that was a mistake. Why had I thought I had a choice in the first place? Choice was a privilege of the strong. The weak didn’t choose their path—they were dragged by the world’s current down roads they never wanted to walk.
That was the law of reality.
So rather than ponder what choice to make, I should’ve been preparing for the next trial that would inevitably come. Because the choice was never mine to begin with.
***
That morning, the sky was unusually dark. Clouds hung low, and by late morning, rain began to fall. When the raindrops started, a knight emerged from Rhapsody’s camp— a camp that had been silent since Toma Rhapsody’s confinement. Unlike before, this knight carried himself with strange confidence— as if holding something that could instantly overturn the situation.
Summoned by an old guard, I went outside. What I saw left me speechless.  For a moment, I thought I was dreaming.
“……?”
The first thing I saw were corpses. Bodies clad in white armor and helmets— the Watchers of the White family. The same ones who had dutifully carried out their duties just yesterday. All of them—dead.
I couldn’t comprehend it.
Who? How? Why?
Slowly, I turned my head. And there stood a man in a black tailcoat— holding in his arms none other than Toma Rhapsody.
The young master of Rhapsody, who should have been bound by divine light, awaiting the judgment of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords.
I couldn’t make sense of it. None of it.
Then I looked closer at the man. His face—he looked like Toma. And like Edan, too. His half-lidded eyes, his decadent air— and upon his chest, the emblem of the sea: Rhapsody’s symbol.
The man spoke.
“So, you’re the ‘Sword Demon,’ are you?”
The moment I heard his voice, I understood who he was.
“The pitiful fighter, Liam.”
The Lord of the Free Cities. Master of one of the Great Five Houses. The most dangerously doting father on the continent. Master of Seven Swords.
“My son… You made him this way?”
Hugo Rhapsody. One of the Six Swordmasters— had come in person.
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The Watchers of the White family were not to be underestimated. Their renown extended far beyond the northern Iron Kingdom, across the entire continent. The achievements of the “Northern Sword” were recognized by all seven races. 
Yet they hadn’t lasted even a single night. Every corpse bore the mark of just one strike—each person slain with a single cut. What had happened here wasn’t a battle. It was a massacre.
The light that had bound Toma Rhapsody wasn’t mere magic; it was the divine judgment of the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses. There was no one in the Rhapsody Legion capable of defying such divine power— at least, that had been true until yesterday.
“Answer me.”
Common sense— Every shred of it was overturned by the being standing before me.
Hugo Rhapsody. The Swordmaster who overturned everything merely by appearing now stood motionless on the desolate plain. His very presence ruled the land around him. Amid this incomprehensible scene, I saw a man lying cold and still.
“Let us hope Hugo Rhapsody does nothing foolish.”
Polite, sincere, the very image of a knightly ideal— the Watcher who had introduced himself as Kalsen now lay dead, as if peacefully asleep. And the words he’d spoken before his death rang faintly in my ears.
“We must fulfill our duty as Watchers.”
Duty. Even in their final moments, the Watchers of White had held fast to their convictions. Before absolute power, they never bowed their heads. They raised their swords in the name of duty— but winter can never freeze the sea. Before that endless, vast ocean, even winter was swept away like a sandcastle collapsing into the tide.
“Answer me quickly.”
Their steadfastness was worthy of respect. Toma Rhapsody’s confession of his own faults had been admirable. Edan Rhapsody’s willingness to accept defeat after witnessing his brother’s choice was likewise admirable.
Everything that had happened here—the great reversal—had been born of human choices, of honor, conviction, and courage. It had been a noble sight. Beautiful, even. But all of that was shattered by the arrival of one being. Utterly, unreasonably.
“I’m not a patient man.”
Facing Hugo Rhapsody’s gaze, I remembered my master’s words after our duel. The vortex has not yet ended, he’d said. As always, he was right.
“If you don’t answer, I’ll draw my sword.”
Yes— the vortex was only just beginning.
“I’ll count to three.”
***
Seated upon the Iron Throne, Ian Cherville brushed his fingers over the rusted crown on his head. It was heavy, uncomfortable— and he loved that weight. Even if it bent his neck and broke his spine, he would wear it until the day he died.
From the highest seat, gazing down upon all who served beneath him, one of his ministers bowed and spoke reverently.
“If this campaign succeeds, Your Majesty, all shall praise your name. Not only the people of today—the feats you achieve will be carved into history and remembered for ages.”
 “Is that such a great thing?”
 “Of course. With the Six Free Cities under our control, every fundamental problem of the Iron Kingdom will be solved. There will be no more endless, wasteful wars. No more famine born of barren lands. When hunger ends, peace will follow, and even crime will fade. The Iron Kingdom may even extend its reach across the sea! With the Free Cities, we’ll no longer depend on imports; we’ll become exporters of abundance—a continental power, wealthy and self-sufficient!”
The minister’s expression wasn’t flattery—it was genuine awe.
 Ian Cherville, however, responded dryly.
“So if we claim the Six Free Cities, every problem is solved, and the Iron Kingdom may even become one of the great powers.”
 “Yes, Your Majesty! A glorious achievement—”
 “Then why did my father never do it?”
 “Pardon?”
 “No—let me rephrase that.”
Ian’s face took on a look of genuine curiosity.
“Why did the kings before me, my ancestors—why did none of them do something so simple? To seize just six Free Cities—so simple a task.”
The minister froze, then stammered a reply.
“Because it was not simple, Your Majesty.”
 “Not simple?”
 “Yes. Though nominally a confederation of city-states, the Six Free Cities are the successors of the Grid Republic—a united nation in truth. Geographically, they’re a natural fortress, with one of the top three naval powers on the continent. They are Rhapsody’s territory, rich in resources and industry, and maintain strong diplomatic ties with the great powers. To attack them is no easy thing. Even thinking of such a war has long been unthinkable.”
 “But it’s easy now, isn’t it?”
 “By Your Majesty’s grace and fortune, yes. But it took an unlikely convergence of chance. It’s not that your forebears were inept, but that fortune favors you. You have Swordmaster Carlos, the continent’s greatest blade. The Freedom Legion has vacated their post, and even Swordmaster Hugo Rhapsody has left his seat. Their best mages are gone, so the Free Cities don’t even realize our Iron Legion has entered their waters. Your Majesty’s ability is beyond compare, of course—but surely the gods, too, have guided this moment. So, please—speak not ill of the—”
 “Pfft—wrong.” Ian laughed softly. “My forebears were all fools. Born lucky into royal blood, but unworthy of the crown. Worms who only cared to protect their seat. That such blood runs in my veins is an insult.”
 “Your Majesty—”
 “Tell me, foolish one—do you truly believe in coincidence?”
Ian’s smile deepened.
“Long ago, in a distant land, I met an old sage who taught me a proverb from his people. ‘Without leaving one’s house, one may know the world.’ I sit here, and yet I see all that unfolds across the continent. I foresaw what would happen in the Free Cities, in that pitiful Karavan territory in Verdí. How do you think I knew? Divine vision? Prophecy? No. Even the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords cannot see what tomorrow brings—the future belongs to fate itself.”
 “……”
 “Fate, my foolish servant—what is it? To the weak, fate descends as disaster. But to those who stand atop the world, fate is something to forge. To shape. This is not chance—this is my design. I am merely placing each piece upon the board I built. Why can I see the world from this seat? Because I designed this world.”
The minister looked up into Ian’s ashen eyes— and saw an entire landscape reflected within them.
“They didn’t leave their posts by chance. I made them leave. From the moment I decided, the Free Cities were already mine. War isn’t decided in battle; it’s decided before it begins. I am the one who decides the outcome. Do you understand?”
The minister couldn’t answer.
“Don’t speak of mere prosperity or greatness to me. I don’t care for those paltry results.”
 “Then… what is it you desire, Your Majesty?”
 “I will place every nation and every race upon my board. I will set the world atop it and move them as I please. None shall resist. None shall flee. Just as it was in the ancient age of ruin.”
The minister suddenly remembered the old histories—the age when all seven races and every kingdom collapsed into war.
 The age of sword and spear, of fire and blood.
 The Age of War.
“The world will enter another Age of War. And when it ends, the Age of Iron shall begin— the Iron Age ruled by Cherville.”
Madness. Yet the minister couldn’t argue.
The young king who had slain his own kin for the throne—perhaps he could make it so.
Perhaps soon, not just the Free Cities, but every nation on the continent would be swept into the storm— never knowing who had unleashed it.
He looked up, dazed, at his new monarch.
“The Six Free Cities are only the beginning. Rhapsody is only the beginning. Everything begins now.”
The one who gazed upon the world from above— the one who designed it, shaped it, decided its end. The Iron Throne’s master. The minister realized what his king sought to become.
“Watch, and do not doubt.”
A god.
***
I looked at Hugo Rhapsody.
 He hadn’t even drawn his sword, yet instinct told me— every life in this place already rested in his hands. If he unsheathed his blade, he would control everything.
That was what it meant to be a Swordmaster.
“...Yes. I am the fighter Liam.”
I met his gaze head-on. He spoke again.
“Why did you do this to my son?”
 “Toma Rhapsody’s words were false. Our duel was mutual and honorable. He accepted the result.”
 “He accepted it.”
 “If you doubt me, ask him when he wakes. I swear by the names of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords— even they proved my innocence by punishing your son instead.”
 “I saw that myself.”
 “Then why—”
 “I’m not asking about truth or lies.”
Hugo’s tone was calm, almost languid.
“Why did you make my son this way?”
 “What—”
 “Yes, he erred. The gods proved your innocence. But that doesn’t change the fact that my son was humiliated, wounded, and broken. Are you saying you bear no blame? None at all?”
 “……”
 “Speak honestly. You cannot hide from my eyes.”
In that instant, Hugo Rhapsody no longer looked human. He was a sword— a blade pointed at me, forged solely for violence, wearing the shape of a man.
“I know my son’s soul is shattered. I know a Swordmaster’s blade caused it—a blade stronger than mine. I was a foolish father who misjudged his child’s pain. I will not repeat that mistake. I seek the answer, as a sword myself. Tell me, pitiful fighter—did you add anything to my son’s suffering?”
Excuses were useless. I could feel it—he could see through me. His gaze pierced through flesh, bone, and soul alike. There was no hiding from that light.
But then—my curse of doubt stirred. Had I truly done nothing? After all, Toma had been attacked on his way home. Was his broken state due to my duel with him, or something after? Had defeat alone driven him to despair? I couldn’t say for certain. So I couldn’t answer.
My eyes wavered. Just then, from a nearby tent, a voice cried out—
“Father! Stop this senseless violence! We’ve already forsaken enough honor and broken enough oaths! That fighter bears no guilt. Please—think of Toma’s own confession, and cease this!”
Edan Rhapsody. His second son’s voice rang out, but Hugo didn’t even turn.
“No guilt, perhaps. The gods vouched for him, yes. But I must see and hear it myself. So tell me, fighter.”
 “Father!”
 “Did you—truly—hurt my son?”
And then—
「Hugo Rhapsody. Wielder of Seven Swords.」
The sky opened.
「You have crossed the line.」
 “……”
 「You have abandoned your sacred duty and let your emotions rule your power. This defies divine law.」
A pillar of radiant light descended, enveloping Hugo and Toma Rhapsody. Divine energy—the same judgment that had bound Toma before. The gods themselves had descended to chastise one who broke the law.
A holy sight. But Hugo didn’t even blink.
“Silence, you voyeurs upon the clouds.”
 「……」
 “You too are sinners. You are among those I shall judge. Wait your turn.”
 「Blasphemy—!」
 “When my son called for you, where were you? Were my years of devotion meaningless? Was our house’s loyalty taken for granted?”
Thoom—Hugo stamped his foot, and the pillar of light shattered instantly.
“We will serve you no longer. I am sick of your favoritism. Since Carlos appeared, everything has changed. You think I’m the only one weary and betrayed? You’ll pay for failing to honor our devotion. You know this— the swords of the Six Masters can reach even the heavens.”
 「Retract those words. Even now, if you repent—」
Hugo gave no answer. He only stamped again.
The heavens themselves began to close.
As the light vanished, the gods’ voices echoed one last time.
「Then the heavens shall hunt you. You will pay the price for breaking divine law. Those who bear the greatest duty shall deliver your ruin.」
Hugo didn’t even look up.
“Then so be it. Such an end suits a father who couldn’t protect his son.”
The gods were gone. Only the Swordmaster remained— his gaze still fixed on me, demanding an answer.
Then came a weak cough.
“F… father.”
Toma Rhapsody.
“Toma.”
 “Please… stop.”
 “……”
 “This fighter… bears no guilt. In truth, he showed me a new light. Meeting him… was precious.”
 “……”
 “This foolish son wished to be his friend.”
With all the strength left in his frail body, Toma spoke for me.
“I swear it—by the blood of Rhapsody. That man did not harm me. And he is not… insignificant.”
 “……”
 “So please… if you truly love this wretched son… allow him to befriend that man. Father.”
 “Then… who…”
Hugo’s eyes widened. But Toma said no more.
He had spent the last of his strength to defend me.
Silence fell. At last, Hugo looked up again. His gaze, when it met mine, was no longer as sharp.
“Fighter.”
 “……”
 “We should talk further.”
Only then could I breathe again. My body felt drained, my limbs weak— and just as I caught my breath, a knight burst from the tent, pale-faced.
“Attack! We’re under attack!”
Attack. At that word, Hugo turned his head.
“Th—the White Legion is approaching! The Swords of Winter come to avenge their fallen!
 N-no—that’s not all! The Free Cities are burning!”
His words hit like fire falling upon silence.
“Explain,” Hugo said quietly.
 “It’s the Iron Legion! They’ve invaded the Free Cities while we were gone—landed their fleet and are slaughtering civilians—”
 “Why?”
 “I—I don’t know!”
 “And how? Their fleet couldn’t have broken the Free Fleet’s defense—”
The knight gasped out the impossible.
“Dragons.”
 “…Dragons?”
 “They’re being helped—by the Lords of the Sky!”
Even to me, it sounded insane. But Hugo Rhapsody just stood there, silent.
“Dragons moved? Those beasts that have slept for over a century? No… Why would the Iron Kingdom strike the Free Cities? How did they even know we’d left? Was there a leak? Even if so—too fast. Too perfectly timed.”
His eyes hardened. Then he muttered,
“…So it’s his board. All of this—planned from the start. The Iron Prince moves his piece, using that pampered Swordmaster who scorns the law. I see now whose blade dared deceive my sight.”
His hand trembled. But the knight wasn’t done.
“You must leave, my lord!”
 “Why?”
 “They’re already here! The Swords of Winter surround us! The Ashen Knights of Blade City have joined them—and… the Lords of the Sky who burned our home—”
He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.
High above, a shadow appeared— a black speck that grew larger and larger until its shape was unmistakable.
A creature— vaster, greater, and mightier than any that soared the skies of the continent.
The master of the heavens.
The noblest of the seven races.
A symbol of absolute power—
“A checkmate, then…”
A Dragon.
The most exalted beings of all had descended.
And then—My heart began to race. A pounding that filled my head. Heat surged from within my gut. Something I had swallowed was stirring— the undigested blade that held a legend within it: 「Flight」.
The dragon’s form blotted out the sun— and with it came a vision, memories of someone long gone, and a voice—majestic, echoing in my mind.
The voice of one who once dreamed a grand, impossible dream.
『Do you know a genius who became a relic of himself?』
The sword’s voice.
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A pitch-black sky. The heavens were swallowed by darkness, and amidst that boundless void, the stars shone brilliantly. Beneath them lay a sheer cliff, thick forests and tangled undergrowth spreading below. Beyond the cliff stretched a breathtaking vista — a landscape like a painted masterpiece.
At the very edge of that cliff stood a man. In the man’s arms was a small boy who looked just like him. On the boy’s back were wings made of wax — twisted, melted, no longer recognizable.
The man gazed at his son, who no longer breathed. The boy’s cause of death was clear: a fall.
His arms and legs were shattered, his white ribs had torn through flesh, and his neck hung broken — a ruined puppet of flesh.
Holding the corpse of his child, the man turned his eyes toward the horizon beyond the cliff.
There, towering across from him, stood a mountain so tall that its peak was lost within the clouds — a mountain that reached for the very heavens.
The man knew well what the world called that mountain.
The Sky Range.
He stared at the summit that all others revered — and his gaze was filled with hatred. As that hateful stare lingered, something vast stirred atop that holy mountain. With a single beat of its wings, the master of that mountain hovered above the man’s head.
The being his son had dreamt of becoming.
 The being every boy in the world once dreamt of.
 The greatest of the seven races — a Dragon — now looked down upon the weakest of them all, a mere human.
“Why do you gaze at the heavens with such eyes?”
The sacred voice — the Dragon’s Tongue — reverberated across the sky. The great heavens, the noble race, the towering peaks — and beneath them, the pitiful death of a small dreamer. The father, clutching his lifeless child, answered in a hollow voice.
“...Do you know a genius who became a relic?”
 . . .
“...Young Lord!”
The rushing vision was severed. When I opened my eyes, Tom was in front of me.
“Pull yourself together! We must get out of here!”
Tom’s face — rarely so shaken — was frantic. He gripped my shoulders and shook me hard.
 My mind was fogged; perhaps because I’d awoken in the middle of absorbing the sword’s memory, or because what I’d seen within it was far too vivid. Even with my eyes open, I felt trapped in a dream.
“Lord Arhan, wake up!”
 “W-what… what is happening…?”
The world beyond Tom’s shoulder was chaos. Every soldier of the Rhapsody Legion, who had until now remained within their encampment, was outside — knights, mercenaries, and the mages of the Free Cities known as Wavecatchers. They stood ready, facing a single direction, preparing for battle.
“We have to move! We’ll be caught in the crossfire!”
The enemy they faced was another army — knights clad head to toe in cold, gray steel.
 The Ashen Knights, royal guard of the Iron Kingdom, protectors of Blade City, were advancing upon us.
“Why are they here…?”
 “There’s no time to ask! Move, my lord — now!”
Tom shouted, veins bulging on his neck. When I failed to regain my footing, still sluggish and dazed, he simply hoisted me onto his back. An old man carrying a young lord — absurd, yet he ran with terrifying strength. He sprinted away from the raging battle, toward the land that was ours — the Karavan Domain.
“Dragons… the Dragons are coming…”
As he muttered, the world dimmed.
 A deep shadow spread across the battlefield, and at last, the master of that shadow revealed itself. Twin eyes, like faceted jewels, swept over the ground — over all the frail, flightless humans below. Amusement glimmered in its gaze.
I could feel it. That monstrous stare.
 The eyes of a Dragon were nothing like the ones described in myths.
 The legends said Dragons were noble and wise — holy beings who embodied the divine order, paragons to be admired and emulated. But the creature I beheld could be summed up in a single word.
“Lord Arhan, you understand nothing about Dragons.”
A monster.
***
After the fall of the Grid Republic, its remnants became the Six Free Cities. They were known by many names, but none so famous as the Sea Kings. Since the age of the Republic, the Free Cities had never once lost a naval battle. Their fleet was known as the Unbeaten Armada. Their navy rivaled even that of the Celestial Empire itself. The Seven Races sang of their prowess, and the Free Cities were proud of it.
It wasn’t arrogance — they were truly strong.
“Enemy sighted!”
Though deprived of their mages, and thus of early warning, they were still confident: on the sea, there was no enemy they could not defeat.
“It’s the Iron Kingdom’s Iron Fleet!”
 “The Iron Fleet? Have they lost their minds? Those rust-bucket ships dare to invade our sea?”
No attack yet — but violating their territorial waters without declaration was already an act of war. According to divine law, hostilities had already begun. And this incursion was far too deep to be a mistake. The enemy’s banners flew proudly — the sigil of the Iron Kingdom.
“What are your orders, sir?”
The commander didn’t hesitate. A dishonorable sneak attack from a pitiful navy — the Free Fleet would answer in kind.
“Sink every last one of those scrap heaps to the bottom of the sea.”
Attack. At his command, the crews moved like a single organism.
 Once the range was right, the Iron Fleet would be erased from the face of the world. Amid the tense silence of preparation, someone muttered—“...What is that?”
The commander almost barked at them to focus — until he, too, saw it. A small dot in the distance, growing rapidly larger. When it came close enough to see clearly, all color drained from his face.
“...A Dragon.”
A vast shadow fell over the entire armada. Unease spread; some crews aimed their cannons skyward, determined to strike down the flying beast. But their hopes were futile.
“Huh…?”
The cannons would not fire. No, the fire itself would not appear.
 Voices rose from across the decks —
 “The fuses won’t light!”
 “The powder won’t burn!”
And the commander remembered a legend.
The Dragons — greatest of all races — are beloved by every spirit of the world. They are the masters of the spirits, and the spirits, in turn, are masters of the elements. Thus, the Dragons command the elements themselves.
Realization struck him cold. The spirits were resisting.
 They would not allow their own master to be harmed.
“What in the—!”
Terror prickled down his spine. Nature itself had betrayed them. And that betrayal would not end there. Fire was only one element. What lay beneath their ships? The sea — nature’s domain. And nature belonged to the Dragons.
“Retreat.”
 “Sir?”
 “Retre—ghk!”
His command was cut off. Eyes bulging, he realized no sound would come from his throat.
 He couldn’t breathe — as though submerged in water.
The air element…
Nature had abandoned them. And in that moment, every sailor aboard felt true despair.
They were insects now. Powerless. As the commander choked and fell to the deck, he looked up — and saw the Dragon’s eyes above, gleaming with delight.
The same delight as a child crushing ants underfoot.
Then came the wave. A wall of water so massive it could have swallowed cities. When it passed, the Free Fleet was gone. Not a single trace remained.
The Iron Fleet of the Iron Kingdom sailed through the emptied sea unopposed, and landed upon the Free Cities’ shores— without suffering a single casualty.
***
The Rhapsody Legion drew their swords and spears.
 A Dragon had appeared — a creature of legend — but they did not flinch.
 They were the blades of Rhapsody. And here stood their greatest blade of all. With a Swordmaster among them, what was there to fear? Even if the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords themselves descended, they would fight to the bitter end.
“Lay down your swords.”
But Hugo Rhapsody ordered them to disarm. Confusion rippled through the ranks. Why surrender before the first strike? Hugo Rhapsody had never spoken such words — not as a Swordmaster, not even as a common knight.
Yet soon, they understood.
“This is not a fight you can join.”
At his words, the world turned white. The barren plain, the camp, the blue sky and the sun — all became flawless, blinding white. And then, snow began to fall. Winter has come to the white world.
“Hugo Rhapsody.”
Out of the falling snow, a man appeared. And the instant he did, the stage became his. Not even the Dragons, nor the Ashen Knights, nor the fearless legions could remain the center of this scene.
“The Watchers of White never forget a debt. Whether grace or grievance, it is always repaid. That is our oldest rule.”
 “……”
 “I have been called many names, but I am, above all, a Watcher. And now I shall honor that oldest rule.”
Russell White, Grand Duke of the North. Lord of the White family. One of the Six Swordmasters.
“Draw your sword, Hugo Rhapsody.”
Two masters. Two Swordmasters, face to face.
“I have come,” said Russell White, “to settle a debt.”
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Chapter 121. Upheaval (6)
“They said the Iron Legion had planted the Iron Kingdom’s banner in the Six Free Cities.”
Ian Cherville heard the report of victory while seated on the Iron Throne. The occupation campaign the Iron Legion had waged was closer to a one-sided massacre than a war. Without the House of Rhapsody and the Legion of Freedom, the six Free Cities were nothing more than city-states. A city-state steeped in long peace could not possibly defeat the Iron Legion, which had fought countless wars.
“Congratulations, Your Majesty.”
 “Future generations will remember Your Majesty. This achievement will be long recorded in history…….”
 “We won’t need to worry about resources anymore. No more bowing our heads in diplomacy—now we can finally step out proudly!”
Countless ministers praised Ian Cherville. They spoke of how glorious the victory was, how valuable the spoils the Iron Kingdom had reaped were, and shared hopeful words about the future.
Watching the ministers smile with satisfaction, Ian Cherville spoke coldly.
“Are you satisfied?”
 “Eh? Of course—”
 “Don’t be satisfied.”
The ministers, who had been smiling at one another, stiffened the moment Ian Cherville’s words fell. The atmosphere chilled; their smiles vanished. The loud voices quieted. In the silence Ian Cherville spoke in a dry voice.
“This is not the end — this is only the beginning.”
How narrow their vision was. Ian Cherville genuinely pitied them.
The ministers did not know the real reason he had made the six Free Cities his first target. 
Abundant resources? Trade routes? Diplomatic gain? Those could not be the reasons for this war. Ian Cherville’s goal was to reach the top of the world. To achieve that, he had to wage a war not for profit but for war itself. A war to draw everyone in until they charged forward to their utter ruin. 
A war to end everything. Ian Cherville wanted an age of chaos.
 He wanted the Age of War to begin again.
“Contact the Grand General.”
The occupation of the Six Free Cities was the first button of chaos.
The Six Free Cities had enjoyed peace longer than any other states. The world had called them lands of peace, earthly paradises, the safest places.
Thus the Free Cities were the places that traded with the most nations across the continent, where all seven races lived together, and the places visited by the most travelers.
They had countless connections. Truly, countless.
“Kill every captive who is not a resident of the Free Cities. No exceptions. Whether a traveler, a student who came to learn, or a beloved artist — all of them.”
There was no place better for spreading chaos across the continent.
“Make everyone tied to them burn with rage.”
***
With Tom’s help I barely returned to the manor. Even after coming back, I did not shake off the daze. It felt as if my soul and the sword’s soul had been mixed half and half.
“You needed time. You faced a soul too great for who you were. If you had been an ordinary swordsman, your soul would have been split apart.”
Audrey said part of the reason I came back to reality while I was absorbing the sword’s memories was her interference, but she said the fundamental reason was that the soul contained in 「Flight」 was overwhelmingly powerful. Even in my haze I could understand her. I had seen only fragments, but the legend wrapped inside 「Flight」 had been excessively intense.
“If the Heart of Steel had not protected you, you would have died.”
Audrey warned me strongly. She also explained that the power of steel I used was a form of spiritual ability, and that absorbing another soul in the spiritual world was extremely dangerous. 
While she explained with terms I could not fully grasp, my master just stood silently.
“Be careful. Truly.”
Audrey left after one last short warning. 
While I regained my mind, it had been Audrey and Hailyn who stabilized the fief. They soothed the residents’ unrest, steadied public sentiment, and performed several duties as acting lieges. 
Sancho took care of small tasks. 
Seol Yoon nursed beside me. 
Tom helped Sancho to stabilize the domain. 
The many people who came to see me relayed the rapidly unfolding events.
“They said the Legion of Freedom has been disbanded. It was punishment for abandoning its duty and even breaking the law. The hired mercenaries and the Wavecatchers scattered, and those affiliated with the House of Rhapsody were branded for punishment and escorted to the Winter Fortress.”
All the news they brought was hard to believe.
“They said the Six Free Cities have been occupied. It was the fastest conquest among recent wars. The Free Cities lost their freedom, and governors dispatched from the Iron Kingdom, not the House of Rhapsody, will rule them. In the Sky Empire there’s debate among the Five Great Houses whether to continue including the House of Rhapsody or to exclude it. Everyone says the House of Rhapsody failed its duties; they left their post and even led away precious troops. If the House of Rhapsody hadn’t done those things, the Free Cities wouldn’t have fallen so easily.”
A nation had vanished. One of the Five Great Houses faced extinction.
“The whole Iron Kingdom is buzzing that the king has changed — the heir of Steel. They said the Iron Prince ascended and then occupied the Free Cities that had enjoyed eternal peace. They said he brought lands flowing with milk and honey to the Iron Kingdom. It’s laughable. They praised a madman who had slaughtered all his siblings and even killed his father?”
The Iron Kingdom’s king had changed. The previous king had died — at his son’s hands. But no one faulted the new king’s atrocity. They only spoke of the achievements of the new king, over and over.
“You remember the last scene at the gate of the estate, Prince Arhan. The duel between two Swordmasters. The duel, which was like myth or legend, ended more one-sidedly than people expected. Hugo Rhapsody did not resist White’s blade. He surrendered willingly in exchange for not harming his children and not punishing them for their crimes. Hugo Rhapsody, an outrageous man, had been — in the end — a father.”
 “…….”
 “Hugo Rhapsody gave up his right arm and left with his two sons without receiving treatment. The northern duke no longer pursued him. A Swordmaster’s right arm was more than enough ransom for the Watchers. Their whereabouts were still unknown.”
A Swordmaster had willingly given up his right arm. He had offered a limb, something akin to a swordsman’s life, as a price. One could say the great Idler’s momentum had been broken.
The major events passed like that.
The Watchers of the White Family and the Iron Legion took the disbanded troops of the House of Rhapsody and departed. The dragon that had flaunted its presence did nothing. It merely watched what happened and then disappeared together with the Iron Legion. Like the wind.
The unwanted visitors who had come to the Karavan domain seemed to withdraw. 
Audrey and Hailyn calmed the domain’s people so they no longer trembled with fear, and began actively engaging neighboring villages and absorbing other settlements. 
The fact that a great house’s legion and the Iron Legion had visited was now a selling point, not a liability. 
Audrey and Hailyn used the fact that despite those events our domain remained intact to coax nearby villages. 
The uneducated peasants were easily swayed by the words of mages.
Thus the Karavan domain slowly began to take on the shape of a town. Still, an inexplicable unease would not leave me. That uneasy feeling that had never been wrong.
“My Lord, you said the Iron Prince would stir a vortex last time.”
 “Yes.”
 “It seems the vortex is still blowing.”
By the time my body had nearly healed, Tom confirmed that my unease was not false.
“They said the Iron Legion executed all the Free Cities’ prisoners. Not only executed them, they impaled their heads on banners and lined them up along the shore like ornaments. This is unprecedented. It’s dishonorable, un-noble, and violates even solemn law. To kill prisoners with no will to fight so horribly.”
Tom spoke with a trembling voice.
“This is incomparable to what came before, Lord. The Free Cities traded with the whole continent and were like earthly paradises. Among the executed prisoners were young elves, high-ranking demons enjoying a holiday, Dwarf artisans who came for technical exchange, and beastkin laborers hired cheaply. Also, most of the gold coins circulating in the Free Cities had been lent and invested by the Red Bank of the Black Archipelago. What I’ve told you is only a part. At a broader level it entangles the Sky Empire and even the Great Land.”
 “…….”
 “If this conflict overheats now…… I even think the Era of War might truly return.”
Nothing could escape the vortex Ian Cherville had created. His claim to draw the entire continent and the seven races in was true. I was honestly a little afraid that this was only the beginning.
***
While the continent convulsed under Ian Cherville’s actions, the Karavan domain — a poor, insignificant corner of the Iron Kingdom — remained quiet. 
This land was far too shabby to be swept away by the rough vortex. But.
“Lord, Arhan Karavan.”
Even if this place was a shabby land, I was no longer a shabby swordsman.
“The fighter who made a name in the 「Arena」, the swordsman who knew romance and who had won an honorable duel against Sir Meken — who, in his Sword Walker days, reached the rank of Sword Runner — and the formidable man who recently cost Sir Edan Rhapsody one of his eyes.”
Yes. What I had accomplished. I was now fairly famous.
“The Iron Kingdom of Cherville is preparing for an important war now. We need as many blades as possible. We especially desperately need someone of your skill.”
A named blade in the Iron Kingdom could not remain free. A nation built to collapse without war. 
A country that fought constant wars. In this insane country always at war, swordsmen were always conscription targets. At this moment, conscription had started again in the Iron Kingdom of Cherville. And this time, I was among those targeted. To summarize:
“Answer the nation’s call, people of the Iron Kingdom.”
The army called me.
 “Child of descendants.”
A call no man of the Iron Kingdom could avoid. The duty of national defense.
However,
“As you said.”
Could I have not thought this through?
“That habit of doubting everything often helps. Not letting small bonds slip away either.”
The vortex the Iron Prince had stirred was dragging the world into chaos. As Tom had said, the winds of the Age of War were returning, and the seven races and many nations were already entangled in his scheme. A single blade from a shabby inland lord who had just begun to make a name for himself could not stop it.
There was an old saying.
“I am not subject to conscription.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “There is a law in the Iron Kingdom: a man over fifteen cannot refuse conscription. He must answer the call of the nation — it is the duty of Iron Kingdom citizens. But aren’t there exceptions?”
If you could not avoid it, enjoy it.
“……Lord Karavan, do you claim you fall under an exception?”
No one could stop it. No one could escape the vortex. If I was going to be swept away anyway, I would rather ride it.
“Yes.”
A reversal in an unfavorable situation? I had already done that once.
“Do you want to prove it here?”
Why not. Let’s try once more.
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Chapter 122 — Cherville (1)
The call of the nation.
A problem that every man living in the Iron Kingdom of Cherville faced sooner or later. 
Especially for a swordsman whose name had begun to spread — evading conscription into the Iron Legion was utterly impossible. 
Yet throughout the long history of the Iron Kingdom, there had always been those dissatisfied with this “duty of national defense.”
Nobles. In the Iron Kingdom, where the logic of strength defined order, nobles trained with the sword by default to survive. 
They knew that in this turbulent nation, the blade held more sway than the law. Thus, they made their children practice swordsmanship as well. 
Across the Iron Kingdom, it was a common sight to see young noble children barely able to walk, brandishing sticks in their gardens to learn the basics. Not only sons, but even frail daughters were urged to at least reach the level of a Sword Beginner.
So when the Iron Legion’s conscription began, it wasn’t only commoners and serfs who were summoned — but even the noble heirs with bright futures ahead of them. No matter how desperately their fathers tried to have them assigned to the rear, unforeseen deaths were inevitable in war.
The noble youths of noble blood died equally on the battlefield. The nobles were furious about this. And thus, out of that fury, a new clause was born within the Iron Kingdom.
“A knight who has been formally invested, or one affiliated with a knight order, need not answer the call of the nation.”
An exceptionally rare clause in the Iron Kingdom.
 It must have been born because there were quite a few enraged nobles back then. Regardless of their intent at the time, this clause now served as my one and only escape route.
“According to this clause, I am not subject to conscription.”
A small connection. I still hadn’t forgotten the conversation I had that day.
— If you cannot hide something perfectly, hold your tongue. A clumsy lie is worse than silence. Young boy, steel does not speak.
That honorable duel where I fought as the Proxy Warrior of Fetel. The old knight who had appeared with Daisy. The old man who had seen through my true nature. I remembered his words.
— When you forge your Wings, come find me.
Now, I have forged my Wings. From the moment I reached Sword Runner, I had gained the right to seek him out.
“As far as I know, Lord Karavan, you are not a knight formally invested. Which means you’re affiliated with some knight order — which one would that be?”
Of course, it was only a small connection. I had never been knighted, nor was I formally affiliated with that old knight’s order. But what did that matter? Ever since the House of Rhapsody’s legion had shown up unannounced, I’d realized something: in this world, even the smallest thread could change everything — depending on how you used it. What mattered wasn’t size, but pretext — and whether or not even the faintest thread remained connected.
“Sir Vermartin.”
What mattered was not what one had — but how one used it.
“I am under the command of Vermartin the Steel.”
Now then. It was time to step into a broader world.
***
The Iron Legion’s recruiting officer seemed to accept my words after some thought.
“Sir Vermartin the Steel, you say. So you’re already affiliated with the ‘Yellow Elephant’ knight order. That’s unfortunate. I thought with skill matching your reputation, you’d have been a great asset to the Iron Legion.”
 “I feel the same.”
 “The Iron Legion is always open to the capable. We make no distinction between noble or commoner, serf or slave. If you ever wish to serve the Iron Kingdom, contact us. You’ll be welcomed.”
 “……Understood.”
After shaking my hand once, the officer glanced over the Karavan domain — seemingly looking for any promising men over fifteen. But of course, there were none. 
This was a rural village where it was hard to even find a young man, much less a capable one. 
The officer, finding no one of worth, spoke with mild disappointment.
“It seems we came for nothing. In any case, please submit the related documents within a month. It’s not that I distrust you, Lord Karavan, but there are procedures to follow, so don’t take offense.”
 “I take no offense.”
 “I’ll be waiting.”
The recruiting officer and his men departed. The army had appeared out of nowhere and vanished just as suddenly, but the residents weren’t surprised anymore. 
Whether the army came or went, they weren’t nervous — if anything, they regretted that the soldiers hadn’t stayed longer. They had learned last time that when the army lingered, there was good money to be made.
Watching them, I asked jokingly — weren’t they afraid?
The villagers replied:
“As long as our lord is here. You’d face anything head-on without stepping back, our lord. Whatever comes, we have no fear, hahaha.”
A calm, unwavering reply. And hearing it, I thought to myself—I still had to become stronger.
Far stronger than I was now.
***
“I’ll be going to the capital.”
 “The capital — you mean Blade City, Cherville?”
 “Yes. I need to go to Cherville to settle this conscription issue. But that’s not the only reason.”
 “You have something else to do?”
 “I’ll be preparing for a long journey.”
A long journey. At my words, Tom and Sancho looked puzzled.
“I’ll be leaving the Iron Kingdom and heading for the Sky Empire. More precisely, I’ll be climbing the Sky Mountains.”
 “……I hope I misheard you.”
 “No, you heard correctly. I’ll go to the Sky Mountains.”
 “Lord, have you gone mad?”
Sancho looked confused, while Tom’s face was truly alarmed. It was the difference between one who knew the wider world and one who did not. No matter how knowledgeable Sancho was, it was knowledge limited to the Karavan domain. 
That was why he could only scratch his head. But Tom was different — I had expected this reaction.
‘Even from how he reacted when the dragon appeared, I knew.’
Tom knew the wider world. At least far better than Sancho and I did.
“Prince Arhan, do you know what kind of place the Sky Mountains are? They’re one of the most dangerous regions on the continent — as perilous as the Krevelin Great Forest or the northern Monsterland.”
 “Unfortunately, I know little of both the Great Forest and the Northern Continent.”
 “Then why would you go to the Sky Mountains……?”
 “Because the soul of the sword is telling me to.”
I looked at Tom.
“The soul of the blade I took in — its former master — is being drawn to the dragon. If I can fully absorb that soul, I can grow far stronger than before. When the path ahead is clear, there’s no reason to retreat.”
 “You could lose your life, Lord.”
At Tom’s warning, I replied lightly.
“Tom.”
 “Yes?”
 “Of all the roads I’ve walked so far, not one has been safe.”
Tom fell silent.
 He knew I was right. None of my paths had ever been safe. Every moment had been a crisis, every step a risk of death. But I had survived — and grown stronger each time. The Arhan Karavan who had just begun swordsmanship was a completely different man from who I was now. This journey, too, would become an opportunity — if I survived.
“……You’re right.”
Avoiding danger wasn’t an option. If I had wanted safety, I should never have started down this path.
“I personally support it.”
Sancho raised his hand.
“While your presence calms the residents, it doesn’t contribute much otherwise. Lady Hailyn and I are already Managing the fief’s affairs as acting lords, and we’ve even begun hiring skilled specialists with the money we’re earning. Administration is running smoothly. All you can do here is swing your sword behind the manor. I may not know swords or the wider world, but I know this much — you’re still young, and you need broader experiences and horizons.”
 “……”
 “Do what you must, my lord. I, Sancho, will hold the fort.”
Yes. What I needed to do was clear.
Sancho and I shared the same goal. We were the only two here who had truly experienced the terror of Swordmaster Carlos. And with my journey now set, Tom spoke.
“I’ll go with you.”
 “I’d welcome that, but are you sure?”
 “I am. It seems the 「Arena」 that once employed me is in serious trouble anyway. Blade City gathers all the blades of the Iron Kingdom — it’s a good chance to stock the Hall of Honor again. Besides…… since we’re going to meet a dragon, I might be useful.”
Each time Tom mentioned “dragon,” his expression darkened slightly. Thus, with Tom joining, I looked over the members of this upcoming journey. 
Seol Yoon was a given. Which meant — two Sword Runners and one Sword Expert — a formidable lineup. But strength aside, the balance was off. I’d never heard of a group made up entirely of swordsmen. 
Even if Tom, as an old steward, could handle logistics and paperwork, we still needed others.
The essential members for any journey were: a mage to handle spiritual matters, a ranger to act as a guide, and a cleric or healer to tend to injuries. That was the basic composition. No expedition consisted solely of swordsmen — except perhaps bandits.
“You’re heading to the capital, you say. I’ll come with you.”
 “……That’s unnecessary.”
As I was debating who to include, Orc Sherizik spoke.
“If you come, Sherizik, that makes four swordsmen.”
I couldn’t exactly say, I don’t want to bring an orc, you’ll just eat all our supplies, and honestly, I’d rather not see your face. If I did, it would start a duel — one I’d probably lose. Hearing my flimsy excuse, Sherizik gave a smile that could’ve been amusement or threat.
“It’s fine. I was born and raised in the mountains. I’m a better tracker than most rangers of the Empire. And I can use the shamanic spells my father taught me.”
 “……”
 “With those spells, I can even perform healing similar to the miracles used by priests.”
Damn it. Sherizik was annoyingly competent.
And so, to recruit the final member, I went to Witch Audrey. Truthfully, I wanted to keep her here forever — she was a capable fighter, an excellent administrator, and her presence reassured me. 
But I couldn’t leave without her. She was an accomplished mage, well-versed in the Sky Mountains and Sky Empire, and above all, it was the Witches themselves who had requested the task related to 「Flight」.
“Finally! I’m leaving this dump behind!”
 “……”
 “Yaaay!”
Thus, the members of our journey were decided.
The young lord and the girl from the eastern continent.
 The orc and the Witch, and the old steward.
A group utterly insane by any standard.
As I nearly finished preparations to depart with this eccentric crew, one thought lingered.
‘Surely not…’
That old knight. He hadn’t forgotten me, had he?
***
“Sir Vermartin, have you ever hired a swordsman without consulting me?”
 “Swordsman? Not that I recall.”
 “Then perhaps you accepted money during conscription season and listed a noble’s son under the Yellow Elephant’s roster? Other knight orders do that, but we’ve never— Has our order fallen on hard times lately?”
 “Hmph! Do you take me for such a man? I, Vermartin, despise those nobles who use knight orders to dodge service! Any true man of the Iron Kingdom must answer the Iron Legion’s call without delay!”
 “Then what’s this?”
At his booming protest, the woman handed him a document. It bore the seal of the Iron Legion. Vermartin frowned and read slowly through the contents.
“Hmm. Huh?”
And then—
“Whuh—wahaha! Wahahahaha! Well now! That romantic brat has done something amusing!”
He roared with laughter.
“A romantic brat, you say?”
 “Don’t you remember, my foolish deputy Meken? The boy who dueled him and took both his arms! That romantic lad who became a Proxy Warrior for a fallen knight, won the duel of honor, and demanded a banner — like a hero straight out of a chivalric tale!”
 “Ah… right. The country bumpkin Sword Walker who defeated Sir Meken in a duel.”
At Vermartin’s words, the woman recalled the incident. Yes, it had happened — a story that had stirred even Blade City for a while. But as far as she knew, that boy had never joined the Yellow Elephant. Suspicious, she said:
“But I don’t recall that boy ever joining. He’s never been employed by us, either. So this means he used our name without permission—”
 “Hah! Without permission? That romantic boy would never do such a thing in this dreary age! This must be a message to me.”
 “A message? Come on. It’s obvious he just tried to find a loophole to dodge conscription by dropping the name of a knight he knew.”
 “No, no. Not so. A boy with a heart as steadfast as steel wouldn’t do that. This must be his way of contacting me through the conscription office — to tell me he’s coming to Blade City soon, to show me how he’s changed.”
 “……”
 “Ha ha ha! I look forward to it!”
Vermartin laughed heartily, stroking his beard.
“For him to reach out to me so boldly — there can be only one reason. In this short time, he must’ve forged them already. The hardest Wings to bloom among all lineages — the Wings of Steel.”
Contrary to Arhan’s worries, Vermartin had not forgotten the boy he’d met that day. Of course he hadn’t — how could he? The boy might have thought it a passing encounter, but for Vermartin, it had been exhilarating — the realization of something he had dreamed of for so long.
The Blood of Steel, thought to be lost from the continent.
 The descendant of Steel, returned once more.
Vermartin couldn’t hide his anticipation, laughing quietly.
 The woman beside him asked:
“Why are you so sure there’s no ill intent? If there was no prior discussion, then our order’s name has been used. Normally you’d never let that slide, Sir Vermartin.”
 “Because I like that boy. And—” Vermartin stopped mid-sentence. The woman tilted her head. And in his heart, Vermartin murmured silently: —Because at last, I can fulfill an old promise.
No one heard the old knight’s inner voice. After a brief silence, Vermartin cleared his throat and raised his head.
“……I’ll tell you later.”
 “I’m curious. Can’t you at least explain a little?”
 “A little, hmm. Very well — I can say this much.”
 “……?”
 “The day that boy arrives in this city and stands before me—”
Vermartin grinned.
“He’ll learn the true reason why they call me ‘Vermartin the Steel.’”
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Chapter 123 — Cherville (2)
Blade City, 「Cherville」.
The greatest metropolis in the Iron Kingdom, located at its very heart — the capital where the royal family resided. Because of that, all major figures and high-ranking nobles of the Iron Kingdom lived there as well. It was the center of power that moved the entire kingdom.
The place where all human aspects of the Iron Kingdom gathered — that was the Blade City.
“If we travel by carriage, it’ll take a little over a week to reach the city. For other cities, we could pay to use a mage’s Warp Gate, but… as you know, no magic works within Cherville.”
 “I really hate that city.”
Audrey grumbled. She was always prone to grumbling, but this time there was genuine irritation in her voice — which was understandable. After all, Cherville was a place all mages despised.
“Every time I go there, I feel sick to my stomach.”
The city walls surrounding Blade City were forged from anti-magic metal. Because of that, not only the outskirts but also the entire interior of the city was devoid of magic. Mana dispersed before it could even gather. Thus, mages who set foot in Cherville complained of extreme fatigue — according to them, it felt like walking around drenched in water.
“Please endure it for a little while. We won’t stay there long.”
 “You’d better make sure of that. If we stay in that filthy city for more than two days, you’ll find out just how much of a nuisance I can be.”
 “……”
Audrey didn’t sound like she was joking. And if a woman who was already a nuisance by default decided to go full nuisance, what would happen then? I was curious — but not curious enough to see it with my own eyes. In any case, I had no wish to linger in Cherville either. I wanted to advance the absorption of 「Flight」 as soon as possible, and above all — Cherville was a dangerous city.
A city where the kingdom’s entire power was concentrated.
A place where all kinds of people gathered, and, true to its name, blades lurked in every corner. 
There was even a saying in the Verdí region: “Go to Cherville and you’ll lose your nose while your eyes are open.” As the country bumpkin of bumpkins, I would need to keep my wits sharp there.
As I exhaled slowly, Tom spoke up.
“It’ll be a long trip. Perhaps we can talk about Cherville while we’re on the road? Prince Arhan, do you know why it became the anti-magic city?”
 “I’m not sure.”
 “No one knows the exact reason. Cherville has existed since the early Iron Kingdom, and much of its history has been lost over time. Scholars believe the blade-forged walls were built as preparation for war with the Machine Empire — to counter their favorite tactics…”
As always, Tom spoke engagingly about history. Before even three minutes had passed, Audrey had fallen asleep. For someone supposedly scholarly, her ability to nap was impressive. 
Seol Yoon listened for a moment before losing interest, while Sherizik watched the scenery outside the rattling carriage.
As Tom’s story went on and the sun began to set, many in the carriage drifted off to sleep. 
Hearing their steady breathing, Tom fell silent — considerate as always.
 It was then that Liam spoke.
「The Blade City, hmm.」
 “Do you have something to say about it?”
 「Plenty I’d like to say. But most of it you wouldn’t understand yet.」
 “I see.”
As I watched the passing scenery, Liam murmured.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「Once you step into the wider world, you’ll encounter many kinds of beings. Some, like the bold Orc shaman, will remember forgotten histories. Others, like the Dwarf who showed you kindness, will remember the Karavan name. Across this vast continent live those who endure eternally — and those who never forget the truth.」
 “I can believe that.”
 「Then be prepared.」
 “For what?”
 「Not all of them bear goodwill toward Karavan.」
Liam’s gaze remained on the darkening view outside. The emotions in his expression were too complex for me to guess — feelings I couldn’t begin to comprehend.
「I wasn’t exactly a virtuous man, you see.」
***
Not long after our journey began, Sherizik’s true worth became apparent. She was, in every sense, the perfect orc.
“It’s better to take a detour here. If we go that way, we’ll likely run into bandits. With our strength, we could handle them, but there’s no need to deal with unnecessary variables. The priority is reaching our destination quickly.”
 .
 .
 .
 “Don’t worry, everyone. Eat first. I’ve brought things for camping — herbs from the orcish lands that keep away pests and beasts…”
 .
 .
 .
 “When we reach the capital, it would be wise to hire a cleric — or perhaps a healer. But if we fail to hire one, let’s buy these items instead. With them, we can handle first aid and treat most injuries on the spot. Oh, and we’ll need an inventory, too. A higher-grade one’s fine — preferably something with a preservation sigil and a level-two storage formula.”
Just as she had claimed before the journey, Sherizik was an excellent ranger, guide, and practically the leader of the party.
“How do you know all this?”
 “I always led my kin when we traveled together.”
That one sentence was enough to verify her competence — the leader who had commanded reckless, muscle-brained orcs! With credentials like that, she could’ve been the first pick for any expedition across the continent. Honestly, I was almost impressed enough to blush. If Sherizik weren’t an orc, I might have considered marrying her.
‘Damn it. I almost fell for the vile scheme of that cunning orc shaman Sherdik’s kin. Get it together. No, absolutely not.’
Damn it again. Why was Sherizik this perfect?  Even her tusked smile, once intimidating, was starting to look rather… charming. And since she’d led orcs before, her ability to manage our group was exceptional.
First, there was Audrey — responsible for eighty percent of all grumbling.
“How much longer do we have to go? I want a proper bath. I feel gross.”
 “We’ll stay at an inn tonight.”
 “I need sweets. My blood sugar’s low.”
 “Would you like something tangy or sour? Tell me, and I’ll fetch plenty.”
 “Ugh, I want to change clothes. Ahh—”
 “Then allow me—”
Sherizik handled Audrey’s endless whining with saint-like patience.
 When I asked how she’d mastered such tolerance, Sherizik replied casually:
“My father’s much worse.”
 “……”
 “Those with spiritual power tend to be a bit sensitive. But they rarely mean harm. Treat them gently, and they settle down quickly. Of course, sometimes I want to bash their heads in — but as a lady, I endure.”
An astonishing level of patience. And Audrey wasn’t the only one she managed.
“Everyone, that tree’s shape reminds me of an ancient tale — about a spear buried in the roots of a massive tree. It’s quite fascinating, actually—”
 “I know it.”
Whenever Tom started one of his long, dull stories, Sherizik cut him off without hesitation.
“Would it be bad if I practiced sword forms atop the carriage? I’ve got a few ideas.”
 “Go ahead. I was just about to train with my glaive anyway. I doubt swinging a glaive here would cause trouble — unless it kills the horses and decapitates the driver. But that wouldn’t be my fault; in the Iron Kingdom, where might makes right, the weak have only themselves to blame.”
 “…I’ll stay still.”
Even Seol Yoon’s impulsive remarks were easily shut down. Watching Sherizik’s flawless coordination made me want to stand up and applaud mid-carriage.
Magnificent, Sherizik! Magnificent, orcs!
「Young descendant, perhaps love that transcends race isn’t so bad after all.」
 “Please, don’t cross that line.”
Anyway, Thanks to the capable orc Sherizik, our journey continued smoothly. Just as we were getting used to the carriage’s rough rattling, the distant silhouette of towering walls came into view. It could only mean one thing.
We had arrived. At the Blade City — Cherville.
***
Entering Cherville was unlike entering any other city. As the capital of the Iron Kingdom — the seat of royal power — one needed to go through proper formalities to pass through the city walls.
 Fortunately, the process wasn’t complicated. Sancho had handled some of the paperwork beforehand, and following Tom’s preparations, we passed inspection quickly.
However, the atmosphere here felt different.
“You may proceed. But there’s something you should be aware of.”
The air of Blade City could be summed up in one word:
“Everyone’s on edge as the kingdom prepares for war. Avoid drawing your swords unnecessarily, and comply with any random inspections. If you refuse, whatever happens will be your responsibility.”
The calm before the storm.
“It’s tense here,” Seol Yoon muttered.
Just as she said, Cherville carried a strange, heavy tension. 
Merchant wagons crowded near the gates were loaded with war supplies. 
The guards at the gates stood in full armor, eyes sharp. Every soldier stationed here was elite — real knights, incomparable to the aging guards who protected Karavan. 
The sentinels of the Steel Legion stationed at the capital’s gate — the gray knights bearing swords and spears — eManated an aura as sharp as their blades.
The atmosphere within the city was no different. Citizens’ faces were filled with unease, while knights and mercenaries in heavy armor thronged around shops and inns. 
Each bore different banners — knight orders of various houses. The bustling liveliness typical of great cities was gone. In this advanced, crowded metropolis, the silence itself felt unnatural.
“……We’d better finish quickly,” Audrey muttered.
She looked utterly drained the moment we entered Cherville.
“I’m completely useless here, you know? Even breathing in this place feels like torture. So hurry up.”
 “Yes, understood.”
Looking at her exhausted face, I couldn’t bring myself to say you’re usually useless anyway, except for complaining. I wasn’t ready to face the consequences of such honesty.
“Prince Arhan, let’s split up for now. I’ll go with the ladies, while you head to the knight order with the valiant orc warrior. Before you return, I’ll handle the paperwork for us to leave the kingdom.”
 “Ah, that’d be a huge help. I’ll count on you.”
 “‘Ladies’? Ah, you mean the human females. For a moment, I thought you were excluding me.”
 “……”
And so, our group temporarily split into two teams.
Sherizik and I formed one group.
Audrey, Seol Yoon, and Tom made the other.
Honestly, being alone with Sherizik still made me uneasy, but no one else was as capable or dependable. I forced a smile, suppressing my instinct to run.
“Feels like a date, doesn’t it? Hehe.”
…If only she’d keep her mouth shut, she’d be perfect.
「A formidable mental assault indeed.」
 “It seems trials never cease for a Karavan.”
 「You speak truth…」
Barely surviving Sherizik’s psychological onslaught, I headed with her toward Cherville’s central district. To submit my exemption documents to the Iron Legion, I first needed to find Vermartin.
I remembered how to locate him — the old knight had told me long ago: Come to Cherville. Follow the name Vermartin the Steel — everyone will know it.
However—
“……?”
There was no need to ask around for “Vermartin the Steel.” I found his trace right in the heart of Cherville. To be exact—‘That man… it’s been a while.’
The knight I had once faced. My first Duel of Honor opponent. The uninvited guest who came to tarnish Fetel’s honor — the first Sword Runner I had ever defeated — and the vice-captain of Vermartin’s knight order.
Yes. If memory serves, his name was—“Sir Meken.”
When I spoke his name, his eyes snapped toward me. Seeing him face to face left no doubt. Though thinner and paler than before — it was him. Meken, the vice-captain of the Yellow Elephant.
“You…!”
The moment our gazes met, his eyes widened in shock — a whirlwind of emotions flashing within. His expression looked ready to erupt. Watching him, I murmured softly.
“Master.”
 「What is it?」
 “If I fought that knight now… how would it go?”
 「Is that even a question?」
Sir Meken, the Sword Runner — the one who had first shown me the true strength of a knight. Though I had won that duel of honor, it had been a brutal trial for me back then. I could still recall the tension of that fight vividly.
But now—
「He wouldn’t even be a warm-up.」
I was no longer that boy.
「Young descendant.」
I had changed.
「You are no longer the weak one.」
Quite a lot, in fact.
“It is you, isn’t it, Sir Meken? Long time no see.”
 “You—you, how—”
 “I have a question.”
His face turned red. Was it anger? Perhaps.
 A Sword Runner who had risen quickly through success, serving as a vice-captain in a knight order — only to lose everything to some backwater upstart. That defeat must have been a trauma, a stain on his pride, an unforgettable humiliation.
“I’m looking for Vermartin the Steel. You served under him once, didn’t you?”
The Iron Kingdom was a nation where power defined order.
And now— I was the stronger one. He could rage, seethe, even curse my name.
But so what?
“Show me the way.”
What could you possibly do?
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Chapter 124 — Cherville (3)
Meken was still a knight of the 「Yellow Elephant」 Order. But he was no longer its vice-captain. His defeat to a mere Sword Walker, the fact that he had incurred the wrath of the terrifying noblewoman Daisy White, and the aftereffects of his severed arm — which left him unable to properly wield a sword — had all combined to destroy his career. Since that duel, Meken’s life had been in ruins.
From Meken’s perspective, I was probably his mortal enemy — the villain of his story, if his life were a novel. And yet, he never once came at me with a sword or challenged me to another duel for revenge. Because even Meken could feel it. That I was no longer the same person.
“Here.”
He led me obediently to the Yellow Elephant Knight Order’s headquarters. The building where Sir Vermartin resided wasn’t far from the center of Cherville. Just as Meken was about to leave in haste, I caught his arm.
“Show me the way to the end.”
 “……”
His face flushed bright red — redder than it probably could get — but he said nothing and led the way inside.
The moment I entered, dozens of knights turned to look. Some were wary of me, others stared at Sherizik, an orc in the middle of the capital, as if she were a rare beast. Sherizik muttered under her breath:
“How exhausting. Beauty truly is a burden.”
I was grateful the knights didn’t hear that. If they had, they would have taken it as an insult to their honor and challenged her to a duel immediately. Holding my breath, I followed Meken through the building until he climbed to the third floor and pounded on a door.
“Sir Vermartin! There’s a guest seeking you!”
The door opened. An old man stepped out — silver armor gleaming, a proud beard flowing down his chest. The face I saw was exactly as I remembered.
“Who seeks Vermartin the Steel?”
Vermartin. The old knight who, back when I was an awkward, clumsy swordsman, had told me to come find him again. His gaze shifted from Meken to me. When our eyes met, the corners of his mouth curved into a grin.
For a moment I’d worried — what if he’d forgotten me? But that worry was for nothing.
The old knight remembered the boy from that day.
“The boy who carried a rare romance in this age has returned.”
 “You remember me.”
 “Of course I do. You’re the boy who defeated my vice-captain, restored the honor of a dead knight, and demanded a banner as your trophy. And—”
Vermartin stepped closer.
“—and you were the one I recognized as a lost descendant of Steel. How could Vermartin the Steel ever forget that?”
A descendant of Steel.
 Yes. He was the first one ever to use that term for me.
I looked at the old knight. There was so much I wanted to ask. But back then, Vermartin had told me nothing. He’d only said that I lacked the qualifications — that I would need Wings.
“So. Have you forged your Wings?”
Now, I have earned those qualifications.
“Yes.”
 “Then let me see them.”
 “As you wish.”
Vermartin stroked his beard thoughtfully, then glanced at Meken.
“We’ll need to prepare a place.”
***
Vermartin descended to the first floor. The knights there immediately stopped what they were doing and bowed respectfully. There was no annoyance or reluctance in their eyes — only reverence.
“Prepare the field,” Vermartin ordered.
I wasn’t sure what he meant at first, but the knights immediately began to move.
 Seeing my puzzled face, Vermartin explained:
“I can’t keep calling you ‘descendant of Steel.’ What was your name again?”
 “Please call me Arhan Karavan.”
 “…Karavan, hm. Then I suggest you hide that surname when you can. If one of the ancient beings who remember history hears it, you might meet an untimely end. I’ll just call you Arhan.”
He cleared his throat, straightened his posture, and continued:
“The place we’re preparing is an arena. It’s our order’s tradition. The Yellow Elephant Knight Order requires anyone seeking to join or be employed to prove their strength before the others.”
 “You intend to make me stand in that trial?”
 “Indeed.”
 “You could confirm the Wings right here, couldn’t you?”
 “I could. But this is half personal indulgence, half damage control.”
 “Damage control?”
He sighed.
“Arhan, you told the Iron Legion’s recruiter that you belonged to my order, didn’t you? I know you did it to send me a word, but not everyone here shares my understanding. Especially our new vice-captain, Lady Annie. She accused me of taking bribes to add noble sons to our ranks. She even said I might have sold the position to help someone dodge conscription.”
 “……”
 “I know that’s not what you did. I saw the look in your eyes that day — there’s no way someone with your spirit would use my order’s name just to avoid service. But I can’t process membership paperwork on my own authority. The others must agree. That’s why I plan to show them — and Annie — that you deserve to bear the name of the Yellow Elephant.”
Ah.
“Don’t take it personally. I know your intentions were pure. It’s just that the others have grown old and lost sight of that purity. Honestly, I also want to see your Wings with my own eyes — so forgive my selfishness.”
 “No need to apologize…”
I couldn’t very well tell him the truth — that I’d only blurted out the first knightly name that came to mind, with no “pure intentions” whatsoever. As I nodded silently, Liam muttered:
「How ironic. The old man is the pure one, and the young one is the schemer.」
 “……”
 「If you truly feel sorry, then show them the Wings of Steel properly. Give them a sight they’ll never forget. Show them the greatest Wings the world has long forgotten.」
His solemn tone left no room for refusal. I nodded once.
Vermartin turned to me again.
“When the time comes, just show us what you’ve gained. Normally we’d use blunted swords, but times are tense — we’ll use wooden ones.”
 “That’s fine.”
 “As per tradition, you may choose your opponent.”
He glanced meaningfully at Meken. I met the same gaze.
“I’ll choose Sir Meken.”
Vermartin smiled, as if expecting it. But I wasn’t done.
“And the new vice-captain, Lady Annie, who doubted my right — I’ll fight her next. Then three other knights of renown from your order.”
 “Five opponents total? You mean to face them one by one?”
 “No. Not one by one.”
This was the capital — the Blade city of the Iron Kingdom. The place to display the Wings of Steel, to prove the glory of Karavan once again. Such a stage could not be wasted on something trivial.
“I’ll face all five at once.”
Vermartin’s eyes widened. Beside him, my spectral master smiled faintly.
「A little excessive… but acceptable.」
Wonderful. I was really starting to take after him.
“Bold. I like that,” Sherizik murmured.
 “……”
 “I don’t dislike daring males.”
…If only she weren’t here, this would be perfect.
***
Prepare yourselves.
After that command, Meken clamped his mouth shut. His face flushed red as molten iron, his hands trembling around the wooden sword.
To fight five knights at once? The arrogant brat must have gone mad with pride from his early success — that’s what Meken believed.
‘How dare he.’
Even weakened, Meken was still a Sword Runner. The new vice-captain, Lady Annie, was also a Sword Runner. Two Sword Runners and three seasoned Sword Walkers — a lineup no fledgling could handle, especially since the five had long fought together and shared their rhythms. Knights grew stronger when united. That arrogant boy clearly didn’t understand that truth.
‘Perhaps the heavens have granted me a chance.’
When he’d first seen me earlier that day, rage had nearly consumed him — all the humiliation from that long-ago duel flooding back. How dare the boy who’d ruined his career appear before him again, head held high!
But that fierce, unyielding youth had become complacent — so he thought. Whatever I’d spoken with Vermartin about, I now carried myself with a calm confidence that Meken mistook for arrogance.
‘You were ruthless once. But you’ve lost your edge. This time, you’ll pay the price.’
Meken had once been arrogant himself, but defeat had changed him. He had trained hard since then, never slacking. He was certain I hadn’t done the same. Because that was what he had done after his first taste of success — grown lazy, complacent, overconfident.
‘Now it’s your turn to fall.’
Beside him, Vice-Captain Annie glanced over.
“Control yourself, Sir Meken.”
 “I am calm.”
 “You call that calm? I respect you as a senior, but if you were under my command, I’d have you removed from the line. Fix that flushed face before I slap it myself.”
 “……Understood.”
He swallowed his curses.
 She wasn’t wrong — Annie was the stronger knight, the more accomplished. If they wanted to bring me down, they couldn’t afford to fight among themselves.
Meken glared at me again, not realizing—
‘This time, I’ll crush that arrogance.’
—that there are people utterly beyond his measure. That the boy he thought lazy had grown far stronger than he’d ever imagined.
‘Revenge. I’ll have my revenge.’
Thus, five knights faced one young man.
***
“When one can no longer continue, when a wooden sword breaks, or when one steps beyond the ring, that is defeat. Do not use killing techniques. This is not a duel of honor, nor a battle to the death. It is a demonstration — nothing more. Remember that.”
Vermartin’s voice carried authority and warning. Everyone knew who it was meant for. Meken, whose simmering anger could not be hidden.
Vermartin, serving as referee, raised his hand — beard quivering slightly — and smiled at me.
Then, with a sharp motion, he dropped his hand.
“Begin!”
At that instant, Meken stomped the ground. Wings burst open behind him — two pairs, now. He had only one pair before, but now two unfolded, his body accelerating instantly, like a blur of teleportation.
“Sir Meken! Don’t move alone—!”
Annie’s shout came too late. Meken was deaf to everything but rage. His eyes blazed as his wooden sword blurred.
「Young descendant.」
Fast — faster than before. But to me now, his movements were perfectly clear.
Wings were pathways between points — and if one could see the path, one could predict the strike. I read Meken’s sword trajectory easily.
Compared to Edan Rhapsody, it was crude. Compared to Toma Rhapsody, pathetic. Compared to the trials I had survived, it wasn’t even worth calling a challenge.
If anything—
「Will you let him go gently?」
—to him, I was the trial.
「Or will you show him just how merciless you’ve become?」
I understood what my master meant. I could see Meken’s attack path. If I swung my wooden sword properly, I could break his weapon instantly — end it there. That would be the “gentle” way.
But.
‘Why should I let him go easily?’
If I hadn’t stepped forward as Fetel’s champion that day… what would have happened to my people, my neighbors? What humiliation would they have suffered?
I chose one of the swords whose essence I had absorbed. As Meken’s strike came down, I met it directly — sword against sword, wooden blades locking in a bind.
A familiar stance. A familiar memory.
Meken’s eyes widened. He remembered, too.
“I find myself saying this twice.”
Fetel’s technique — Sword Wrestling. The skill of a seasoned knight, reborn through my hands. Meken’s body lifted into the air — 「Twilight」. For an instant, I became Fetel himself.
“You’ll regret it again.”
The same words I’d spoken in that long-ago duel, when I’d shattered one of his Wings. I slammed him into the ground. The crash echoed, followed by a gasp and a wet cough.
The four remaining knights charged forward.
“Maintain formation—!”
Annie’s command snapped them into motion. I watched them and thought — no need to toy with them. I’d finish this quickly.
“Slowly…”
I stamped the ground. The Wings of Steel flared open.
A heartbeat later, I was in the center of their formation. Before they could react, I spun once.
『My life was but a single breath of wind.』
Their thrusts went astray. Their footing tangled; wooden blades struck allies. In the confusion, I tossed my sword upward. It flipped half a turn above me.
The Wings flared again, propelling me skyward. When I caught the falling blade —The stance was vertical slash. The First Steel technique. Forging.
“—Block it!”
Annie shouted, barely rallying them. They raised their swords in unison as I descended.
The impact rang out like a hammer striking an anvil. For an instant, it looked like they had managed to block it.
But—
“Hhhk—”
The First Steel never ends with one stroke.
A thunderclap erupted. All four knights collapsed to their knees as the floor cracked beneath them. It was as if a mountain had fallen on their backs.
And—
“Four knights,” I said softly.
The wooden swords they held—
“Step outside, please.”
—were all broken.
“……”
 “Wh—what…”
Silence fell over the entire hall.
One strike. Just one.
It could be called coincidence — cheap wood, perhaps. But every knight there knew better.
Even with steel blades, the outcome would’ve been the same. Had it been a real battle, they would all be dead.
That was the difference in strength.
“Such a thing… I’ve never even heard of…” someone murmured.
The four knights rose shakily and left the ring.
They were frustrated, but none denied their loss.
I turned slowly. Meken was still on the floor, groaning. Our eyes met. His pupils trembled violently — rage, disbelief, and fear mixing together.
“Let’s continue, Sir Meken. You look fine to me.”
Chapter 125
Translator: AkazaTL 
Pr/Ed: Sol IX 
***
Chapter 125 — Cherville (4)
“E—enough.”
Four knights had fallen.
“Enough…”
Only one remained. Sir Meken, the former vice-captain of the Yellow Elephant, was still struggling to fight on — though at this point, calling it a “fight” was generous.
Even when I was merely a Sword Walker, Meken’s swordsmanship was poor. Now, it was still poor. His Wings might have increased by one pair, but his skill hadn’t changed at all.
A man who had lost to a Sword Walker stood no chance against what I had become now.
Each time our wooden blades clashed, his body staggered. Blood mixed with bile spilled from his mouth — the backlash of his Mana colliding with my Heart of Steel.
“Enough already…”
He could barely stand. The other knights turned their eyes away, grimacing as they did.
Only Vermartin watched closely, his gaze locked on my sword, as if searching for something hidden within it.
But I didn’t have time to show him what he wanted.
“That’s enough!”
Vermartin’s voice rang out as Meken collapsed completely.
 The final knight fell unconscious, joining the four who had already been defeated.
No one questioned my qualifications anymore.
There were no doubters, only pale faces and a silence that reeked of disbelief — and a touch of fear.
“Arhan, you’re far more ruthless than I expected.”
 “I get that a lot.”
At my dry reply, Vermartin let out a hearty laugh. He stroked his beard for a moment, then murmured, “Come with me. There’s something I’d like to show you.”
***
Vermartin led me into his private office. It was immaculate — not simply tidy, but militantly so. Every object perfectly aligned, not a speck of dust in sight.
“I have a bit of a cleanliness problem,” Vermartin said with a wry smile.
 “A bit?”
 “Well, perhaps more than a bit. Old habits from my Iron Legion days. You’d get beaten half to death if your quarters weren’t spotless. Even after all these years, it’s stuck with me.”
He chuckled softly. Then he went to a cabinet and produced a bottle of dark red wine. The rich aroma of grapes filled the room as he poured two glasses — one for me, one for himself.
“The display you gave earlier was magnificent. Even a seasoned Sword Runner wouldn’t stand a chance. The documentation for your exemption from the Legion will pose no issue now — everyone who watched that match can attest to your strength.”
 “That’s a relief.”
 “Though personally, I would have liked to see you serve in the Legion. Most men despise it, of course. Losing one’s freedom, being bound by rank and command — it’s not a pleasant existence. But there’s a kind of brilliance you can only find in the dust of a battlefield. I found much of my light there.”
He smiled faintly, but then the smile faded.
“Of course, you can’t actually join the Legion. A Karavan serving under Ian Cherville? The idea alone is laughable. After all… there cannot be two Steels beneath the same sky.”
The air in the office chilled instantly. I met Vermartin’s eyes.
“Sir Vermartin.”
 “Speak.”
 “What do you know of Karavan?”
The old knight fell silent. It was a question I had wanted to ask long ago — but back then, I hadn’t earned the right. Now I have.
“…I know of them.”
 “How?”
I pressed further.
“I’ve met others who knew of the Karavan. An orc shaman, ancient enough to remember forgotten histories. A dwarven warlord who guards his people’s forges. A Witch who serves the Sky Father. All of them had ties to the spiritual world — to the old ages. But you, Sir Vermartin… how could you possibly know a name erased from history?”
Vermartin hesitated briefly, then rose without answering. He walked to the far wall, drew his sword, and raised it high. The blade gleamed in the sunlight — then he plunged it into the wall.
It slid in effortlessly, like steel parting water.
 A click echoed through the office, as though a hidden lock had turned.
“I don’t know everything,” he said quietly.
The wall split open where the blade had pierced, revealing a narrow compartment. Vermartin reached inside and pulled out an old, weathered book. On its cracked leather cover was a familiar sigil — the wolf crest of Karavan.
“I know only fragments. Just slivers of what was forgotten.”
He brushed the dust off the book.
“Where did you get that?”
 “I didn’t.”
 “…Then?”
 “It found me.”
He smiled faintly and spoke again.
“Descendant of Steel.”
 “Yes.”
 “Have you ever heard of the Land of Swords?”
***
Blade Palace, Cherville.
The sound of chess pieces echoed through the quiet hall. King Ian Cherville sat upon the Iron Throne, a bishop piece in hand, facing a woman robed in silk and gold.
“‘Whirlpool,’ was it called? Quite the spectacle,” the woman said lightly. “You’ve managed to move every piece onto the board with a single opening.”
 “Was it impressive?”
 “Very. But impressive doesn’t mean wise. I wonder if you can bear the weight of the storm you’ve unleashed.”
 “The weight?”
 “Yes. Won’t your little kingdom be swept away in the very maelstrom you’ve created? The Iron Kingdom is old, yes — but not strong enough to stand against the true powers of the continent. Once this storm expands, your nation will crumble.”
She moved her knight forward. Ian’s bishop fell.
“You’re not wrong,” he said calmly. “The Great Lands, the Sky Empire, the Black Isles… if they all turned their gaze upon us, the Iron Kingdom would shatter. This country was born destined to fall — a state that survives only through endless war. An incomplete kingdom.”
 “So you admit your plan was a failure?”
 “No.”
Ian slid his rook forward, straight and decisive.
“You can’t see the forest for the trees.”
 “…Meaning?”
 “I’ve placed every piece on the board. But do you think any of them realize who put them there?”
He smiled faintly.
“The Free Fleet that first faced the Iron Legion was annihilated. The citizens of the Free Cities never saw the battle themselves. The Rhapsody family — the one clan capable of verifying the truth — is stranded far from home. Soon, the Sky Empire will denounce them as heretics who betrayed the divine order.”
 “Ah.”
His words fell like chess pieces snapping into place.
“The people won’t care about divine law. They’ll only know that Rhapsody has sinned. And in that confusion, I’ll plant the seeds of discord. Imagine the story: Rhapsody sold the six Free Cities to the Iron Kingdom for profit. The Iron Fleet broke through the defenses because Rhapsody opened the gates. To hide their crimes, they slaughtered every foreign visitor. Meanwhile, the Iron Kingdom, so very saddened by this tragedy, saved what few citizens they could.”
 “Would they really believe such lies?”
 “Once the seed of doubt is planted, truth becomes irrelevant.”
The woman laughed — loud, sharp, delighted.
“Then the world will dance like fools! They’ll hate the wrong enemies, stab the wrong throats, and drown in blood — while your Iron Kingdom grows fat in the shadows. Ha! The milk and honey are yours, while the arrows of blame pierce Rhapsody instead! Twisting great powers into fighting each other — that’s not politics, Cherville. That’s demonic genius!”
 “History is written by the victor,” Ian said simply.
Their laughter echoed coldly through the marble hall.
“So,” the woman purred, “when will you give us our turn to move? You didn’t call us here just to crush a few old ships.”
 “Be patient.” Ian’s hand rested on the rook. “Your time will come soon.”
 “Patience is difficult after waiting a century.”
 “You’ve waited longer before.”
 “True — and that’s exactly why I can’t wait anymore. After crouching in a cramped nest for so long, tasting the sky again makes it impossible to crawl back inside.”
Her eyes gleamed.
“Cherville.”
At that name, her pupils shifted — vertical and reptilian. A dragon’s eyes.
“So tell me, when will you deal with the last trace of Steel? We’ve heard your executioner failed his task.”
 “There’s no rush. Even the mightiest Steel is nothing more than a pawn on this board.”
 “How arrogant. Pawns, once they reach the end of the board, can become anything. A queen. A rook.”
 “But not a king,” Ian replied.
The dragon-woman let out a soft, bitter laugh.
“You’re right. Even in their prime, they were never kings — only swords.”
 “Then what do you fear?”
 “I don’t fear the Karavan. Their age has ended. But the ancient dragons — the elder wyrms who still haunt the upper skies — they do. They’ve never forgotten the Karavan. They fear the return of the Age of Steel.”
Her hand clenched. The chess piece in it shattered.
“An erased house, forgotten by history — yet the greatest dragons cower in its shadow. I can’t stand it any longer. None of the young dragons can.”
She stared directly into Ian’s eyes.
“Do as you wish, Cherville. But as long as the last heir of Karavan lives, the true dragons will never descend from the heavens. If you need their allegiance, then break the Steel. Only then will the dragons kneel.”
Ian listened without a change in expression.
“I’ll handle it,” he said coldly.
***
Back in the office, Vermartin ran a hand over the old book.
“A story from long ago,” he murmured. “When I was younger than you. Back then, I was a worthless swordsman, with no master and no future.”
 “……”
 “All that I achieved — the wars I survived, the honor I earned — it all began with the trace of Steel. With the blessing the Land of Swords granted me.”
He extended the book toward me.
“I received a small gift then — and made a promise in return.”
 “What promise?”
 “To guard this until the true heir of Steel appeared. To give it to the one worthy of it, and help him fulfill his will.”
His expression hardened with solemn resolve.
“The time has come. Take it, descendant of Steel. I have lived as ‘Vermartin the Steel’ only to keep this promise.”
The rightful owner. The one with the right.
I stared at the book for a moment, then turned to my master.
 Liam was watching the book with a complex look.
“Is it truly ours?”
 「It is. A relic of the Karavan.」
 “Then—”
 「Don’t ask me. Do what you wish. Taking it or not will change little. But it will show you what you’ve never known.」
 “……”
 「Knowledge can be strength… or poison. Whether this becomes one or the other for you, I cannot say. My guidance ends with the sword.」
He turned his spectral gaze toward me.
「Within that book rests the spirit of another ancestor.」
 “Another… ancestor?”
 「Karavan was born from me. But in the age of Steel, many swords were born. This holds one of them — another of your blood.」
Another ancestor. It wasn’t surprising. Karavan was a house, after all — a line of many swordsmen whose names had once filled history.
「The choice is yours, young heir.」
I took the old book carefully. Then I nodded.
“I’ll open it.”
 「As you wish.」
 “But don’t misunderstand me.”
I glanced at Liam and smiled faintly.
“To me, there is only one master.”
Liam smiled too.
「You talk well, boy.」
 “I’ve learned from the best.”
 「Don’t expect too much. Whoever’s inside that relic won’t outshine me. I may be a harsh master, but since the dawn of creation, no sword has surpassed mine.」
 “……”
 「I am the greatest. You do know that, don’t you?」
I opened the book’s cover.
“You talk well too, Master.”
 「Insolent brat.」
The world around me drained of color — turning to black and white. Then everything froze. In that still world, rusted swords appeared one by one, embedding themselves into the ground like gravestones.
The air grew heavy. And then—
“Vermartin kept his promise.”
 “Heh. I thought he’d die before doing it.”
 “Good. I was tired of lingering in this realm.”
Voices echoed in the air — deep, resonant, ancient. Spectral figures emerged: ghosts with transparent forms, floating just above the ground. Some looked young, my age. Some were older than Liam himself. Even one woman whose beauty seemed carved from moonlight.
They looked down at me from above.
And one of them spoke.
“Welcome, child,” the spirits said.
 “To the Small Land of Swords.”
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Chapter 126 – Cherville (5)
Did Liam say that other ancestors of mine were here as well? My master’s words were right. From the moment I faced the spirits, I could clearly feel the energy that radiated from them—an energy that resembled steel. There was no need for conversation, nor any proof to be exchanged. 
The blood running through my veins reacted to them, and surely, they felt the same. Just as I instinctively knew they were my ancestors, they must have felt that I was their descendant.
“It’s been a long time,” said the spirit who wore the appearance of an old man.
“The Steel Blood has grown much thinner compared to our time.”
 “That’s not entirely a bad thing. If he’d been born with blood as dense as ours, he wouldn’t have survived to this day. He’d have died before he even had a chance to ripen properly.”
 “Vermartin was the eighth… no, the ninth guardian, wasn’t he? When you think that nine have already passed through us, the blood should have thinned out by now.”
Thinned blood. They spoke the same words as Liam. As the spirits conversed among themselves, I opened my mouth.
“What is this place?”
At my question, they finally stopped talking.
“Ah, forgive us. We were talking among ourselves without explaining anything. You wouldn’t know, but we’ve been waiting a long time. It’s been ages since we’ve spoken to anyone other than ourselves.”
 “From the sound of it, Sir Vermartin and the others must have come here before me, haven’t they?”
 “Yes, they did. But they couldn’t see us or speak to us. Only a Karavan can sense us—only they can communicate with us.”
 “Yes. Only those who can hear the voice of the sword.”
Then, the spirits began to explain.
“As we said earlier, this place is called The Land of the Small Sword. It is an independent spiritual realm created by three Swordmasters of the Karavan family, who once rested in eternal peace. Even the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords know nothing of what happens here. This place belongs solely to us.”
 “……”
 “The reason we, long since departed from the mortal world, spent our willpower to create such a realm within the Middle World is simple: to ensure that the name of Karavan would never vanish completely from the world.”
Their eyes shone with fierce light.
“When Karavan’s power weakened, the world began erasing us from history. They erased our name, our traces, divided our achievements among themselves, and proudly called them their own.”
 “……”
 “We didn’t care. As time passed, Karavan lost its glory and the sharpness of its blade. History is written by the victors, and the world moves by the logic of strength—there was no grievance in being forgotten. But…”
 “What we could not forgive was that they hunted down and slaughtered every last descendant of Karavan’s blood. It wasn’t through rightful duels or battles. Even those who’d never held a sword, who lived peaceful lives, were slaughtered. We could no longer bear to watch our innocent descendants bleed.”
The spirit with the appearance of an old man. A spirit shaped as a young man. And another, in the form of a beautiful woman.
“So we created this realm. Then we sought the faithful and taught them. In exchange for that teaching, we made them promise—if they ever found a Karavan who survived and was worthy, they were to bring them here.”
 “Those we’ve taught number nine already. Just when our patience was about to run dry, the ninth guardian, Vermartin, brought you to us. You, who have survived, and who are worthy.”
The three spirits spoke as one. Their voices flowed together, and from them, I understood what this place was and why it was made. Then I asked,
“What did you teach Sir Vermartin? Did you also teach him the truth of the Karavan family? Is that why he, a human, knew about the forgotten Karavan?”
 “Yes, we told him. That there once was an Age of Steel, that Karavan existed, and that the world had forgotten us. Vermartin likely knows even more than you do. Since the world erased Karavan from history, even Karavan itself must have forgotten its own history.”
 “What we taught him was a simple sword—swordsmanship that pursues steel. Another form of Steel that can be wielded even without Steel Blood. It was originally a self-defense sword style our servants learned.”
Even Karavan forgot its own history. That was an apt expression. Despite inheriting the Steel Blood, I knew little about the family. The old stories my father used to tell me were all I knew of Karavan. I fell silent for a while, then looked up again and asked,
“I have another question.”
 “You’re quite curious, aren’t you?”
 “Ask, as much as you wish.”
I looked at the three spirits one by one.
“What can you give me?”
Now then.
“This poor descendant places his faith only in his ancestors. With not a single family member or relative left alive, the only ones I can rely on are you, my ancestors. I wish to survive in this cruel world—so please, grant me something truly valuable. Truly, truly valuable.”
Time to put on a thick face of steel.
***
“Hmm. Now I see how you survived this long. The Steel Blood awakened not only your Mana Heart and Wings, but also your face. This is almost a Steel Face level of shamelessness.”
 “Thank you for the compliment.”
 “To think Karavan’s dignity has fallen so low…”
Dignity? This was something I’d learned from the greatest Karavan of all, my master—the greatest Swordmaster himself. To look down on the secret art of our founder, Liam Karavan—the Steel Face—what an outrage.
“Unfortunately, there’s not much we can give.”
 “I heard that Sir Vermartin rose from a mere swordsman to a Knight Commander thanks to your teachings. Wouldn’t that kind of instruction help me as well?”
 “What Vermartin learned was a servant’s sword style. It took him decades of effort to reach his current position. Would you like to invest decades too? From what we see, you don’t seem to have that kind of time.”
 “You’re right. I don’t have much time.”
Decades of training? That was madness. So I asked,
“Is there no powerful weapon or artifact passed down through the Karavan line?”
 “There isn’t. The Karavan family wields their own souls as their weapon.”
 “Ah.”
 “What we can offer is this: we can teach you a fragment of forgotten history, the true way to wield the Wings of Steel, and—”
 “And?”
 “—and the way to survive. That is all.”
The way to survive. At those words, my brow twitched. Then the spirits said,
“We may appear pitiful in these ghostly forms, but all three of us were Swordmasters—Karavan Swordmasters who once lived during the age of glory.”
 “We know that a Swordmaster loved by the gods is chasing you. We can teach you a way to escape him—not temporarily, but forever.”
 “……Escape, you say?”
The spirits nodded at my words.
“Yes. It’s not very Karavan-like, we know. We never intended to run either, at first. But looking at you now, we’ve judged that it’s impossible to make you a Swordmaster in a short time.”
 “Your blood is too thin, and your talent far too meager.”
 “If you’d been born in the Era of War, you’d have been dead already.”
And they didn’t stop there.
“Think carefully. You are the last Karavan. If you die, the Karavan name will vanish completely. We cannot allow that.”
 “Karavan must continue. No matter what.”
Their voices grew heavier, the air pressing around me. But I shook my head calmly.
“No, I will not run.”
Their faces twisted.
“Even if we force you to?”
 “If you can, go ahead and try.”
I stared straight at them.
“I walk with the greatest Karavan. My master, my farthest ancestor and master, told me that if I followed him, I would achieve my vengeance. I believe in my master. When it comes to the sword, he is never wrong.”
It was pure sincerity. Liam had said it himself—if I wished for revenge, if I wished to achieve my goal, to walk with him. I still hadn’t forgotten that voice of the sword I’d heard that day. A silence lingered after my words. Then—
“The greatest Karavan?”
 “No way…”
 “……Child, did you eat the sword left behind by our Founder?”
Their faces turned cold. Instead of answering, I nodded. A groan escaped their mouths.
“Why… why would you do something so foolish?”
Foolish? I hadn’t expected that word.
“Why such a reaction?”
 “……Karavan truly has forgotten its history. I suppose that’s why you committed the madness of swallowing the sword left behind by the Founder. You didn’t know—so you could swallow it without hesitation.”
 “……?”
 “Child, it’s not too late. Spit that sword back out. If you don’t know how, we’ll teach you. Expelling a digested soul isn’t difficult. It’s still not too late—so please, spit out the sword the Founder left behind. Alright?”
I couldn’t understand their reaction at all.
“Why are you saying this?”
At my question, the spirits spoke.
“Our Founder, Liam Karavan, was indeed a great Swordmaster. Even if you gathered all the Swordmasters that ever appeared across the continent, none could reach his toes. But that’s as far as it goes. He was a great swordsman—but not a good man. In truth, he was a terrible one.”
A terrible man. That didn’t fit the Liam Karavan I knew. He could be harsh and difficult, yes, but terrible? Never.
“The reason the world erased Karavan from history was because of the Founder’s deeds. Do you know what we suffered because of the sins he left behind? We became the only family abandoned by the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses. Every nation on the continent grew hostile and wary of us. Countless races came to hate us.”
 “……”
 “After the Founder left the Middle World, we had to fight every kingdom on the continent. We even waged war against the union of the five races. So, spit out that sword. Did you take that power because you needed it? We’ll help you regain what you’ve lost. It’s not too late. Undo your foolish choice.”
Their words didn’t sound like lies.
“The Founder made the world his enemy. After he departed, we were left to face that world—and we lost, because we were far weaker than he.”
Their eyes fell upon me.
“The Founder was too strong. No one could meet his expectations. No one could follow him. If he truly took you as his disciple, then once again he will demand the impossible. You will never meet his expectations. You will break—utterly.”
There was no anger in their eyes—only pity.
“We told you before, this place is The Land of the Small Sword. It was modeled after another place. In the spiritual world, there exists a true Land of Swords—the final resting place of all blades. And the one who rules and governs that place is our Founder, Liam Karavan.”
 “All of us have seen him. The one who makes even Swordmasters look pitiful, before whom even the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses tremble. The master of all swords—the being who stands at the summit of existence.”
 “No Karavan remains there. For those who remember history know that it was because of him that Karavan fell. Some even chose to descend into hell rather than follow him again.”
The spirits spoke earnestly.
“To walk with our Founder is foolishness. He does not seek Karavan’s survival or harmony. What he desires is the rebirth of one like himself—to restore the Age of Steel. That alone is his wish.”
 “Take our hand. We’ll teach you the way to flee, to live in peace and hide forever. So please—”
“Hmm.”
I cut them off.
“Thank you for your concern. But tell me—”
 “……?”
 “Why do you think this descendant would ever wish to run, or survive, or live in peace? I can’t understand that at all.”
And then— I spoke my truth.
“I won’t meet my master’s expectations. I’ll break, you say. Yes, I agree. Compared to him, I am a dull, insignificant sword. But if I cannot grow stronger, then I’d rather break. I may shatter, but I will not bend.”
 “……”
 “Run? There’s no retreat left in my life. I’d rather die than live under the same sky as that man. I’d rather end my own life. The extinction of the Karavan line? I couldn’t care less. The only thing I want is strength—nothing else. And frankly, nothing you can offer me compares to what my master can give.”
Peace? That’s not what I seek. You relics of an old age.
“So I’ll ask again. What can you give me? You’d better offer something valuable—something that’ll let this descendant survive the fierce battles ahead. Because once I lose even a single fight, Karavan truly will vanish from the world. I am the last Karavan on this continent, and I will not stop until I have my revenge.”
 “……”
 “If you don’t want Karavan to disappear forever, then give me something worthy—something that will let me live through it all. I’ll survive to the very end, die to no one, just as you wish.”
You don’t want Karavan to vanish. The moment I heard that, I knew. In this negotiation, I held absolute power. I was the only living, last Karavan. So—
“Hurry up and give it. I’m getting dizzy.”
Spit out something useful, ancestors.
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Chapter 127 – Cherville (6)
“Don’t be like that, child. What we can offer you is limited. There’s a boundary to our help. Stop entertaining foolish thoughts and at least—”
 “I don’t want to.”
 “Even if you keep fighting, it’s wise to have a final way out, isn’t it? Please, just listen to your ancestors for once. We’re not doing this for our own good—it’s all for—”
 “No.”
 “Whose temperament did you inherit, I wonder? In our time, descendants would say, ‘Yes, thank you,’ when their ancestors spoke—”
 “Nope.”
 “……”
I held overwhelming superiority in the conversation. How? Simple—those who can’t be reasoned with always win in a debate. 
Persuasion and compromise require two sides to communicate. Since I kept repeating the same answer, my ancestors eventually gave up. 
They acknowledged my resolve. Once again, the Steel Face never failed. Praise be to my master.
“Fine. If that’s your will, then so be it. And if even the Founder himself is staying with you, what could insignificant ones like us possibly do? The world of the living must follow the will of the living.”
My ancestors had fully accepted that I was a person who couldn’t be persuaded. They could’ve realized that sooner—what a waste of time. While I stared blankly, they sighed deeply.
“You will not learn the way to escape from the Swordmaster.”
 “I don’t mind.”
 “You will not see even a fragment of forgotten history. You’ll witness less than Vermartin did. Does it not matter to you, missing the moment Karavan fell?”
 “It’s all just the past. What I need is the power to live in the present and the strength to forge my future. I’ll learn from history if I can, but now’s not the time to look back.”
 “…There’s depth in those words. Very well, I understand.”
The three spirits looked at me.
“Then, draw your sword.”
***
The three spirits taught me many things.
They showed me the proper way to use the Wings of Steel.
The Immovable Form I’d awakened while dueling Edan Rhapsody was creative, they said—but not the correct use of it.
“By not moving, you achieve both the best defense and the best offense. It’s an excellent concept. But your method focuses far too much on confronting the strong.”
 “Indeed. The way you fight—the very way you wield your absorbed sword—is built solely for battling those stronger than you. To an obsessive degree.”
 “That’s not a bad thing, child. But not every enemy you face from now on will be a Sword Expert or Swordmaster. You must also learn how to defeat those weaker than you—many, weaker enemies.”
 “There will be many such battles to come.”
They were right. I was no longer an absolute underdog. I’d become a Sword Runner, and with the Mysteries I’d awakened and the blades I’d absorbed, I could now hold a considerable advantage even against others of the same rank.
“We will now teach you the true way to wield the Wings of Steel. And in addition, not the method devised by the Founder, but one of our own swords—a Karavan sword that we created independently.”
 “Unfortunately, we cannot pass down all three. Within the authority of this Land of the Small Sword, we can bestow only one.”
Another Sword of Karavan. That alone was worth giving up the others. I looked at each of the three spirits—the old man, the young man, and the beautiful woman. Which of their swords would suit me best?
“Hmm. The sword that fits you best would likely be—”
Would it be the young spirit, who seemed closest to my age and build? Or perhaps the old man?
As I was debating, a clear, bright voice interrupted.
“—It’ll be mine, after all.”
The one who spoke wasn’t even among my initial guesses.
 A beautiful woman—she looked in her mid-twenties, holding a rusty sword as she slowly approached. I stared at her, dumbfounded.
“Why that face, child? Are you disappointed that I’ll be the one giving you mine?”
Honestly, I was. Not because she was a woman, but because from the young man I’d sensed sharpness, and from the old man, solidity. From her, though, there was… nothing. Just a warm, motherly gentleness.
“Yes, perhaps a little—”
But then—
The moment the sword in her hand tilted and aimed at me, I realized how mistaken I’d been.
 For a brief instant, she became the absolute ruler of this realm—her presence far beyond that of the other two.
“……”
 “Still disappointed?”
She smiled softly.
 I quickly shook my head.
“No, it suits me perfectly. Forgive this foolish descendant. I’ve wanted your magnificent sword from the very beginning.”
 “Haha, you truly are a strange one, child.”
The rusty sword spun once in her hand.
“Even so, I can only pass down a fragment of my sword. The reason I chose to give mine to you… is because you resemble me.”
 “Resemble you, ma’am?”
 “Yes. You’re like me.”
She smiled faintly.
“A weak body by birth, lacking talent… a beautiful face. And—”
Within that serene smile—
“—you live for vengeance, just like I did.”
—lay a hidden blade of ice.
“Pleased to meet you, child.”
Thus I met— the first female Swordmaster.
“I hope my White Night proves valuable to you.”
It was my first encounter with Aria Karavan.
***
Time in the Land of the Small Sword passed quickly. Their teachings were purely verbal, yet they soaked into me naturally—like a blade I’d swallowed and digested. In that pitch-black world, I couldn’t tell how much time had passed. When I finally felt I’d learned enough, my ancestors spoke.
“It’s time to part ways.”
I didn’t know how long it had been, yet it felt like a moment.
“There’s something we must say before you go.”
As their forms blurred and the darkness cracked apart, the spirits raised their hands over my head and spoke, faces filled with pride. Their voices aligned perfectly—sincere and unwavering.
“Thank you… for living.”
Something warm pressed against my chest. As the Land of the Small Sword began to crumble, signaling our farewell, Aria Karavan’s lips moved. She spoke her final words as her body faded.
“Child, if you survive… go to the Dwarven Kingdom.”
 “The Dwarven Kingdom…?”
 “There lies… a clue.”
The spirits shattered, one by one.
 Aria’s voice echoed faintly as her body disappeared.
“In the Golden Vault, lies the key to transcendence… the possibility… for you to survive to the very end…”
And with that— I was expelled from the Land of the Small Sword.
『The Age of Steel has fallen.』
 『The sword that defeated us spoke.』
A faint voice whispered—
『You should never have existed. Karavan must vanish. I will erase the name of Steel from this continent. I will destroy all that bears that hateful steel.』
 『Those who forget history are doomed to repeat it.』
 『So remember this, last descendant of Steel.』
Fragments of forgotten history— a mere sliver of it reached me.
『Never face the Swords of Heaven. They are the natural enemies of Steel.』
***
“—Hah!”
When I opened my eyes, I saw Vermartin’s office.
“So, you’ve awakened? Did you receive the history well—”
Vermartin looked at me, but before he could continue, the old book beside him suddenly caught fire. The flames burned bright and fierce, consuming the book entirely until nothing but ash remained—and then vanished, as though they’d existed solely for that purpose.
Vermartin silently stared at the ashes.
“…Seems you’ve received it properly.”
He stopped what he was about to say, carefully gathered the ashes, and placed them in a glass bottle taken from his drawer. Sealing it away, he spoke softly.
“It’s an honor to finally fulfill an old promise, Arhan. Though it saddens me that I must part with the masters I served for so long. I’ve never spoken with them directly, but… I’d grown quite fond of them.”
His face showed both joy and melancholy. Understandably so—according to the ancestors, Vermartin had served them as masters for decades, ever since his days as a lowly swordsman.
 He closed his eyes briefly, exhaled, and smiled.
“So, was what you received… worth it?”
At his question, I closed my eyes for a moment, recalling what I had gained from the Land of the Small Sword. Then I answered,
“Immensely.”
At that, Vermartin chuckled.
“I’m glad to hear that. But my promise isn’t yet fulfilled. The vow of Vermartin the Steel isn’t just to deliver an item—but to stand as a steadfast ally to the heir of Steel. That’s why I bear the name Vermartin the Steel. The reason a once-insignificant swordsman could inherit that name.”
The Knight Commander, Vermartin.
“If there’s anything I can do to help, just say the word. This old man still has some fame left here in Blade City. In the Ashen Knight Order, few can best me in combat. And beyond skill—there are the connections, trust, and political reach I’ve built for decades. None of that is easy to find. If you need it, I’ll help you with anything—truly, anything.”
A giant of Blade City had just become my ally.
***
I was not someone who refused gifts. I accepted with full gratitude. So I asked Vermartin for every bit of help I could—supplies for my group, and shortcuts through border procedures.
“Easier than twisting a child’s wrist,” he said.
Vermartin prepared all the documents and cleared the military bureaucracy for me. Border-crossing? With his signature, it was all but a free pass. As an old knight who’d never caused trouble in decades, his trustworthiness was unmatched. In Blade City, none could rival Vermartin in reputation.
For us, that help was priceless. Our group severely lacked something to offer the world—trust.
A cranky Witch, a gladiator-turned-steward, a young provincial lord, a child who’d once been an apprentice to a black magician, an Eastern war orphan-turned-swordsman, and an orc who spoke like a noble… Truly, the very picture of unreliability.
But now—
“With Sir Vermartin’s signature, I’ll trust it.”
We had a universal seal of approval. Vermartin’s signature was invincible.
“Anything else I can do?”
 “No, not for now.”
 “Then where will you go next?”
 “I’ll probably go meet my companions.”
Vermartin smiled faintly.
“Then it’s farewell for now. As much as I’d like to join your journey, it’ll be more helpful if I stay here in Blade City. Within these walls, I’m still someone of note. Beyond them… I’d be just another old man who’s still decent with a sword.”
He even had humility. Not a pompous old man, but one with self-awareness. I could’ve given him a standing ovation, truly.
“You’re far better than my master.”
 「……」
Liam said nothing. Meanwhile, Vermartin gave me advice on what to watch out for outside the Iron Kingdom—how to camp safely, the rules of the Sky Empire, and its taboos. Everything he said was practical and valuable. Before I left, he even handed me a pouch heavy with Steel Coins, saying, “A man without weight in his purse has no confidence.”
Though, as a premium client of the Red Bank, I had far more money than that—I made sure not to show it. I mixed the perfect ratio of pitiful and grateful expressions and said sincerely,
“Truly… thank you.”
My eyes even glistened convincingly with tears. And thus, having gained everything I could, I left the Yellow Elephant Knight Order’s headquarters. It had been one of my luckiest days yet—perhaps one of the most rewarding as well. I almost wanted to declare it a Karavan holiday—Vermartin Day.
…Why hadn’t I noticed it sooner? It had happened so many times before.
It was always the same.
「Smile while you can.」
Whenever I was too lucky—when everything went too well—
「Smile plenty.」
Something truly, catastrophically, shitty always followed.
Something beyond my ability to handle.
Something truly, horrifically—fucked up.
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Chapter 128 – The Elder (1)
“Have you heard what became of our youngest?”
The Great Forest. A low, sorrowful voice echoed through the oldest woods.
“The youngest, still so young and frail, was beheaded. The severed head was stuck on a spear and displayed along the beaches of the Six Free Cities. Even in death, the child could not close their eyes. The face was soaked in blood and tears, frozen in terror. The spirits showed me the child’s final moments. Their delicate voices grew hoarse from screaming. Until the very moment the blade fell, our youngest called out our names.”
 “Ah…”
 “‘Mother, Father. I’m dying. It hurts so much. Please help me. They’re killing me. They’re hurting me…’”
 “Ahhh…”
 “‘I can’t feel the pain anymore. Mother, Father, Elder… I’m sorry. I’m sorry for leaving first. I should never have left the forest. I should never have left the joyful land. I love you. I love you…’”
The denizens of the forest—elves and spirits alike—shed tears of grief. As they wept, an old elf sitting amidst the foliage raised his gaze to the sky. An old elf—a contradiction in itself. Elves were beings of eternal life, promised immortality by the forest. They did not age—except for a rare, sacred few.
“I remember the child’s name. More than that, I remember when they were born, when they were just a tiny, frail fairy crawling through the Great Forest, smiling so brightly. I remember the spirits dancing, and the forest singing in joy. I remember their first steps, their first laughter, the day they first called out our names.”
 “We remember as well.”
 “In this long life of mine, the time that child spent among us was but a brief moment. But even a moment cannot be forgotten. The light that shone radiant, and that radiance cried out for help. How could I ignore it? I love my kin too deeply. I cherish the young ones far too much.”
The old elf slowly rose to his feet. And as he did, the greatest forest on the continent began to stir.
Ever since the World Tree rooted itself in the First Land, all fairies have shared the same blood. Every elf is a child of the forest—connected by one lineage, one family.
“You are all my sons and daughters, my grandsons and granddaughters, my brothers and sisters. That child was the same. You were that child’s family, and so was I.”
 “The forest will think so too.”
 “The child was innocent. In the final moment, the youngest sought forgiveness from the heavens. But there was no sin to forgive. The child left the forest not out of reckless love, but to study—to bring prosperity to the woods. They didn’t leave for wealth, fame, or glory. They left with a bright smile, saying they would see the world and return to tell us of it. They didn’t betray the race or abandon our embrace. I still have eight letters from the child, written in crooked handwriting, piled in my hut. I’ll never throw them away. Not ever.”
When the old elf set his feet firmly upon the earth, the oldest and grandest forest on the continent trembled. 
He was the eldest of all elves—the first fairy, born when the First Land itself came into being. 
He had lived through the ages of gods and wars, through peace and now into this present age—an eternal elf who had existed since time immemorial.
“I must make those who sinned pay their price.”
 “By the way of the Old Forest?”
 “No.”
The world called him a High Elf.
“By my way.”
***
In the bustling district of Blade City stood a tavern. Though the air was quieter than usual—war preparations had muted the liveliness—it was still crowded, befitting one of the city’s busiest pubs. The atmosphere inside The Nest of Blades was sharp, tense.
People spoke in low voices, sipping beer while stealing glances at one another, careful not to reveal too much or overhear the wrong thing.
In Blade City, tavern patrons were of all kinds—nobles, mercenaries, fixers, and knights alike.
People who would never mingle elsewhere sat side by side here.
“Sir Arhan, thanks to you, most of the complicated procedures have been cleared. I heard you received help from Sir Vermartin—impressive. It’s not easy to befriend Vermartin the Steel.”
 “Is that so?”
 “Of course. He’s one of the longest-serving knights in Blade City—and among the few non-noble knights ever invited to noble gatherings. He’s not only a great knight, but a great gentleman. Within Blade City, his influence runs deep.”
Tom sang Vermartin’s praises while raising a mug of golden beer.
Our group was all gathered—everyone except Audrey, who sat quietly, massaging her temples. The city’s heavy spiritual walls were clearly taking their toll on her.
“So, when do we depart?”
 “Please give us just a little more time. We’ll leave soon.”
 “As soon as the carriages are ready, right? Fine, I can wait that long. We’re already ahead of schedule anyway. Mind if I rest first?”
 “Ah, yes. We’ll escort you to your room.”
 “No need. I’ll borrow one of the rooms upstairs. Don’t trouble yourselves.”
Audrey wasn’t her usual grumbling self; she was subdued—and that made me worry rather than relieved. She was clearly in pain.
“We should finish preparations quickly.”
 “Even enduring this much is remarkable. Within the city walls, every spiritual being is heavily restrained. The stronger their sensitivity, the worse the restriction.”
 “She’s been struggling all day. I’ve lost count of how many times she’s thrown up.”
Seol Yoon and Tom filled me in on Audrey’s condition. At least within this city, we couldn’t rely on her as a mage.
We discussed our remaining preparations at the tavern table.
“All the supplies are ready. Thanks to our orcish lady companion here, I might add. She’s got the skills to start her own household anytime.”
 “I found a decent sword. My old one’s edge was worn out.”
Tom took a sip of his beer and continued,
“The road ahead will be tough. Even with carriages, once we leave the border, things get difficult. The path to the Sky Empire isn’t fit for wagons. The Empire’s outer lands border two Forbidden Zones—the Great Forest and the Sky Mountains. Compared to the Six Free Cities, it’s a true natural fortress.”
 “A fortress blessed by the heavens.”
 “Exactly. That’s why we’ll take the merchant trade routes. We’ll circle around the Great Forest, pass the entrance of the Sky Mountains, and cross the border that way. Once inside the Sky Empire, we’ll rest again and gather information about the Sky Mountains before climbing. Lady Audrey said the Sky Mountains change multiple times a day—even Witches avoid climbing them without up-to-date information.”
A solid plan. Climbing the Sky Mountains would require more than courage—it demanded precision and preparation.
After a bit more talk, I stepped outside to get some air. The blazing sunlight had dimmed, and the streets grew calmer. As I watched the crowd pass, my master’s voice echoed.
「I heard the conversation you had with your other ancestors.」
 “When did you listen in, exactly?”
 「The ‘Land of the Small Sword’ they created is a copy of my realm. There’s no way I couldn’t know what happened there. They believed I couldn’t hear—but they were wrong.」
Liam looked at me silently.
“They said even the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses couldn’t see that place.”
 「True. But I can.」
 “…Are you saying you’re greater than the Seven Lords and Nine Goddesses?”
 「At least when it comes to the sword, yes.」
A faint, knowing smile crossed his face.
「My young descendant, I didn’t realize you cared for me so deeply. What they could have given you was more valuable than you think—but you refused it.」
 “I had no intention of running away.”
 「They weren’t wrong, though. Seeking survival at the end of all things is wisdom itself. As they said, it’s not the strong who survive—but the survivors who are strong.」
I slowly turned toward him.
“Master, may I ask something?”
 「Ask.」
 “Were their words true?”
 「That Karavan fell because of me?」
Fell. My master said the word with a faint smile.
「It’s true. If I had bent even a little, if I had yielded my will, Karavan would have endured. My descendants wished for me to remain here, like the Swordmasters of the Black Archipelago—to be their shield and protector forever.」
 “……”
 「But I didn’t. I made enemies—and then I left. I believed that only by facing adversity could my descendants become great. I believed that because I did it, they could too. I had faith in them—believed they would surpass me.」
Liam’s expression wasn’t proud. Not as the ancestors had described—no arrogance, no divine self-importance.
「…But they were still young. Still weak.」
He looked sorrowful.
「I don’t think I was wrong. My intention was to leave them a worthy trial. For Karavan to grow harder, sharper, through hardship. Begged-for peace, bought peace—such things mean nothing. But… I do regret one thing. If only I had waited longer. If only I’d spent more time with them—if I had waited until he, my son, had become a man…」
 “Your son?”
 「…Forget it. Useless words.」
Liam fell silent. I asked,
“They said you made enemies of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords—that you turned the world against you. Was it because of arrogance? Because you wanted to challenge them all?”
 「No.」
 “Then why?”
 「Because I could.」
 “……”
 「Because I was stronger than the world.」
Stronger than the world. That sentence struck me deeply. Not as arrogance—but as truth.
Liam’s voice carried no falsehood, and I felt it in my bones—the resonance of absolute conviction.
The greatest Swordmaster in history had stood above the world itself. Above every race, every kingdom, every god. Perhaps even higher than the divine.
「Young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「You can do it too.」
 “…Why?”
 「Because I did.」
 “……”
 「Because the Steel Blood runs in your veins.」
Even after all his sins, the distant Founder still believed in his descendant. He believed that the last, pitiful Karavan could restore the Age of Steel. And because his faith was absolute, I couldn’t look away.
Then—
“Master, there’s one more thing I want to ask.”
 「Speak.」
 “In the last vision from the book, I saw fragments of forgotten history—something about the natural enemies of Karavan. I want to know about that. The name was… the Swords of—”
Our conversation was cut short.
“The—”
 “Excuse me.”
Just as I was about to speak, a hand tapped my shoulder. I turned to find an old man in a silk top hat. He was neatly dressed, refined—yet his pointed ears revealed his race.
An elf.
“You seem busy, but may I ask you something? Do you have a moment?”
An old elf. A strange, impossible sight.
Elves were supposed to live eternally young.
I swallowed my curiosity and smiled politely.
“Yes, please, go ahead.”
 “Thank you. You’re kind.”
The elf elder smiled kindly.
“Since the World Tree first took root in the First Land, our kind has never slain the innocent. Some have forgotten that rule—but I have always upheld it. And from what I see, you and your companions, even the people walking these streets, bear no guilt. So I intend to spare your lives.”
 “……Pardon?”
 “But if you remain here, you may still die in the coming storm. So I must ask you—just one thing.”
His eyes gleamed like sharpened emeralds.
“The mountains, the forests, the seas—the endless plains. If you could travel anywhere… where would you wish to go?”
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Chapter 129 – The Elder (2)
For a moment, time itself seemed to stop.
“The mountains are high,” the old elf said softly. “Long ago, explorers told me that conquering mountains was their dream. Yet none have ever conquered one—because a mountain belongs to no one. Do you wish to see the highest heavens? Then, I shall send you to the mountains.”
In that frozen world, only the old elf spoke.
“The forests are vast,” he continued. “No one knows them better than I. I was born in the oldest of forests and have lived there longer than any creature of this world. Within the forest lies life itself. If you wish to know the truth—that the lives of the small and the great are no different—then I shall send you to the forest.”
His voice was gentle.
“The sea is like a mother’s embrace, and the plains are like a father’s back. Every piece of nature holds truth—in a single leaf, in the boundless sky, in the sun that hangs above it. So tell me: what kind of world do you wish to face?”
As he spoke kindly, the old elf stepped closer. With each step, his figure shifted— and when he finally came close enough that our noses nearly touched, I no longer saw a man before me, but a tree. A tree so vast and ancient that I couldn’t even lift my eyes high enough to see its top.
Before I could stop myself, I muttered,
“...Who are you, elder?”
He smiled and answered,
“I am the High Elf, Nadin. All who know me call me thus.”
High Elf. A name I’d never heard before. But I had no time to ponder it. From the moment he came near, my body had gone stiff—I couldn’t move. My mind felt hazy, distant, as though this were all a dream.
“Have you no place you wish to go, no sight you wish to see?”
Before I could answer, the old elf slowly raised a hand to my chest. I felt the dry, ancient texture of his palm against my skin.
“Then allow this old man to choose for—”
Thud— My heart pulsed, violently.
“—you?”
With that one beat, a shock ran through my entire body. My clouded thoughts cleared, my eyes flew open. The haze shattered—and the old elf was suddenly far away, as though something had flung him backward.
“……?”
His expression shifted. Surprise filled his emerald eyes, as if even he couldn’t understand what had just happened.
「A troublesome old man has appeared.」
Liam clicked his tongue.
「Focus, young descendant.」
 “What… was that?”
 「He used the World Tree. One of the oldest powers in existence. All living creatures bound to nature cannot resist it. The pointy-eared ones use it often.」
 “……”
 「You almost got sent flying to the opposite side of the continent, boy.」
The opposite side of the continent. Even hearing it sent a chill through me.
“Who the hell is that old elf?”
 「You heard him—he’s a High Elf. A fairy that’s existed since the age when this continent was still called the First Land. A creature older than most gods—ancient and weathered beyond measure.」
 “……What?”
 「Nadin, huh? It's been a long time since I’ve heard that name. A stubborn old trickster, that one.」
The old elf—High Elf Nadin—looked straight at me.
「Still, his tricks are child’s play to a Karavan.」
Nadin’s eyes gleamed green, and again the haze washed over me. My body dulled, my vision blurred, the world swaying as if I were underwater. But then—
「Steel conquers wood.」
Thump. My heart pulsed once more, and the haze vanished.
「No matter how grand the World Tree may be, before Steel Blood, it is nothing but a large piece of wood.」
Nadin’s gaze sharpened. The warmth vanished from his face.
“……Karavan?”
 “……”
 “So one of their blood still lives?”
His once-kind tone turned to cold disgust.
“Then I was wrong. You, too, are a sinner. If Steel Blood flows in your veins, that alone is sin. How could it not be? You are the descendant of those who stood atop the blood of the world—existences that should never have returned.”
A dreadful pressure surged from him. Every instinct screamed danger.
And then—
“High Elf Nadin!”
A thunderous shout rang out. Knights clad in ashen armor appeared— the Ashen Knight Order, the royal guard of the Iron Kingdom, defenders of Blade City itself. Their grey blades gleamed under the sun.
“Leave this place at once, Elder of the First Forest! You have no right to stand upon the soil of Iron. You are forbidden to cross the Blade Walls. Depart now, and we will not hold you accountable for trespassing. Return to your forest—tend to your World Tree, as you have for centuries. By divine law, no High Elf may leave the Great Forest. Will you defy the gods’ decree? Will you abandon your duty, as Hugo Rhapsody once did?”
Their voices thundered, shaking the air. Yet even faced with the Ashen Knights’ power, Nadin did not retreat.
“Do you know this?” he asked quietly.
 “Leave. Now!”
 “An innocent elf was slain. By your standards, she may have seemed old—but by the measure of the Great Forest, she was but a newborn. Let me put it in your terms: because of your precious Ian Cherville—the arrogant fool who believes himself the finest on the continent—a child beloved by all elves was murdered. Her head was severed and displayed on a beach, like a trophy of art. She was the first elf born in a hundred years—the child, the sibling of every elf—”
 “Do not speak His Majesty’s name with that mouth! You—”
 “Careful. Don’t interrupt me. Ever.”
Nadin’s eyes turned toward the Ashen Knights.
 A suffocating silence fell before he continued.
“I’ve heard the whispers of the world—rumors and fools bickering in every corner. Some speak of the Idler’s duty, others curse the Rhapsody line, and many praise Ian Cherville. They fight and slander one another endlessly. Chaos, everywhere. Did you truly think this old man could not see the truth beneath it?”
He let out a low, bitter laugh.
“I’ve lived through the Age of War. This is all too familiar. In times like these, no one seeks truth—only someone to blame. There’s an old saying: those who forget history have no future. And I, old as I am, have not forgotten.”
 “……”
 “In the age I lived, it was always the same—the ones who profited from chaos were the true sinners. You’ve worked hard to hide it, but do you think this old man can be swayed by the voices of those who’ve never known war? By the chatter of the young?”
The air thickened as his power began to manifest.
“Whether you destroy the Free Cities, summon another Age of War, or expand this pitiful Iron Kingdom, the Great Forest does not care. But harm our child, and the story changes. A single seed can become a forest. All elves understand the law of nature. You have harmed the forest—and thus, you have harmed us all.”
Roots burst from beneath Nadin’s feet, twisting and writhing like living serpents.
“Stop him! Don’t let him summon the World Tree!” someone from the knights shouted.
A deafening cry tore through the air. The tension was at its breaking point.
Then Nadin’s eyes shifted—to me.
“So you know your own sin. Good. Then I need not hold back. This place is full of sinners anyway. Whoever dies in this storm will die rightly judged.”
Cold dread crawled down my spine. The force radiating from him was overwhelming, tangible. 
Could I cut that down? Could I even try? My hand instinctively went to my sword—but before I could draw it—“Reach out your hand!”
A sharp voice rang out. A voice I knew.
Turning toward it, I saw a hole in the air— a shimmering warp gate. And through it—Audrey.
“Grab my hand, now!”
Magic? In Blade City? Impossible—magic was banned here! The thought flashed through my mind, but there was no time to question it. A door had opened in the collapsing sky—I wasn’t going to waste it.
I reached out. Our hands met, and I was pulled through. Nadin’s expression twisted as my body was swallowed by the gate.
“Elder,” I said.
 “……”
 “When I’m stronger, let’s meet again.”
I remembered him well. That damned old tree.
***
When I’m stronger, let’s meet again. Those were the last words the descendant of Karavan left before vanishing like smoke.
High Elf Nadin quickly called upon the World Tree, trying to trace him—but found nothing. Nothing at all.
‘…Was there a Tower Master or a Witch among his companions?’
That level of teleportation magic was impossible otherwise. Frowning, Nadin gave up the chase.
There was no trace left—and he had more immediate problems.
“Scatter! The damned old man has summoned the World Tree!”
The knights shouted in panic.
‘The most dreadful words I’ve heard in a century,’ Nadin thought.
“Let’s meet again.” An empty threat— but when spoken by one bearing the name Karavan, there was no threat more chilling.
He knew what the Karavans were. They always started small—but their endings were monumental. He knew their legends, their myths, their power. He had seen it himself.
If that boy survived, he would grow into something terrible— something the world might not survive.
Still, for now—
“Retreat!”
 “Fall back!”
The future could wait. The enemies before him could not. Nadin closed his eyes. The World Tree responded. Its roots surged, granting him power beyond mortal reach— a power permitted only to the High Elves.
“Gah—!”
Roots erupted from the ground beneath the retreating knights, thick and serpentine. They tore through armor, crushing men like insects. Flesh and blood soaked into the soil, feeding the ravenous roots. Those who escaped vomited blood and fell. From their corpses sprouted violet shoots— and soon, every fallen body was swallowed, transformed into trees.
Blade City was painted green.
And then—
“High Elf Nadin.”
A voice cut through the air like a blade.
The sharpest sword guarding Blade City had arrived.
“Return to your forest.”
Swordmaster Carlos, the Prince’s Executioner, had come. As the roots of the World Tree reached the Blade Palace, he appeared— to eliminate anything that dared threaten his lord.
Nadin smiled.
“So, the gods’ beloved Swordmaster has come.”
 “……”
 “They call you the Executioner, don’t they? What a fate.”
 “……”
Carlos did not respond. His expression remained unreadable.
“Your ancestors were not like this.”
Until Nadin spoke the next words—
“What happened to you, Sword of Heaven?”
The instant those words left his lips, Carlos drew his sword.
The world split in two.
The World Tree’s power, the roots that devoured Blade City, the spirits’ magic— all were severed and erased in an instant.
When Carlos sheathed his blade, Nadin’s head rolled to the ground.
Carlos walked forward and looked down at it.
 The old elf’s head—eyes still open—crumbled into leaves, vines, and branches, scattering into the wind.
Nadin was not dead. A High Elf’s soul was bound to the World Tree; death merely sent them back to the Great Forest to be reborn.
Carlos stared coldly at the space where Nadin had vanished, and murmured,
“That name was discarded long ago.”
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Chapter 130 – The Elder (3)
“Explain something to me—how did you use magic? I thought spellcasting was impossible within Cherville’s city limits.”
 “That damned pointy-eared fossil made it possible. When he broke in, he wrecked the western-gate guards and punched a hole in the city’s barrier. Someone of my level doesn’t miss gaps like that. Though, I’ll admit—casting magic inside an anti-magic field has my head spinning.”
 “Then we were lucky.”
 “If this is what you call lucky, I’d hate to see unlucky. I swear, ever since I started tagging along with you, every miserable thing in the world finds us.”
Audrey wasn’t wrong. I pretended not to hear, scanning the surroundings instead.
We weren’t in Cherville’s center anymore—the buildings still had the Blade City style, but this was the outer district, near the walls.
“Where are we exactly?”
 “Outskirts. Almost at the wall.”
 “Do you know which gate?”
 “No idea. I just ran. And before you start blaming anyone, it wasn’t even me in front—it was that old man. So if we’re lost, don’t look at me. I did my part.”
 “Why do you sound guilty, then?”
I turned from her to Tom, who calmly reported,
 “We’re headed for the East Gate.”
 “The east one? Wouldn’t the west be smarter if we want to slip out? You said the guards there were mauled—security must be weak. We could walk right through.”
 “Perhaps. But we don’t need to sneak out, do we? We’ve followed every proper procedure. With Sir Vermartin’s endorsement, the city watch isn’t our enemy—they’re our allies. Reliable ones.”
 “Ah.”
He was right.
“Also, through the East Gate we can immediately meet the people I hired in advance. The west would mean a long detour, wasting time we don’t have.”
 “Good point.”
I nodded. As the group moved, another thought crossed my mind.
“Lady Audrey.”
 “Mm?”
 “Do you know the old elf who attacked the city?”
 “Of course. High Elf Nadin.”
So she knew of him too.
“One of the oldest beings on the continent. And the most troublesome.”
 “Powerful?”
 “Extremely. But that isn’t what makes him terrifying.”
 “Then what?”
 “Nadin is immortal. As long as the World Tree stands, he’ll revive again and again—from the purest spring in the oldest forest.”
 “……”
 “That’s why no one wants to fight him. He never forgets a grudge. Not after centuries, not after millennia.”
An undying being who never forgets hatred. Just hearing it was dreadful.
“But why ask?”
 “I heard his reason for attacking Cherville.”
 “Oh?”
 “He said he knows Ian Cherville is the one stirring chaos across the continent. That even the elves were dragged into his vortex—and he came to judge the guilty.”
Right. That old elf had come all this way to demand retribution. And his fury had sounded sincere.
“Could we use him?”
 “Use him?”
 “Yes. The enemy of my enemy, as they say.”
Audrey snorted.
“Forget it.”
 “Why?”
 “To that pointy-eared fossil, the only things that matter are the forest and his kin. Every other emotion has been eroded by eternity. If he could protect the elves by doing it, he’d feed the entire continent to the World Tree. He’d do it without blinking.”
 “……”
 “Didn’t I tell you?”
She gave me a sharp look.
“Every transcendent being on this continent is broken somehow. Remember that when you step beyond the Iron Kingdom—forget it, and you won’t last long.”
Broken. That word landed heavy.
I nodded solemnly. “So you’re a transcendent too, Lady Audrey. That explains why you’re so—”
 “Shut up.”
She cut me off flatly. Fair enough.
With that warning ringing in my ears, I abandoned the half-formed plan. You can’t ally with someone who sees all non-elves as compost. No way in hell.
Audrey’s tone turned uneasy.
“Still, something about this worries me.”
 “Why?”
Worried? Why now? Everything seemed under control. She rested her chin on one hand.
“This attack was a message. A warning to Ian Cherville for touching an elf’s reverse scale. Nadin was saying, I can walk right into your capital if I wish. My sisters told me High Elves do that a lot—they don’t die, so they make their point dramatically.”
 “……”
 “But it won’t end there. Nadin didn’t just warn Ian Cherville. He wanted every nation to know he’s moving. To show the world that the true evil behind the chaos is Ian Cherville—to declare that the wrath of the forest has awakened.”
She frowned in thought.
That alone said how serious it was. Her performance earlier—saving us with impossible magic inside the anti-magic city—had been nothing short of a miracle. She’d earned the right to gloat, yet she only looked anxious.
And honestly, I understood.
“Yeah… it won’t stop here. That old elf’s the most relentless creature my sisters ever spoke of. He won’t end it with one visit. Something else will—”
Because it always did.
“—happen, right…?”
Nothing in my life ever stayed simple. Never.
“……”
Our group froze. Ahead of us stood the East Gate. Or rather—what was left of it.
“Steel heir.”
 “Yes.”
 “I knew it. With you around, every cursed thing in the world shows up.”
 “…Fair point.”
The gate guards lay sprawled across the ground, their bodies crushed into paste. Around them were the shredded remains of Iron Legion soldiers. And amid the carnage loomed a monster— a moving mountain of stone and vines.
“You,” Audrey muttered, “have the worst luck of any human I’ve met.”
 “Thank you. But perhaps instead of repeating what everyone already knows, you could tell me what that thing is?”
Behind the creature, the mighty anti-magic wall had collapsed into rubble. The sight was absurdly hopeless.
Audrey’s voice was grim.
“It’s a Spirit King.”
 “A… what?”
 “The Earth Spirit King—Gaia. A being only the chosen elves can summon.”
The monster’s eight obsidian eyes shifted toward us, gleaming like black gemstones.
“It’s also called…”
Those eyes locked on me.
“…the Incarnation of Destruction.”
***
Sherizik knelt, pressing a hand to the soil.
“It isn’t just here. You said the western gate had a breach? Looks like every gate except the north has been destroyed. The spirits’ energy is everywhere.”
Of course. Sherizik could feel such things—she was more than an orc warrior; she carried the blood of Sherdik, a legendary shaman. When she’d said she could serve as our ‘guide,’ it hadn’t been a bluff.
With Audrey’s magic flickering from exhaustion, Sherizik’s shamanic senses were our only compass inside the anti-magic field.
“Damn it,” Audrey hissed. “I knew it. That old elf wouldn’t stop at a warning. He showed himself in the capital and flattened the walls just to make a point.”
 “Understandable,” Tom said. “The Iron Kingdom won’t take this lightly.”
 “Because of pride?” I asked.
 “Partly. But there’s a far greater concern.”
Tom’s tone sharpened.
“The Iron Kingdom is at war—against the Machine Empire. Without Cherville’s anti-magic wall, the Empire could strike the capital at any time. Their magitech is the most advanced in the world—warp-gate assaults are their specialty. They could appear right in the city center.”
 “Ah.”
 “They won’t invade immediately, of course. But the mere possibility will pressure the kingdom. Everyone knows their feud runs deep.”
He was right.
The Iron Kingdom and the Machine Empire were bitter enemies—it was common knowledge.
Sherizik looked up at me.
“Even if we turn back, every other gate’s in a similar shape.”
 “So it wasn’t just my bad luck, then. This would’ve happened no matter which way—”
 “That’s incorrect. The other gates have elemental spirits, yes—but not a Spirit King. Only the east has one. So this really is your terrible luck.”
She said it so flatly that I couldn’t even argue. I sighed.
“How long would it take to circle around?”
 “At least twenty minutes, young master.”
 “Perfect amount of time to get caught in whatever chaos is erupting downtown.”
One path was faster but deadly. The other is safer but slow. We had to choose.
Then Audrey said,
“No choice.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “That old elf summoned the World Tree. That’s the strongest threat a High Elf can unleash. Soon, the Iron Kingdom’s top forces will come to suppress him. The window before they clash is the most dangerous moment. If we want to live, we need to get outside the walls now. The World Tree is too dangerous to be near.”
I thought for a moment, then asked,
“How strong is the Earth Spirit King?”
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“Of course we’ll fight it.”
 “……”
 “You don’t understand what a Spirit King is. If this were the forest—or worse, an elemental realm woven by a spirit master—we would have died the instant we met its eyes.”
 “But we’re not in a forest, are we?”
 “Right. This is the Middle Realm—the world of flesh and blood, the land of the seven races.”
Audrey narrowed her eyes.
“The Spirit King Gaia standing before us isn’t the true one. What you’re seeing is a fragment, an avatar sent into the Middle Realm through some vessel. It’s far weaker than its real body.”
 “……”
 “But even so, it’s dangerous. And killing it won’t help us. Destroying that body doesn’t kill Gaia—the real one will awaken in the Spirit Realm. Then every earth spirit across the continent will obey their king and treat us as enemies. The land itself will turn against you, heir of Steel.”
Audrey sighed.
「You don’t have to worry about that.」
Liam’s voice cut in.
「All five Spirit Kings already despise the Karavan line.」
 “…What?”
 「Cut it down and move on. If the spirits seek revenge, I’ll deal with it myself. Affairs of the spirit world should be settled there.」
He had never said anything like I’ll handle it personally before.
As I stared, Liam’s expression softened.
「Think of it as repayment.」
 “Repayment?”
 「For letting me save face before our other ancestors. So keep honoring your bloodline as you just did.」
He grinned faintly. I couldn’t help but smile back.
“Understood, Master. Loyalty and duty.”
Reliable as always—my master.
“Lady Audrey.”
 “What now?”
 “Setting everything else aside, just answer this one: if we all go at that thing together, do we stand a chance?”
Her reply came after a moment’s thought.
“There are a lot of factors—the size of its vessel, the strength it’s allowed to manifest here, how much energy it used breaking the wall—”
 “Please make it simple enough for me to understand.”
Her brow twitched. Then, in the simplest possible form:
“…We can win.”
Good enough.
“Alright.”
I drew my sword. The moment the blade was bared, Gaia’s eyes shifted toward me. The obsidian gleam in them pulsed. The ground quaked as that mountain of a body began to move. Earth fell from its limbs in heaps as it spoke.
【You dare oppose me?】
The voice didn’t match the monstrous form. It was elegant, noble—like a refined aristocrat, not a beast.
【Mortals, defying the master of all earth?】
Boom.
Gaia stepped forward. In its hand, a fragment of the shattered wall—a chunk large enough to crush a building.
I looked at Audrey.
“Can you provide magical support?”
 “I’m still not fully recovered.”
 “So that’s a no?”
 “I can manage the basics, but nothing big.”
That would have to do. I glanced at the others—Seol Yoon, Tom, Sherizik.
 All of them looked at me.
“Then let’s clear the obstacle and get moving.”
I inhaled deeply. My second heart beat once, and the strength of a transcendent filled my body. Threads of Paths spread like a web before my eyes. Wings unfolded from my back as the world slowed.
I moved. And Gaia moved as well. Despite its massive body, it was fast—shoulders turning, its arm drawing back to throw the wall’s debris like a siege weapon.
“Master Arhan, I’ll go first.”
A thunderclap. In the blink of an eye, Tom appeared before Gaia. The aging steward had returned to his old self—a warrior of the battlefield. His sword thrust forward, piercing Gaia’s shoulder. Mana flared—lightning crackled, scattering dirt and stone.
The blade drove in—
【Begone.】
—then shattered.
“What—?”
A sharp crack rang out as Tom’s sword splintered like glass. Gaia’s hand lunged for him, but Audrey’s spell pulled him back just in time. The titanic fingers sliced through empty air.
【Metal is born of earth. What is born of earth cannot harm its master. Foolish mortals—did you think your mistake would go unpunished?】
Tom landed, panting. Audrey muttered, “Bad match-up.”
“What was that?”
 “The Authority of Earth—an elemental rule that disassembles anything born of soil. Metal comes from ore, and ore from the ground. A sword is metal. A sword cannot cut what rules the earth itself.”
Metal doesn’t work? Seol Yoon looked stricken.
“…That was a new sword.”
She sighed miserably. But we had no time for sympathy.
If every metal weapon broke on contact, that made the three swordsmen here effectively useless. And if metal couldn’t harm it, even Sherizik’s armored strikes were meaningless.
“I thought you said we could win? How do we fight something that breaks swords? We’ve got three sword fighters! And if metal’s useless, Sherizik’s out too, right?”
 “Descendant of Steel,” Sherizik said evenly, “I am strong even bare-handed.”
 “I don’t doubt that, but still! Audrey, can your magic overpower a Spirit King? Maybe Witches have some kind of secret final spell?”
 “There’s no such thing. But—”
She shook her head, then pointed straight at me.
“You can.”
 “…Me?”
 “You’re the heir of Steel.”
Her eyes gleamed.
“The Spirit King’s authority is absolute—but your blood holds a higher one. A power no element can touch. The ultimate rule that surpasses all worlds.”
 “…What?”
 “The Authority of Steel.”
I saw my reflection in her eyes.
“No one,” she said, “can take the Karavan’s sword.”
***
Thoom. Gaia’s footsteps shook the ground.
“Alright then.”
I steadied my breath and faced it. The walking mountain, alive and furious— a calamity of stone and vine.
Could I do this? Doubt crept in— then I crushed it. Yes. I could. Steel flowed through my veins.
【You still stand?】
Paths stretched before me— lines connecting me to my target. When one touched Gaia, my Wings unfurled, and I was pulled forward like a comet.
【Foolish.】
In an instant, I was upon its shoulder. Up close, it was terrifying— a living fortress.
“Let’s see how solid you really are.”
I swung downward. First Steel – Forging. A perfect vertical cut.
The edge struck between neck and shoulder, and mystic flames erupted from my body— the 「Flame of Doubt」 that unravels all Mysteries.
【You dull creature, can you not feel it? What is born of earth cannot—】
The fire spread across its rocky flesh. A flicker of panic crossed Gaia’s obsidian eyes.
The blade hummed— then dropped like the heaviest weapon on the continent.
【—harm me?!】
CLANG!
The sound was like a smith’s hammer.
The ground split beneath Gaia’s weight; its left leg crumbled.
Rock and vine fell away, turning back into dirt.
【…What is this?】
I didn’t stop.
With the tip still low, I swung upward. Second Steel – Polishing. The strike that strips away all defenses. The blade hissed through the air— flames licked across its shell, melting through the hardened surface.
【You—!】
Its massive hand reached for me. The world slowed again.
In that suspended moment, a memory surfaced— words from the Land of the Small Sword.
‘Your use of the Wings is creative, but not correct. The Wings of Steel are not for matching strong foes—they exist to crush everything beneath you.’
My heart thundered.
‘The Wings of Steel are the strongest of all. They say they can fly farther than any other Wings. Do you know what that means?’
The world nearly froze.
‘A Sword Runner can normally use only one Path—the Wings can’t endure more. Try to accelerate again, and they’ll break.’
I saw the web of Paths clearly now.
‘But the Karavan are different. We can fly farther. We can use several Paths at once. You understand what that means?’
I selected several points. My Wings vibrated—ready.
【What—】
Then I was everywhere. Multiple accelerations, one after another. I sliced the back of its knee, its shoulder, its chest, its neck— to any observer, it would look as though I’d split into several selves.
And finally, I rose high—above its head.
‘And when the Wings of Steel accelerate along the Steel Path, that’s when their true power awakens.’
Below me stretched a single glowing Line, clear enough to cut the world in two.
The Wings trembled—my body aligned with the Line.
‘A sword that nothing can stop.’
The blade in my hand felt no longer separate from me. The power was overwhelming—yet incomplete. Something inside me still held back.
Then— a second heartbeat. A surge.
New Wings burst from my back. To fill what was missing. My body evolved.
【Impossible.】
Two pairs of Wings. They flared, and I plunged— from the highest point straight to the lowest, my sword tracing a flawless line of steel from Gaia’s head to its legs.
【No… this cannot—】
Cracks spread. Its body crumbled, the obsidian eyes locking on me in disbelief.
The massive hand reached again, desperate to crush me.
【Why… why does your blade defy me?】
 “Because it’s mine.”
 【No… Metal… is mine. Metal is earth. What is on earth cannot harm its master. It cannot…】
 “Seems like it can.”
At that, Gaia stopped speaking human words. It roared—a beast’s sound, raw and deafening.
I laughed.
“You really are noisy.”
I raised my sword. The motion—a vertical cut again.
 The only one I knew that fit.
First Steel – Forging.
“Shut up and go home.”
Steel strikes twice. You lump of rock.
CLANG!
A deafening impact. Gaia’s body detonated, scattering boulders and dirt. 
Audrey’s barrier absorbed the blast; when the dust settled, only a mountain of rubble remained.
The Earth Spirit King was gone. Back to its realm.
“…That was… it?”
Audrey’s disbelief echoed mine. The so-called Incarnation of Destruction— and it fell that easily.
Maybe its legend was exaggerated. Or maybe—
“You’ve changed,” she said quietly.
—or maybe I’d simply grown strong enough.
***
We’d beaten the Spirit King, but the aftermath was a mess. The road ahead was buried in dirt and stone— like a collapsed cliff. I stared at it, grimacing.
It reminded me of my early days— climbing cliffs like a dog to become a Sword Beginner, or scaling the orcs’ sacred mountains just to claim a new blade. Seems cliffs and I were destined enemies.
“What are you doing? Come on.”
Thankfully, no climbing today. 
Audrey waved her hand— space warped, forming a passage through the rubble.
She’d never looked more beautiful. I almost clapped.
Then Seol Yoon tilted her head.
“Arhan.”
 “Yes?”
 “Your sword… what’s that?”
 “What do you mean?”
Following her gaze, I looked down— and froze.
“What the…?”
My sword— wasn’t the same anymore.
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The sword in my hand was no longer the same.
 The blade had changed—its surface gleamed with an inky sheen, as though it had been dipped in black paint and pulled out again.
Before I could make sense of it, Audrey leaned in to inspect it.
“It’s got the power of the Earth Spirit King, Gaia, bound into it.”
 “…What?”
 “Your weird power did it. Gaia’s manifested body was made of pure elemental essence. When your flame unmade it, part of that essence couldn’t return to the Spirit Realm. It got trapped here—inside your sword.”
Part of a Spirit King sealed into my blade?
I blinked, trying to process that. “And… that’s a good thing?”
 “Are you kidding? You could stack mountains of gold and still never buy a weapon blessed by a spirit. They hate blades. But your sword just got the blessing of the Spirit King himself. It’s priceless.”
A weapon carrying a Spirit King’s blessing— it sounded good. But worry gnawed at me.
Audrey caught my expression. “Why the face? Your sword just became a relic. A blade touched by the earth’s guardian is beyond price. Its durability alone will be insane—probably the hardest weapon on the continent. And if Gaia’s fragment really settled in it, there are bound to be special effects—”
 “I get that it’s good,” I interrupted. “But…”
 “But what?”
I sighed. “Is it safe?”
Her brow furrowed.
“I mean, I just killed one of the highest elemental beings and stole part of its power. Isn’t that… theft? Won’t there be cosmic-level payback coming my way?”
 “Oh, come on, that’s—”
 “Really? You of all people know my luck.”
 “……”
She went silent. Because she knew I was right.
My luck was legendarily bad.
“…Okay, fine,” she muttered. “It is a little scary.”
 “Should I throw it away, then?”
A blessed relic? A miracle weapon? Those things never came free for me. Whenever I found good fortune, it always came paired with disaster. If this was the reward, the punishment would be monstrous. For a moment, I truly wanted to chuck the thing into the nearest river.
But then—
「Don’t discard it.」
Liam’s calm voice cut in.
「There will be no consequences.」
He smiled faintly.
「Didn’t I tell you? Matters of the spirit world are settled in the spirit world.」
 “……”
 「Trust your great master.」
There was something dangerous in that smile.
「I’ll handle it myself—peacefully and wisely.」
 “…Those are definitely the first words that come to mind when I think of you, Master.”
 「Aren’t they just?」
***
The Spirit Realm
The elemental world, origin of all creation, is divided into five great domains. And within the one known as the First Land—the endless realm of soil where the earth spirits dwell—chaos reigned.
Because their queen was throwing a fit.
【I DEMAND punishment—now!】
 【My Queen, please calm down!】
 【How can I calm down?! My soul was stolen! A mortal struck me down! A mortal! He didn’t even show proper respect—no bow, no praise, nothing! He pointed a sword at me, ME!】
The earth spirits groaned beneath the telepathic roar of her tantrum. Her psychic fury alone was enough to make them wince.
【That human must never set foot upon soil again! Send orders to my children in the mortal world—let the ground itself reject him! Crush him!】
 【My Queen, that’s impossible! You know the Pact with the gods—no direct interference in the Middle Realm!】
 【Damn the Pact! I will not let this insult stand!】
 【Please, Your Majesty! If you violate the Law, our kin won’t be able to form contracts with spirit mages for centuries! Even the elves might shun us! They’ll turn to fire or water instead!】
 【Hmph! Let them!】
 【Queen, please…】
Among the Five Spirit Kings, Gaia was infamous for her pride and temper. Her subjects had long since grown tired of her moods.
One of the smaller earth spirits, trembling, dared to speak up.
【Majesty, the wound he gave you… it’s minor, isn’t it? For a mortal it would be like a paper cut. The bit of essence you lost—barely a drop of blood! You’ll regenerate in fifty years, surely—】
 【……】
 【……】
 【Who brought that idiot here?】
 【Read the room, you fool!】
Fact bombs were forbidden when the Queen was furious.
Silence hung heavy—until Gaia hissed,
【You’re right. It’s nothing… nothing but insult! My pride was wounded. That’s worse than any scar. I’ll have my revenge. I’ll make even the elves help me!】
The spirits groaned. This was going to be one of those centuries.
And then—
【M–My Queen!】
 【What now?!】
 【A visitor has arrived!】
 【A visitor? Here, in the First Land? Is it Fire? Water? Which of those smug bastards—】
 【N–No, it’s…】
The words froze as something slammed into the ground before her.
 A sword. A long, crude blade drove itself point-first into the soil. It stood upright like a gravestone. At once, every spirit in the realm screamed and fled— even abandoning their queen.
A deep, rumbling voice filled the air.
「It’s been a long time.」
More blades fell from the heavens, stabbing into the First Land one after another. The entire realm is filled with swords. Gaia, for once, said nothing.
There wasn’t a being among the transcendent who didn’t recognize what this meant.
「I heard an amusing story, you see.」
The land was no longer hers. It had become a Land of Swords.
Several of those swords split apart, floating up to form a throne.
 The Throne of Swords. And seated upon it—an old man.
No being of power failed to know his name.
「You gave my distant descendant a gift, didn’t you?」
Liam Karavan.
***
I didn’t throw away the sword that held Gaia’s fragment. It still felt unsettling, but if my life had taught me anything, it was that bad luck would find me whether I kept it or not. Might as well face whatever comes with a good weapon in hand.
‘Nothing happened…’
Indeed, nothing at all. No curses, no lightning bolts, no angry earth elementals.
Which meant my master’s peaceful and wise solution must’ve worked. Assuming nobody had to die for it, that counted as peaceful.
I studied the blade again.
‘Incredible. Light as a feather, hard as a mountain.’
I hadn’t figured out how to tap into any “blessings of earth” yet, but the base qualities alone were astonishing—utterly weightless, unbreakable.
In hindsight, Cherville had given me quite a lot. I’d gained Lord Vermartin’s favor, learned from the Land of the Small Sword, awakened as a true Sword Runner, and now—this blade.
‘I hope Lord Vermartin survived that mess. That elf caused quite a scene…’
Rumors of Nadin’s attack spread fast. Traveling alongside a merchant caravan on the Iron Kingdom–Sky Empire trade road, I overheard plenty. They whispered, trying to be discreet—but not discreet enough.
“An ancient elf appeared. They say only soldiers died—civilians all reappeared later near lakes and forests.”
 “Elves, bold as ever. To tear down the wall and attack the Iron Capital itself?”
 “They can afford to be. The Sky Empire backs them, and they supply half the continent’s fruit and grain. They know they’re untouchable.”
 “That elf accused our king, said Ian Cherville, is the source of the continent’s chaos. Some nations even agreed.”
 “And what of it? The world’s always been survival of the fittest. His Majesty’s making us strong—what’s wrong with that?”
 “Exactly. He took the Free Cities—so what? The Rhapsody line abandoned their posts. It was their fault.”
 “And now their resources are ours. The markets are flooded with their goods. About time they shared.”
 “Frankly, I hope war breaks out for real. The Free Cities, the elves—they’ve hoarded wealth and beauty for centuries. Time for it to spread.”
 “Plenty feel the same. Who cares about the truth? The winners write history.”
 “At least some knights gained honor. The Yellow Elephant Order—Vermartin’s men—evacuated citizens to the end. True knights, the lot of them.”
It was interesting, hearing the public’s take.
 Lord Vermartin was alive and even celebrated now. But more than that, the tone of the merchants revealed something deeper—something Liam had warned me of.
「The world is always like that.」
 “What do you mean?”
 「Even in the old wars, peace could’ve come many times. But they kept fighting—for justification. Everyone knew the truth, but hid it, to keep their wars going.」
 “Why?”
 「Because they wanted more. More gold. More fame. More land.」
 “……”
 「The more one has, the more they hide their greed behind words like ‘law’ and ‘order.’ Those are just masks for desire.」
Yes. Every king and noble schooled in rule would soon see through Ian Cherville’s so-called “whirlpool.” It was nothing but an excuse—a grand pretext for breaking the long peace. Some would condemn it, but others would use it. They’d claim noble causes while grasping for spoils.
Sooner or later, those false justifications would tangle into one great storm. And Ian Cherville would keep feeding it.
「And then, war becomes unstoppable. Once you cross the line, you can’t turn back. Until only one is left, everyone kills everyone, no one remembering why they fight.」
 “……”
 「That young king’s plan… it’s closer to a demon’s design.」
I glanced at my master.
 “Can it be stopped?”
He smiled.
「I stopped it once.」
 “…How?”
His kind smile carried countless shadows.
「When the time comes, I’ll tell you.」
 “Don’t say that, just—”
 「For now, handle what’s in front of you.」
What’s in front of me?
I turned my head—and saw merchants shouting at each other, Audrey in the middle, exasperated.
She walked over.
“Steel heir. We may need to change routes.”
I asked why. She explained.
“The road we planned skirts both the Great Forest and the Sky Mountains. Dangerous, but it’s the safest way into the Sky Empire. The problem is, if either of those two regions acts up, the path becomes impossible.”
 “And one of them has?”
 “The forest.”
She sighed.
“That damned old elf again. Nadin’s summoning of the World Tree stirred the Great Forest into fury. The woods are singing their anger. Anyone not elf or beastfolk who passes through now would be signing their death warrant. We’ll have to wait it out.”
 “How long?”
 “At least a week.”
A week. Too long.
“No other way?”
 “There is one. No one takes it.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because it’s insane.”
She swallowed.
“There’s a route from the small border town Cloud Garden straight into the Sky Empire. Locals call it the Cloud Bridge. You’d reach the Empire in two hours.”
 “Sounds perfect.”
 “It sounds perfect because you don’t know who uses it.”
Audrey looked at me seriously.
“Dragons. It’s their skyway.”
Dragons. Just hearing the word sent a thrill through me.
I grinned.
“…Let’s go.”
 “Go? You’re serious?”
 “Yes.”
Of course.
“That’s what I came here for, isn’t it? To see dragons.”
I’d come all this way for that.
“Let’s go say hello.”
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Chapter 133 – The Cloud Bridge (1)
White Castle.
Standing in the garden, Russell White gazed at the blooming roses—pure white blossoms dusted with snowflakes, flowers that bloomed only here, in White Castle.
“We’ve interrogated every member of the Legion of Freedom imprisoned in the dungeon. Not a single one opened their mouth.”
Behind Russell White stood the Watchers, clad in immaculate white armor—faithful swords who followed their sacred duty.
“When we asked why Hugo Rhapsody appeared in the Iron Kingdom, none answered. When we asked where he might have gone, none answered. When we asked what happened there, none answered.”
 “Is that so?”
 “What would you have us do? Shall we use any means necessary to extract the truth? If that’s your wish, we will.”
Russell White shook his head.
“Don’t. Let them keep their honor.”
 “But, sir…”
 “Only then can ours be preserved.”
He stroked the white rose.
“The truth always reveals itself in time. The Watchers need only keep their honest eyes open and remain in place. We do not judge, nor do we expose. We only witness.”
 “Understood.”
At his command, the Watchers withdrew.
Once the crowd of them had gone, the beautiful rose garden belonged again to Russell White alone. He looked toward the Winter Fortress and murmured in a voice as cold as the snow.
“Hugo.”
He looked upon the fortress of winter.
“The whole world is shouting your name. They say chaos came because you abandoned your duty, that peace was shattered by your foolishness. And I can’t say I don’t understand their cries. After all, just as you once were, we too had our days of weakness. We, too, once howled and screamed.”
To be precise— He looked beyond the Winter Fortress, to the sky.
“But still… it’s not that I cannot understand you. Even if the whole world condemns you, I cannot. None of the Masters living upon this land can. Yes—we cannot.”
The sky stretched endlessly blue. In that infinite sky shone the sun, with faint white clouds drifting through. But in Russell White’s eyes, there was a world beyond that sky—a world seen only by those who had transcended.
“Who else could have given as much as you did? Whoever sat in your place would have done the same. Those who reach transcendence always break, one way or another. Yet even so, the trials that befell you were far too cruel. Anyone would have ended up as you did. In your place, even I might have.”
Russell White lifted his gaze toward the eyes above the clouds— Nine eyes, seven eyes— Omniscient beings watching over the world.
“I cannot forgive you for taking the lives of the Watchers. But even so, your life was more tragic than your sins. Enough that pity outweighs anger.”
He plucked the white rose.
“You deserved a reward. We all believed so. But the Great Ones did not. For they loved only the Sword of Heaven.”
He sighed.
“Yes… in your place, even a finger raised against your own blood would drive you to draw your sword. The blood in your body would rage backward. Not even the perfect senses of a Swordmaster could suppress a father’s fury. How could a son of yours—of yours, and no one else’s—be condemned by the gods? Not after all your devotion to them.”
Hands clasped behind his back, Russell White gave a hollow laugh.
“The living of the continent see only the result. To them, you’re an unworthy sword who abandoned duty out of twisted fatherly love. They don’t care why you did it—why the Lazy Idler, slothful but never foolish, came to such an end. None of them do. Oh, the most wretched and lonely sword… why did the gods not repay you?”
The Winter Fortress reflected the sunlight— white, dazzlingly white.
“For the man who killed with his own hand his parents, his wife, and even his children who had yet to take their first steps… all for the gods’ sake.”
***
Cloud Garden was a peculiar city. It lay along the trade route leading to the Sky Empire—a midpoint city where merchants and travelers alike gathered. Entertainment and lodging thrived here. Women touting customers filled the streets even in daylight, and drunkards shouted beneath the bright sky. Unlike Cherville, where the atmosphere had been tense from the war, here peace seemed unshaken.
When I asked whether the chaos had not spread this far, Tom answered for me.
“It’s because we’re close to the Sky Empire. Though Cloud Garden lies outside its territory, it’s practically a city of the Sky Empire.”
 “Is that so?”
 “They say all the cities under the Sky Empire are like this. Even when other nations are at war.”
 “How can that be?”
 “Because it’s the Sky Empire.”
Tom spoke calmly.
“The oldest and mightiest empire, blessed with unbroken peace. Its citizens firmly believe their empire will prosper forever—that no one will ever invade them, that they’ll live and die without ever knowing war.”
Arrogant thinking. But who could fault them? Such was the standing of the Sky Empire—Velma, the Grand Empire.
「The Sky… yes, it’s a fitting name for such an empire.」
 “……”
 「Which also means it’s a land full of fools.」
As Liam muttered, our group followed Audrey’s lead and arrived at our destination—the tallest point of Cloud Garden, a building called the Cloud Tower.
“You can reach the Cloud Bridge from here.”
 “Do we need any preparations or fees?”
 “No. The Cloud Bridge doesn’t belong to Cloud Garden. Not even to humans, actually.”
Audrey walked toward the entrance of the tower.
 The manager of the Cloud Tower greeted us warmly. One thing stood out in this city: everyone smiled. It was almost paradise—everyone seemed happy. Unlike the Iron Kingdom, where glares were greetings and a bump of the shoulder warranted shouting. Here, the warmth was almost awkward.
And then—
“You’re going to climb the Cloud Bridge?”
The manager blinked, then asked,
“Have you all been drinking?”
***
The Cloud Tower was a sort of observatory—a sightseeing spot where one could safely gaze upon the Sky Mountains and the Great Forest. On clear days, it was said even the cities of the Sky Empire could be seen.
“Cloud Tower is one of the continent’s great wonders. It’s over a thousand years old, yet even scholars debate how such a thing could’ve been built with the technology of the time. Of course, that’s because it was the work of dragons.”
 “Dragons?”
 “Yes. This structure was built back when this whole region belonged to them. Everyone who sees it is astonished—and wonders: Why do the great dragons, who possessed such power a thousand years ago, now hide atop the Sky Mountains? But really, who could ever understand the will of dragons?”
The manager guided us to the top floor. Unlike the well-maintained lower levels, the top showed clear signs of age.
“Cloud Garden maintains this abandoned structure, but it has no ownership rights. So we can’t stop anyone who wishes to cross the Cloud Bridge—and we can’t charge a toll, either.”
 “……”
 “Of course, no one tries. Occasionally an eccentric explorer, a truth-seeking mage, or a scholar mad with curiosity will attempt it.”
 “And do they make it through?”
 “No.”
The manager shook his head.
“All of them disappeared. Without a trace.”
 “……”
 “The cause is still unknown. So personally, I’d advise you against it. But I’ve no right to. Every being under the sky has the freedom to do as they will.”
He smiled.
“I wish you a good journey.”
With that, he left down the stairs. Only our group remained in the chill silence of the top floor. In that silence, Audrey jerked her chin.
“Go ahead.”
 “Me?”
 “Who else? You think a mage walks in front? In unknown places, the mage always stays behind. Don’t like it? Then pray to the gods and become a priest.”
 “……”
I didn’t like her tone. But she wasn’t wrong.
Mages, like clerics, were key combat assets— and swordsmen always went first into the unknown. And here we had three swordsmen. As I hesitated, Sherizik stepped forward.
“I’ll go. I was the one who agreed to guide you when I joined.”
Competent in everything— and courageous, too. Sherizik was the perfect companion.
“Typical orc.”
 “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Even Audrey’s sarcastic clapping didn’t faze her. She strode confidently into the Cloud Bridge, and we followed behind.
“Oh…”
The passage at the top of the Cloud Tower— the Cloud Bridge was an unusual place. Contrary to the word “bridge,” it was a circular glass tunnel. At first, I thought it was just a poetic name, but the moment I stepped inside, I understood.
“It feels like walking in the sky.”
Surrounded on all sides by glass, it truly felt like flying above the clouds. Like a bird gliding through the heavens. Hearing Seol Yoon’s voice, I looked around, overcome by a strange sense of wonder. The earlier talk of people vanishing here felt distant; tension gave way to awe, and my heart began to pound—And then—
‘…Why won’t it stop pounding?’
I thought it was from excitement and beauty, but the heartbeat didn’t fade—it grew stronger, as if reacting to something.
“Wait…”
At that same moment—
“Down!”
Audrey shouted sharply. But it was too late. Beyond the transparent wall of the glass passage, something enormous moved between the clouds—flying closer, and the closer it came, the larger it seemed, until its size was beyond comprehension.
“Ah.”
We all knew what it was without saying.
 A dragon.
“Just our damn luck!”
The shadow grew, swallowing the light, the heartbeat hammering louder—then, all sound vanished. Even the pulse stopped.
A high, piercing beep rang in my ear, followed by a dry, withered voice echoing inside my head.
『Do you know the genius who became a specimen?』
The voice of the sword— the voice of 「Flight」.
‘Bad luck? Hardly.’
I accepted the memories flowing in and smiled faintly.
‘This is fortune.’
Now then— Let’s say our greetings, you winged lizard.
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Chapter 134 – The Cloud Bridge (2)
My son had been clever— unlike me.
“Your boy is a genius.”
I had been a retired ranger. A petty hunter living day to day by catching wild animals with old traps and outdated tricks. An uneducated man who couldn’t even read, a relic unable to keep pace with a world that changed too fast. A man left behind. If I were to summarize myself, that was it.
“He learns one thing, and understands ten—no, a hundred.”
For such a man as me, the son I had late in life was my only pride. Just looking at that bright little boy filled me with warmth. He became the new purpose that gave meaning to my faded life. If I could protect him, I could do anything—truly anything.
“You’re blessed, old friend.”
My son was an extraordinary child. Though I’d never hired him a tutor, nor sent him to the Academy even once, he learned from discarded books, from the words of wandering gypsies, and from the simple life of his foolish father. By the age of twenty, my son had become an inventor; by twenty-two, he was already counted among the finest talents in the city.
Foreigners from the eastern continent called him a needle piercing through the pocket—a dragon born in a ditch. Their praise delighted me, of course. What father wouldn’t smile when hearing his son praised? But sometimes, I couldn’t help feeling a quiet unease.
“Do you know why moths fly into flames, Father?”
My extraordinary son— My bright and gifted boy had a dream.
“We mock them, don’t we? Watching those foolish creatures burn themselves alive, we call them stupid bugs.”
 “That’s right.”
 “But do you know? Moths don’t leap into flames out of stupidity. To them, everything bright and blazing is a star—a sun, a moon. Moths beat their wings toward all that shines, trying to fly higher.”
 “……”
 “I think moths are beautiful. Even if they’re insects, they must feel pain. When the flame burns their bodies, they struggle, they suffer. Yet they never stop flapping their wings. To soar higher—to embrace a higher sky—they throw their lives into the fire.”
My son— wanted to fly.
“I want to live like that too.”
He wanted to ascend.
“People call me a genius. They praise me for rising from nothing, for succeeding through my own ability. But I’m not satisfied. The world is vast, and what I’ve achieved is no more than a grain of sand. I want to reach higher, to stand among the stars that blaze at the summit of the continent. I want to go to the highest place.”
Born in a lowly city, he longed for light. He longed for the sky.
“Upward—higher.”
Watching him, I swallowed my words. My son… don’t you know that the moth’s end is to burn? Even if you stay here, down below, I would be happy. Even if you live as small and humble as your father, I would protect you until my dying breath. No matter how tall you grow, you’ll always be my little boy. You can lean on me forever if you wish. I can live only for you. I could swear it before the gods themselves. So, instead of seeking dangerous skies… why not stay on this earth? Why risk your life to be great, when you could stay safely by my side?
“The sky…”
But I swallowed the words that rose in my throat. They were words no father should say. If I spoke them aloud, my kindhearted son would give up his dream. He would stay behind, watching over his old man forever. And I… I couldn’t bear that. I couldn’t burden him with my smallness— not when I’d already failed to give him all that he desired. So I did the only thing a father like me could do.
“Fly. Fly as high as you can.”
I smiled. I pretended to be fine, and nodded.
“You can do it, Icarus.”
But now, looking back, I should have stopped him— even if it meant being hated forever, even if it meant being the chain that bound his feet.
My son left for the capital to see the wider world. 
He returned seven years later.
Older, smaller, humbler, I saw him again. The once brilliant son was crawling on the ground, drooling, ragged, broken. His skin was torn and covered in bruises— the marks of countless beatings. Around his neck hung a signboard.
「The fate of one who dared to dream of the heavens.」
 .
 .
 .
The memory was vivid. The grief and rage of a father facing his shattered son boiled over— fusing into a single, sharpened edge. The sword’s emotion focused on one thing only.
The dragon.
“Human.”
It looked upon us— the ruler of the skies.
“Why do humans tread this path?”
The dragon’s voice echoed—not mere sound, but a presence. It wasn’t growling with its throat; it was speaking with its will. Even the tremor in that voice scraped against my skin.
「Dragon Tongue.」
 “Dragon Tongue…?”
 「The dragons’ words carry will. Their language itself can shape phenomena and bend souls to kneel before them.」
Our entire group stood frozen.
 The dragon’s vast eyes swept over us slowly.
“A Witch. An old human. A young one from the east. An orc… and another young human. What a bizarre mix. Traveling to the Empire for a circus, perhaps?”
Every time its gaze met mine, it was like being stabbed by invisible needles.
 After studying us for a moment, the dragon flicked its tongue and spoke again.
“You two.”
It lifted a claw, pointing to Audrey and Sherizik.
“You may use our bridge. You have the right.”
 “……”
 “But the rest of you—I cannot permit.”
Its voice boomed through the air.
 Audrey muttered,
“Damn it… what the hell is this. Why now?”
 “……”
 “Why does a dragon show up now? This hasn’t happened in over a hundred years—and suddenly, the moment you’re with us, this happens? Damn it… damn it all…”
She cursed my luck. Fair. My luck was extraordinary.
But this was no time for sarcasm.
“Is there a way to escape?”
 “Only one.”
 “And that is?”
 “Teleportation. To get out of a dragon’s sight, it has to be long-range teleportation—but that means we can’t choose the destination. It’s random. Still, anywhere would be safer than here.”
She wasn’t wrong. Without waiting for us to agree, Audrey began chanting quickly— but before the incantation was even halfway through—
“Stop.”
The dragon had noticed.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
 “……”
 “Lowly human, who sold your body to the gods to gain borrowed nobility… Did you think you could trick me with such a petty trick? How insulting.”
Its voice grew sharp, and the air turned cold. I asked quietly,
“If we fought… could we win?”
 “Absolutely not,” Audrey said flatly.
Sherizik nodded in agreement.
“I concur. Perhaps on the ground, maybe—but here? Impossible. Better to beg for mercy.”
 “You think it’ll show mercy?”
 “Ah. By mercy, I meant asking it to kill us quickly.”
 “……”
 “Well, dying in battle against a dragon in the sky isn’t the worst way to go. I could at least boast about it to my ancestors.”
Damn.
 She said it with dignity, but it was just like every other orc I’d met. I’d forgotten—these green folk feared no death. If given a choice between dying gloriously or living pitifully, every single one of them would choose the former.
As my head spun, Audrey snapped,
“Think of something. Anything. Fast.”
 “What?”
 “I can’t cast anymore. That damned dragon’s seized all the Mana in the area. It’s hard enough just to breathe right now.”
 “You lost it?”
 “Lost? Don’t be ridiculous. The first magic came from dragons. Every spell we use is an imitation of their Mysteries. The moment it caught me meddling, the fight was over.”
While she muttered, the dragon drew closer. Its massive claws slowly scraped against the glass barrier, making a shrill, grating screech that tore at our ears. Audrey bit her lip.
“O ruler of the sky, why do you threaten us? To my knowledge, others have used the Cloud Bridge over the last century—unofficially, yes—but without issue. We have no wish to disgrace your kind, nor to reveal your path. Please, let us pass quietly. If not, we will turn back. Only spare our lives.”
I had never heard her speak so humbly. She added—
“Please, for my husband’s sake. You who reign in the heavens all serve my husband, the Heavenly Father. If you harm me, he will be angered.”
A subtle threat, but the dragon didn’t even twitch.
“Yes. He would be angered if I harmed you. But if only you remain unharmed, there will be no problem. Did I not say there are three unworthy among you? It is only those three I shall destroy.”
 “……”
 “I have been insulted, but I will overlook it this once—for young Witches are precious beings. But for the lowly humans… there will be no mercy. Not a shred.”
Crack. Fissures spidered through the glass.
“I despise humans. And among you, one reeks of a vile stench. I don’t know what it is, but it offends me deeply— enough to stir me from a century of slumber. A stench of…”
The dragon’s slit eyes narrowed.
“…steel.”
Steel.
The moment the word left its mouth, everyone turned to me. The path that had stood unharmed for a hundred years, the sudden catastrophe, the danger that had befallen our group— everything made sense. Audrey’s eyes sharpened like blades.
“You son of a—”
Then came the crash. A deafening boom echoed as the glass of the Cloud Bridge shattered in an explosion of light and noise. The bridge trembled violently, and our bodies were flung into the air. Weightlessness for a heartbeat— then the pull of gravity.
 We began to fall endlessly.
As we plummeted, every gaze turned toward me. Bathed in all their lovely attention, I had only one thing to say.
…Well. Sorry, everyone.
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Chapter 135 – The Cloud Bridge (3)
“Witch. Orc.”
The dragon’s voice resounded through the air.
“You two—cross over. Beyond the bridge.”
Each time the dragon spoke, one of our party vanished. When it said Witch, Audrey dissolved like smoke. When it said orc, Sherizik too faded into mist.
 I had no idea what principle was at work—what mysterious power had caused it.
“One could say,” the dragon murmured, “that those worthy have now departed.”
And that meant only one thing.
“Now, only the lowly remain.”
That left Tom, Seol Yoon, and me.
“How should I deal with you, then?”
Just the three of us— And we were utterly screwed.
***
Falling from such a height was a nightmare. As gravity dragged us down, the only thing a wingless human could do was thrash helplessly in the air. 
A storm of thoughts rushed through my mind. If I had superhuman strength, could I survive the impact? But when I glanced below, the very idea vanished. Superhuman or not—if we hit the ground from here, we’d die.
Think. There has to be a way.
Tom and Seol Yoon were plummeting alongside me. And there was nothing we could do. Even a Sword Expert couldn’t fly. Unless one had awakened a Mystery of flight like the Valkyries I’d seen in the War Duel, a swordsman had limits. That was why groups always included someone skilled in Mystery. And our mage? She’d been whisked far away by the dragon.
“Tom! Can a Sword Expert’s armor absorb the impact?”
 “It can!”
 “Then—”
 “I know what you’re thinking, my lord! But it’s impossible! The armor of a Sword Expert protects only the wearer! If I hug you two as we fall, I’ll survive—but the two of you will be crushed to paste. Then I’d just be clutching your corpses and weeping!”
 “Ah…”
Damn it. The Sword Expert’s ability was useless here.
「Naturally. If you knew how the power of a Sword Expert manifests, you wouldn’t ask such a foolish question.」
 “I was trying to think of something!”
Even in crisis, Liam couldn’t help but snark.
What about the mystery of 「Gale」? No, useless—the essence of that Mystery was altering the direction of force, not stopping it. I might change the trajectory of the fall, but not end it.
Could I use the mystery of Acceleration instead? Could I extend a Road upward, connect to something? For a fleeting second, I considered it—but realized how idiotic that was. A Path visualized a swordsman’s possible paths of movement. Without ground to step on, there could be no Path.
And that wasn’t the only problem. Far off, the dragon was closing in—coming to crush the intruders who had trespassed its sky. A chill ran down my spine.
Then Seol Yoon shouted,
“Arhan, come to me!”
I looked toward her. Behind her, something shimmered—Wings. Thin, translucent like a butterfly’s at first, then bathed in light, they grew into feathery wings. 「Thousandfold Change.」 Her ever-shifting mystery had awakened. And the shape of those Wings—yes, I recognized them.
“Valkyrie Wings…”
 “I mimicked what I saw in the War Duel!”
Mimicked. She said it as if it were easy. It wasn’t. Copying another’s Mystery just by witnessing it? Not after long study, but instantly, while falling to your death?
Insane.
Yes. I’d forgotten— Seol Yoon was a genius.
“Tom said he can survive the fall. And he’ll be fine even if he lands below—he’s the strongest of the three of us. So all we have to do is make sure we survive.”
 “That’s true, but—”
 “But?”
 “Being able to fly doesn’t mean you’re safe, Seol Yoon.”
Flight— was good news. But—
“What a fascinating trick.”
Our enemy was a dragon. Without sound or warning, the ruler of the sky appeared above us, as if teleporting. Like a hawk snatching prey, it seized Seol Yoon’s Wings in its claws.
A sickening crack followed.
Seol Yoon screamed, blood spilling from her lips as the Wings—those imitation Valkyrie Wings—snapped apart.
“Any more tricks left?”
The Mana wrapping the dragon’s body was unimaginably dense. Just touching it had shattered Seol Yoon’s Wings. Her eyes went unfocused—Mana Shock. The surge must have knocked her consciousness away. Blood dripped from her slack face.
“Pathetic. So pitifully weak.”
Its gaze looked down on us— those jewel-like eyes filled with arrogance, seeing all beneath them as lesser. The same eyes I’d come to loathe. The kind that belittled the weak, trampled the small— eyes just like Carlos’s.
“My lord!”
From below came a sharp shwack! as a long blade shot upward. It streaked toward the dragon— but bounced harmlessly off its scales with a metallic clang. The dragon’s lips curled into a faint, mocking smile. But the attack’s purpose wasn’t to pierce.
The hilt of the blade was tied with a rope.
“What—”
Tom yanked the rope hard. The blade whipped around, wrapping itself around the dragon’s body. The rope functioned like a climber’s anchor—holding fast, securing a line against the fall.
“I’ll draw its attention, my lord—!”
Tom’s body flared with light. The rope swung, and in the blink of an eye, he stood atop the dragon’s head. A Sword Expert—a fully matured Sword Runner. On his aged back spread ten brilliant pairs of Wings. In one hand, he gripped the rope; in the other, a slender rapier. Then came a thunderous crash, like lightning striking. His sword thrust into the dragon’s hide again and again—too fast to count. And then— all I could see was Tom vomiting blood, his rapier snapped in half.
「Unless he were a perfect Sword Expert, that armor of his could never wound a dragon.」
 “……”
 「It’s like flies buzzing around an elephant. No matter how hard they flap, could three little flies ever bring down an elephant?」
Flies. Yes—that was exactly what we were.
“Wretched insects…”
A single touch from the dragon had rendered Seol Yoon unconscious. Tom, for daring to glance its way, was coughing blood. The sheer presence of the dragon was crushing. It could have torn us apart in an instant.
“My lord… run…”
His cracked voice reached me.
 I met Tom’s eyes.
“Tom, you said you know dragons.”
 “……”
 “I don’t know anything. Run? How? Tell me—anything.”
Tom gasped for breath.
“In the sky—under the sunlight—the dragon is absolute.”
 “……”
 “But where the sky does not reach, its eyes are blind. The lamp’s base is always dark… a dragon cannot see what lies beneath the lamp.”
The dragon’s claws swept down toward him. But at the moment of contact—clang!—a shell of armor formed around Tom. Not the full plate of a knight, but the open, functional armor of a gladiator—protecting only the head and vital spots.
“Tch. How annoying—”
The armor held against the blow. But it had too many gaps. And if I could see them, then surely the dragon could as well. Its reptilian eye rolled once. The next strike would pierce Tom’s flesh. And the old man would die here.
No. I wouldn’t let that happen.
At that instant, I felt a strange trembling— from my sword.
This isn’t…
It wasn’t the voice of a spirit. The blade itself was vibrating—alive.
 I gripped it tighter, and a power spread from the sword like roots through soil.
「Did I not tell you not to discard that relic?」
A fragment of Spirit King Gaia, the power of the earth sealed within the blade— was awakening.
The dragon must have sensed it too. It abandoned Tom, turning its massive head toward me.
 In an instant, its body shifted—appearing before me as if it had teleported.
“That… disturbs me.”
Its claws slashed forward— too fast for the human eye.
No superhuman reflex could match that speed. All I could do was place my sword where the claws would land— a desperate, precise interception.
The dragon didn’t stop—it meant to tear through my blade and my body at once. But then—
“What—?”
A sharp crack echoed— and the dragon’s claw was severed.
 My sword, by contrast, was unscathed.
…So they weren’t exaggerating when they called this the strongest sword on the continent.
Even the force of that monstrous strike had been absorbed by the blade.
 The severed claw spun through the air, and fury blazed in the dragon’s eyes.
“What are you?”
Then—
“That hideous stench of steel… and this impossible act… what are you? What is that sword, and what is that nauseating scent that’s been tormenting me since the start?”
Something about its words was off.
It’s called a steel scent—but it doesn’t know who I am?
Dragons were ancient, eternal beings. The ones I’d heard of all knew of the Karavan family. Yet this one… didn’t.
Could that be?
「Hoh.」
My master answered for me.
「This one’s a young dragon.」
 “……”
 「It makes sense. The dragons are bound by a pact—they should all be nesting atop the Sky Mountains. For one to appear this low? Odd. And it hasn’t summoned spirits or cast any of the complex Mysteries dragons are known for. Why only fight with claws and wings? Now I see—it’s not that it wouldn’t, it couldn’t. It’s still a child. Unawakened.」
My master cast a sidelong glance at it.
「And it just confirmed itself. It said the smell of steel drew it here. Ridiculous. A true dragon would flee from the aura of Steel, not approach it.」
Then, he chuckled.
「Young descendant, pour the power of the earth within your blade into that creature.」
 “……”
 「If the battle moves to the ground, it’ll be the one crawling like an insect, not you.」
The dragon’s eyes trembled ever so slightly. It had felt fear. Anyone would, when faced with the unknown— even a proud dragon.
「A young dragon is no dragon at all. It’s just a winged lizard.」
I gripped the sword infused with the Spirit King’s power. Then said,
“Curious, are you?”
And without hesitation, I swung.
“Then come down and see for yourself, little one.”
The power of the earth— erupted.
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A deafening roar tore through the air.
Then came a wave of earth—unstoppable soil, stone, and thick roots surging like a storm. It was as if a piece of the forest itself had been summoned into the sky. The dragon, Tom, and Seol Yoon—all were caught in the flood of Gaia’s power. The name Spirit King was no exaggeration; not even the mighty dragon could escape the chaos born from the Spirit King of Earth, Gaia.
“Wh–what—”
Even the dragon, flapping its wings in panic to flee upward, couldn’t break free. The enormous wings tangled in vines, and the earth crashed down like a tidal wave, dragging it to the ground. Its furious roar was swallowed by the avalanche of dirt and stone.
The others—?
Tom had taken the brunt of the debris but was unharmed. The armor of a Sword Expert wouldn’t be pierced by mere soil and rock.
Seol Yoon—dazed—had managed to rise again, Wings fluttering weakly. Her Mana Shock hadn’t fully healed, but she’d recovered enough to move. Thin, delicate Wings—easily damaged, but just as easily healed.
No need to worry, then.
Tom and Seol Yoon weren’t helpless. They weren’t burdens to be protected, but comrades who stood on their own feet. So, there was only one thing for me to do—to draw my sword.
“Human… how could a creature like you wield the Mysteries of a spirit—”
 “I stole them from the Spirit King herself.”
And with that, I turned to greet the winged lizard properly.
***
The sound was like a mountain collapsing. A storm of earth that had appeared in midair poured down, echoing with a thunderous crash! as beasts fled in terror. I groaned, forcing my aching body upright amid the soil.
That… worked better than expected.
By all logic, I should have been shattered to pieces. Even superhuman strength wouldn’t save me from a fall that high. Yet apart from sore muscles, I was unharmed.
A gift from the Spirit King of Earth. Just before I hit the ground, the power within my sword had activated once more—the fall slowed, and the earth felt soft, like a cushion beneath me.
「You carry a fragment of the Spirit King. The spirits of the earth have mistaken you for their ruler and protected you. As long as you hold that sword, the earth will never harm you, young descendant.」
Indeed—the ground itself had saved me. As expected… equipment was everything.
And those without it?
“Ghh… rrr…”
They suffered.
“Haah… cough…”
The dragon’s voice was labored. Even a mighty dragon couldn’t fall from such a height without taking damage. The wave of earth had pinned its wings, denying it any chance to soften the crash. Its enormous body had been a boon in flight—but a curse in the fall. The impact must have been brutal.
Brutal… or fatal?
The earth shifted— and the dragon’s head burst through the soil. Pebbles and dirt tumbled off as its body emerged, revealing only a few scratches. Its scales still gleamed like jewels. So much for being fatal.
“So much for a winged lizard…”
What kind of lizard could fall from the sky and walk away with a few scuffs, Master? I cursed Liam silently, but the dragon wasn’t entirely unscathed. No blood, no holes—but a very visible wound.
「Indeed. A winged lizard.」
 “……”
 「And now—one without wings.」
Its wings were broken.
“I will not… forgive this. What trick did you use? Why… Why do the spirits not heed my voice, but yours? What are you—are you a Spirit King yourself?”
 “Indeed. I am Gaia, Spirit King of Earth.”
 “You filthy human! You dare mock me—!”
My proud little joke fell flat. Furious, the dragon shook off the dirt and glared. Honestly, it terrified me. Even wingless, it still looked capable of crushing me in an instant.
Environment check.
But fear was no excuse to freeze.
Dense trees. High brush. A forest? The Cloud Bridge connected Cloud Garden to the Sky Empire. If we fell midway… then this had to be the Sky Mountains, not the Great Forest.
The Great Forest was where the World Tree raged, according to Audrey.
Anyone but elves or beastkin would be annihilated by its storm of Mana.
I studied the air.
The Mana here isn’t wild. It’s calm… astonishingly calm—and rich. Feels like swimming through a sea of pure Mana.
Between Cloud Garden and the Sky Empire, there was only one place like that. I glanced upward. The sky seemed closer— not just a feeling.
The Sky Mountains. Definitely.
I’d pinpointed the location. The terrain matched too. Mana this abundant empowered dragons, true—but it also strengthened swordsmen. My sword would be sharper here. My movements are quicker.
A mountain, but more like a forested slope. I’ll have to mind the inclines. Even the plants are huge—grown fat on the Sky Mountains’ Mana.
My instincts sorted the data fast. Now, only one subject remained— the dragon.
I couldn’t gauge how tough its scales were, but I was certain my sword couldn’t pierce them.
Even Tom’s blade hadn’t left a mark. Even if I used every skill and the power of Steel, tearing off those scales was impossible. So—fight another way. A human’s way.
“Do you think you’ll live to regret not dying in the sky?”
 “……”
 “You thought coming down to earth gave you a chance? Making me angry was your mistake. I’ll tear you apart until you beg to die. This is our land. Do you think a human can defeat a dragon in the Sky Mountains!?”
With a thunderous roar, the dragon charged— no longer soaring elegantly, but bounding on all fours like a beast. Ridiculous to watch, perhaps—but not funny. Even running, dragons were fast— so fast no human could hope to outrun them.
But—
『Snow fell.』
I still had one gift left.
『The end of the night turned white.』
White Night.
From another of my ancestors— the first female Swordmaster of the continent, Aria Karavan— a single piece of her teaching.
“You cannot yet bear even a fragment of my sword. So I will give you one thing only— the way I run across the world. The way I race through the white night.”
Footwork.
The world around me turned white. Within that white world, black dots appeared—paths of motion. In the monochrome vision, I stretched my Path between those dots. The moment the Paths connected, I moved— Wings spreading, speed bursting.
The descendant retraced the steps of the ancestor.
 As my feet moved, my sword sang through the air.
“──!”
I slipped past the dragon’s sight, circling into its blind spot. The tip of my blade traced a line across its scales— no cut, but a scratch. That was enough.
My sword was harder than its scales.The young dragon’s body was weaker than Gaia’s gift.
My lacking strength was balanced by the steel I held.
“You—!”
The dragon whipped its head around to strike again— and in that instant, I saw a Path. I swung through the empty air, invoking the mystery of 「Gale」— distorting the direction of force.
 The dragon’s balance faltered, and Gaia’s power surged once more.
The ground beneath its claws crumbled, its huge body slamming into the earth again.
Its scales were hard, yes— but its bones, its flesh, its organs— those were softer.
 Its broken wings had already proven that.
「After the juvenile stage, a dragon’s scales harden—but to manifest their full powers and inner resilience, it must reach adulthood. Only as a complete adult does a dragon become flawless.」
The dragon’s head slammed against the ground with a choking sound. At once, the power of the earth rose again— soil and stone tightening around its neck. As it thrashed, I caught a vine hanging between trees with one hand and raised my sword with the other.
A vertical strike. The First Steel—Forging.
“GRAAAAHHH—!”
The tip of the blade struck its crown. The scales didn’t break, but the impact rang out with a piercing clang, the shock rattling through its skull. At the same time, the Flame of Doubt leapt from my sword— igniting the dragon’s body.
A fire that devoured Mysteries themselves.
It roared, thrashing wildly. The flames consumed it completely— a fire that devoured all the world’s Mysteries.
Then—
Crack!
My eyes widened.
The blade had sunk into its scales. Closer inspection showed the scales melting— no, disassembling under the flame.
So that was it.
「A dragon’s scales are woven from all elements and the purest Mana. They are a skin of Mystery—different from any living creature’s flesh. That’s why they’re the hardest in existence.」
 “……”
 「And because they are a mystical skin, without physical form, your flame devours them, young descendant.」
The dragon froze, its reptilian eyes shaking.
「As I thought—your power is dangerous, young descendant. It drags those who dwell at the summit of the world down into the mud, makes them taste the filth of the earth.」
With a thunderous crash, the dragon’s arm struck me, throwing me back.
 I twisted midair and landed hard, raising my head at once.
The dragon was—
“…That bastard…”
 「Of course. The arrogance of dragons comes from the belief that they are absolute. Once that belief breaks, no creature is more cowardly.」
—running. Turning its back and fleeing, clumsily dragging its broken wings.
「It felt like your blade pierced its scales. It felt the chill of steel against its flesh. You don’t understand what it means for a dragon to feel threatened with death, young descendant.」
 “What a comfortable life they lead.”
 「Indeed. Ridiculous creatures. So—what will you do?」
The massive body stumbled forward. Wings dragging, tail cutting grooves in the soil.
Chase it—or let it go? It was time to choose.
And then—
『The Empire once said: every being has the right to dream.』
A strange memory surged into me.
『Then why was my son denied that right?』
 『Why did my son, who dreamed of the heavens, lose his clear, brilliant mind and end up trapped in a broken shell?』
 『My pride. My son. My Icarus.』
 『The extraordinary genius born in the city of the lowly, who yearned for the sky.』
The memory of the sword.
『Why was my genius preserved only as an empty husk, stuffed into a decaying body?』
The memory whispered.
『Because I could not accept it, I sought an answer.』
 『To find that answer, I had to reach the sky.』
 『To question the dragons at the very summit.』
 .
 .
 .
 『O heavens—cruel, merciless heavens.』
The memory urged me—to chase the fleeing dragon.
『Do you know the genius who became a specimen?』
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Chapter 137 – Flight (1)
The son who returned after seven years was only a shell. The pride of the city—my son—had lost everything he once possessed. The handsome face that had once turned heads was gone; his skin flayed, muscle exposed, he no longer looked human but monstrous.
His brilliance and wit were gone too. The eloquence that had once captivated peasants, nobles, and scholars alike would never be heard again. His tongue had been torn out, his jaw shattered—he was doomed to spend the rest of his life drooling, a broken half-wit.
After endless torture, his bones were crushed, his muscles severed—he could no longer move. To crawl, he had to thrust his head forward and drag himself like a worm, scraping his chin along the ground. And the worst part… his mind was intact. Those bright, intelligent eyes remained clear— and from them, transparent tears fell.
My proud son was trapped inside a ruined body. He was stuffed inside it, like something lifeless. I had seen such things before, back when I was a ranger— taxidermy.
My son had been turned into one.
It was too horrific to accept. And when a noble who had returned with him told me the reason for his condition, he said—“Your son committed a sin.”
The noble spoke: Icarus had dreamt of the sky. He had wished to reach the stars—the realm of the gods—and embrace the heavens themselves. To that end, he created something that could fly. His invention, born of a longing to see the world from the heights of the Sky Mountains, was meant to let humankind soar where no one had gone before.
When he unveiled it, Icarus said:
 “The heavens have no masters. All can become rulers of the sky. My creation will let anyone embrace the heavens—allow all to dream equally of the stars.” He spoke of freedom and liberation.
“In the kingdom of the sky, that is blasphemy,” the noble said.
The lords of the sky had not tolerated his invention. They took it as a challenge to their dominion. They needed a punishment worse than death— so they took everything from the young genius and put his ruined body on display, as a warning to all. Like mounting a beast on the wall.
My son had been caged inside his withered flesh.
“Think of him as dead,” the noble told me. “Say he died on a battlefield, struck by a blind arrow. It will ease your heart.”
 “……”
 “Do not feed your anger. Let go of resentment. You’ll burn inside, yes—but what can you do? Swing a sword? You cannot cut the sky. Scream? Your cries will never pierce it.”
My son, who had loved the moths that flew into flame— met the same fate. The one who had yearned to soar to the sun was burned by its heat. And the old father could only hold his hand and weep.
As I held him, my son gurgled softly, pointing toward something. A pen and a piece of paper.
I fetched them, my heart pounding. What if he asked me to end his suffering—to help him die? Could a father do such a thing? No. Never. And yet, looking at his broken body, death seemed the kinder choice. If my son asked for it… what then?
Trembling, I watched him scrawl crooked letters on the page. Unable to read, I brought the paper to a neighbor. They looked at the sheet, then read it aloud.
“‘Upward. Higher.’”
 “……”
 “‘I want to fly, Father.’”
Ah. Foolish old man. I had never truly known my son. He had not lost everything. Even in that ruined shell, a spark of hope remained. Even without strength to lift a finger, he still yearned for the sky. And I… I could not tell him no.
When I returned home, he had fallen from his chair, twitching on the floor. I lifted him, clutching him tight, swallowing my tears, and whispered—“Then let’s fly. Fly high, my son.”
From that day, my life changed. I became an adventurer. Partly to make a living as a retired ranger— but mostly because it would make it easier to find what my son needed for his invention, and above all, because it was a path to see the wider world— for his dream.
My son had said: “To reach the heavens, we must go where the sky is closest.”
 Even I knew where that was— the Sky Mountains. No adventurer or explorer had ever conquered them. No one could guide us there. No Sherpa would risk leading a crippled boy and an old man up that cursed range. To fulfill his dream, I had to become an adventurer— one capable of carrying his son up the Sky Mountains himself.
“A diligent man, you are,” they told me.
At first, I stumbled. As a retired ranger, I tried to rely on old skills, but they were outdated. So I remade my traps, my tools—everything—with my son’s ingenious suggestions.
My sword grew sharper through the many fights we faced to protect him.
“Remarkable skill,” people began to say.
I felt like another man. Lighter, nimbler, stronger than I’d been in youth. Was it because I had something to protect? Because my son’s dream rekindled the fire in my chest? I didn’t know. But the words I once told him—‘Fly high’— had come to apply to me as well. I too was preparing to fly.
“To the great adventurer,” they called me.
Ridiculous, really. A white-haired, bent old man—a great adventurer? But over time, the name stuck. Our discoveries, our records written in code—my son’s code—spread far and wide. He called it Labyrinthos. No one but him could decipher it. Perhaps that mystery, more than our deeds, was what built our legend.
“May I ask your name, sir?” they would say.
 “Icarus,” I’d answer.
I carried my son’s name. And when people spoke it, he’d sometimes smile—awkwardly, jaw trembling. Some found it unsettling. To me, it was beautiful— the same smile he’d had as a baby.
As my fame grew, so did my strength. At last, I became the adventurer who could climb the Sky Mountains with his son on his back. I spent years studying those peaks—the strange paths, the hidden routes. My son would occasionally mumble “ah-ah” behind me, and I knew those were sounds of wonder.
Past the monks, past the divine beasts, past the Dwarven Kingdom— we reached a height where the view stole the breath from my lungs.
“Wingless ones… how dare you covet the sky?”
There, we met the ruler of the heavens— a dragon.
And then—
“Your blasphemy cannot be forgiven.”
That was the day I lost my son.
***
“...Haa.”
I absorbed the flood of memory in silence. Within the sword’s memory, I could still feel the overwhelming hatred— the rage toward the dragon. But I didn’t yet know the full reason for it.
The power that was said to sleep within the blade still hadn’t revealed itself.
But not all was fruitless.
The world looks… different now.
The Sky Mountains no longer felt foreign.
They felt as familiar as the hills behind the Karavan estate.
The memories of the old adventurer—his lifetime of effort, his mastery—had settled into my mind.
Not bad at all.
In this moment, I wasn’t some naive swordsman from the Iron Kingdom’s outskirts, lost in a mountain path.
 I was a great adventurer who had conquered forbidden lands and marked unknown territories with flags.
 A man who had begun as a retired ranger and ended as a legend.
The place I fell—the foot of the Sky Mountains.
According to the memory, the range was divided into three regions: the lower slopes, the midrange, and beyond that—the realm of Azure Heaven.
The lower slopes brimmed with Mana, where the flora and insects grew monstrously large.
The midrange was worse: predatory plants, beasts grown into spiritual monsters, natural disasters born from excessive Mana density. And the Azure Heaven above… the memories hadn’t reached that far yet.
Regardless— the lower slopes were no problem.
Run, you winged lizard.
I closed my eyes briefly.
Do you really think you can escape from me here?
In that instant, I was no longer Arhan of the Iron Kingdom. I was the old adventurer who had spent his life mapping the Sky Mountains— and for a man like that, catching a wingless, panicked young dragon was child’s play.
***
“Ghh… GRAAAHH!”
The young dragon, Aion, abandoned all dignity and fled. For a dragon—the ruler of the heavens—to run on all fours was disgrace itself. Outside its nest, a dragon was meant to move with elegance. To trample muddy ground with its claws like a beast was unthinkable.
But Aion no longer cared.
“My… my scales… the blade touched my skin… my scales—!”
He couldn’t think straight. Never once in his short life had Aion felt fear for his life. The touch of that blade had been unbearable. Unnatural. No creature of the Sky Mountains should have been able to threaten a dragon— and yet, that human…
When boredom had driven Aion to the mountain’s lower reaches, he’d seen pitiful humans trespassing upon the dragons’ passage. He’d planned to toy with them, to display his power. One of them even reeked of that vile smell of steel. It had stirred a strange feeling in him— something he couldn’t name. He only knew it felt wrong. Unpleasant. So he’d tried to destroy it.
But now—
“Uhh… ugh…!”
Now he knew. That feeling had been fear. Fear imprinted deep into the blood of dragons— a terror born of ancient history, of something their kind once faced and could never forget.
“I hate it… hate it…!”
Aion ran upward, panting, desperate to return to his nest. If he could just reach it, he’d never leave again—not until he reached adulthood, maybe not even then. He would never forget that feeling— the cold touch of steel against his flesh.
Yes, he was less than two hundred years old. Far too young to face the world. The ancient elders had been right. The world was dangerous. The young should stay within the nest. Safety existed only among their own kind.
“Ghhh… gahh!”
He ran with all his might, his thunderous steps scattering beasts from the mountainside. And then—
“……!”
The source of that hateful steel stench appeared before him. 
Aion’s pupils shrank in shock. How—how could a human move faster than a dragon? Impossible. Even wingless, a dragon’s sprint could outpace any human. And no human could know the Sky Mountains better than a dragon.
How—?
“Out… of my… way!”
Aion lunged forward, desperate to push past. Pride and dignity were long gone. He thought of nothing but escape. But the human pulled something from his coat and threw it. Fruits—round, glistening fruits from the mountain’s lower groves.
Four of them.
Then, grabbing a vine, the human yanked himself upward, leaping into the trees like a monkey.
And then—
“KEHHH!”
The fruits struck Aion’s snout and exploded. Sweet, sour juice burst out—and a vile stench followed. The smell was so intense his nose burned, his senses reeling. He squeezed his eyes shut in reflex— and the ground beneath his claws collapsed.
As he lost balance and fell, the human landed atop him. His form wavered strangely— half-transparent, like a spirit from another realm.
Golden hair. Blue eyes. A noble-looking man— who, for a moment, looked like an aged, seasoned adventurer.
Then the sword in his hand flashed. Aion tried to dodge— but the strike was impossibly precise,
 the kind used not against men but monsters. Like the hunting style of an imperial ranger— a blade that traced a flawless line through the air.
And—
“GRAAAHHHH!”
Aion’s left arm was severed cleanly. It fell to the ground with a dull thud.
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Chapter 138 – Flight (2)
The Sky Mountains were a labyrinth. Even veteran rangers lost their way, and the Mana rich land made every living creature enormous and strong. 
Wriggling caterpillars grew as big as boars; the “ordinary” beasts here rivaled northern monsters in size.
Plants were no exception—fruits that exploded like bombs, vines that devoured animals, flowers that exhaled toxins potent enough to melt steel.
It was no wonder the Sky Mountains were called one of the continent’s great mysteries—a forbidden zone. 
No map could chart them.
The terrain shifted with eerie regularity, and unexplainable disasters were common.
Explorers often said: “The Sky Mountains live.” And those who dreamt of climbing them whispered: “You can only ascend if the mountain allows it.”
All of it was true. Even after inheriting the memories of the old adventurer sealed within 「Flight」, I felt no arrogance that I could conquer this range alone. If anything, I felt reverence. But the lower slopes? Those, I could navigate blindfolded.
I lifted my head slowly.
“Uhh… GRAAAHH!”
The young dragon was writhing in agony, staring dumbly at the stump where its left hand had been.
The severed limb lay on the ground, and from the open wound poured a gleaming, white dragon’s blood—something so pure it looked more divine than mortal.
“S–Stop. Enough.”
When I stepped toward it, sword in hand, the young dragon staggered back. The sight was almost comical— the mighty “ruler of the heavens” recoiling from a mere human.
“T–That’s far enough! Stop there! Your swordplay… I won’t hold it against you. I’ll forgive you! So just stop and leave! Take your pathetic companions and go back across the Cloud Bridge—you may even use it freely!”
He spoke as if granting me mercy. Still trembling, still terrified— yet somehow clinging to his pride.
Truly, what a noble race.
“You talk like you’re doing me a favor.”
I didn’t bother speaking respectfully.
“Moments ago, you acted like a king. Now you finally realize your place? But even stripped of your arrogance, you still haven’t learned humility. Forgive? Overlook? Those are privileges of the living, aren’t they?”
 “Human… what are you—”
 “With one strike I pierced your scales. With the second, I cut off your hand. If I keep swinging, don’t you think I could take your life too? And that would suit me fine. I’d no longer fear a dragon’s revenge, I’d claim a priceless dragon corpse, and I’d be known as the man who slew a dragon with nothing but a sword.”
 “Y–You must not—”
 “Why not?”
 “Because I… I am a dragon!”
That proud cry only made me exhale slowly. Then I dropped all pretense.
“So what?”
And my anger finally surfaced.
“Listen well, young dragon. I despise creatures like you.”
A calm, terrible honesty.
“You believe your strength makes you righteous. You trample on the dignity of others because you can. You judge the world by your own power, destroy lives as naturally as breathing, spread injustice you can’t even comprehend—simply because you can.”
 “……”
 “Forgiveness? Don’t make me laugh. If my blade hadn’t reached you, would you have spared us? Of course not. You would’ve toyed with us, mocked us, crushed us underfoot. You would’ve made us feel helpless, humiliated, broken. Because that’s what your kind does.”
The anger burned hot. It wasn’t just mine—it was Carlos’s cruelty, the trauma of the Swordmaster, mingled with the hatred within 「Flight’s」 memory. 
My fury was that of both the present and a distant past.
“Because all dragons are like that.”
The rage wasn’t only in words. Twin Wings of light flared from my back, and the air itself trembled with killing intent. Sensing it, the dragon spread his jaws, swelling his chest with air.
Even I, a backcountry swordsman from the Iron Kingdom, knew what that meant—the dragons’ ultimate weapon.
「The Breath comes, young descendant.」
Breath. At that word, the Mana around me convulsed. Every instinct screamed danger.
And then—
『Why is it a sin to reach for the sky?』
A voice echoed from the sword.
『There were too many things I could not understand.』
 『Because I could not accept them, I had to ask.』
 『Ask the heavens themselves.』
As the Breath rushed toward me, the sword’s memory surged once more—like a tidal wave.
***
My son had longed for the sky. He yearned for the light, for the heights—and so he wished to fly. But the young man who fell from the heavens now lay trapped in a husk, fading away.
That faded boy, rotting slowly inside his own body, clutched my hand. 
Together, we dreamed again of the sky. In those adventures with my broken son, I too felt alive again.
But—
“Wingless ones, how dare you covet the heavens?”
The time had come to wake from the dream.
“I cannot overlook your blasphemy.”
It was the lords of the heavens—the dragons—who shattered my son’s dream. The exalted ones who could not bear to see wingless mortals ascend. And so they turned him into a display— a warning to all who might climb.
Yet those same “great” dragons watched as we climbed again— saw my broken son, who would not yield. Still yearning, still dreaming of flight. And they could not allow it.
We met again near the summit. My son saw the dragon who had destroyed him— and though I expected fury in his eyes, what I saw was light. Even broken, he still longed for the heavens. He still wanted to shine, to soar.
The dragon saw that longing too.
“Creatures born in the mud, do you wish to embrace the infinite sky? To shine with the brightest stars and the blazing sun?”
From those words came cruel temptation.
“Make wings like your fragile, worthless bodies. Fly once around the Sky Mountains. If you succeed, I will grant you the sky itself. I will acknowledge human flight.”
It was mockery—an impossible task. Even griffins and wyverns couldn’t circle these mountains. And my son, who couldn’t even walk—how could he fly?
“If you fear death, say so. Swear never to return, and I’ll spare your life.”
But my son did not refuse.
He trembled, scrawling letters against my back with his fingers. I could read them now. I want to fly. I want to fly, Father.
I couldn’t deny him. My poor moth—wings torn, yet still drawn to the light.
 There was only one thing a father could do.
“…Very well.”
Then fly. Burn. Shine brighter than any star.
“Uhh… uh…”
I made wings of wax. With wrinkled hands, I crafted them carefully. I fastened them to my son’s back, and his ruined face glowed with childlike wonder. Under the starlit sky, standing at the cliff’s edge, he looked— for just a moment—like he was smiling. Just as he had when he was small, babbling about his dreams.
“Then fly, my son. Fly high.”
And he did. To everyone’s shock—even the dragon’s—he soared. With those fragile wax wings, he rose, cutting through the fierce winds. His flight was magnificent— more beautiful than any dragon’s.
He was a bird, a star, a flame.
His flight was art. The world vanished; there was only sky and son. In that perfect silence, time stopped. He completed the circle, returning with a bright smile— the same smile from his youth, from the day he first called me “Father.”
And then—
“…Ah.”
As he descended, the dragon exhaled its breath. The wings that had finally carried him were consumed by fire. The Icarus who had regained his light… fell once more. The Breath spared his flesh but burned his wings. He crashed against the cliff and shattered—completely this time.
“Such a pity.”
 “……”
 “You understand, don’t you? The sky belongs to dragons. To conquer the heavens is to conquer us—and no human can. He was unworthy. The sky rejected him.”
Ah…
I held my dead son in my arms. And I looked up— at the hateful sky that had taken him from me. At the dragons who ruled it.
“Why do you look at the heavens that way?”
Was it truly so hard to grant us a sliver of your sky? Was a spark of brilliance too much to share? My son, who only admired you— was this the price of his dream?
So many questions burned in my throat. My son no longer breathed. His soul had flown far away— perhaps up, perhaps down. But as the father left behind, I asked the only question that mattered—
“Do you know… the genius who became a specimen?”
The dragon did not answer. It merely pushed me with one enormous claw. My frail body fell from the cliff. As gravity pulled me down, I held my son’s corpse close. The scent of death filled my lungs. Above, the dragon watched with bored eyes— like a child tired of a broken toy.
“Nonsense.”
Down I fell, bones breaking, limbs shattering. The sky grew distant. All that remained were the melted wax wings, the thin arms, the lifeless eyes of my son— and that impossibly blue sky.
“…Ah.”
The world blurred. Death drew near. Would I die here, following my son? I did not close my eyes. Through the cliffs and foliage, I could still see the highest sky— the one he had so longed for.And though I wondered how I still lived, the answer came easily. Because the sky still existed above me.
“…Wings.”
Because the dream had not yet ended.
“Grow again, wings. Rise again.”
I seized the melted wax and bound it to my broken body. With trembling hands, I grabbed a rocky ledge, hauling myself upward. Toward the sky.
“Let’s fly—just once more.”
To touch the sky, there was only one thing left to do—“Just once more, my son.”
Upward. Higher.
***
Geniuses find answers where none seem to exist. They overcome the impossible, record wonders in history, and earn the world’s praise. But there are others—those greater still.
「You’ve caught the light.」
Those who cannot find the perfect answer, yet refuse to give up. Those who continue forward, even crippled and bleeding— Heroes. Those who find hope inside the impossible.
「Yes. That’s it.」
And what they achieve, people call—
「A legend.」
Legend.
“Haa—!”
Even at the brink of despair, the sword’s memory didn’t end. It reached beyond death— for the tale of the old adventurer wasn’t a tragedy. It was the beginning.
“Dragon—!”
Trial. Loss.
The cruelty of the world.
 It was a simple story— but the kind from which all epics are born.
“For I—”
That was why humanity gave such stories a name—
“—will not break!”
An Epic of Heroes.
“No one—”
Flight did not hold the chronicles of a retired ranger’s final adventure, nor a travelogue of wondrous mysteries.
“No one will ever make me fall again!”
It carried the life of one man who had dared to rise against an unfair world.
 The story of a frail human who sought to soar from the lowest depths.
The legend of one old, foolish man—
“──!”
I roared, like a beast, releasing every emotion within me. The sword gave me not just memory, but power. Red light burst forth, blazing like the stars. The heavens themselves turned crimson.
The young dragon’s devastating Breath curved away, bent along the path I had drawn with my blade.
『Truths as truths, misunderstandings as misunderstandings—』
A small flame met a greater one, and devoured it whole.
『Just keep limping forward through the world. That is enough.』
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Chapter 139 – Flight (3)
The First Witch, Elizabeth.
 The most noble lady of this land quietly gazed up at the sky.
“Elder Sister, is something the matter?”
The other Witches, seeing Elizabeth’s silent gaze fixed upon the heavens, asked with varying emotions in their voices. Some with unease, others with curiosity, and still others with worry.
“Sisters.”
Elizabeth finally answered their questioning looks.
“Our adorable youngest has completed her errand.”
The youngest.
 The Witches immediately knew who Elizabeth meant. Their newest and most lovable sister—Audrey. The innocent and ever-helpful Audrey. Thinking of her, the Witches let out soft gasps of admiration. If Audrey had succeeded in her errand, that could only mean—
“The descendant of Steel has recovered the forgotten legend. The immortal code ‘Labyrinthos’ has been unlocked, and the mists upon the map are lifting. The treasure our sisters have long sought, hidden away with the legends of the past, shall return. The precious relic personally bestowed by Our Lord…”
 “Is it true?”
Elizabeth smiled faintly and nodded.
“It returns—‘Thunder.’”
***
The young dragon, Aion, was struck speechless by the utterly surreal sight before him. His breath—still immature and incomplete. A dragon’s breath, by nature, is the violent manifestation of destruction, formed by condensing the Mysteries and spirits that dwell within their bodies. But Aion had neither learned to command spirits nor to manipulate the world’s Mysteries. What he wielded was only a crude, destructive power—nothing more.
Even so, Aion was still a dragon. Even the breath of a young dragon should have been enough to erase a mere human without leaving a trace. However—
‘My breath… vanished.’
Aion’s breath hadn’t destroyed the human. Not only had it failed to break him—it hadn’t even left a scratch. How could such a thing be? His fiery breath had touched the human’s flame—and melted away, disintegrating into nothing. Even Aion could tell the problem lay with that flame. It had weakened even his scales.
But still— How could such a power exist in this world?
‘I have to run.’
He couldn’t win if he fought.
The sword that human carried was infused with the strength of the earth itself, as though the Spirit King dwelled within it—hard enough to shatter a dragon’s claw. The human’s flame was equally terrible, fierce enough to threaten a dragon’s very life. And it had already proven immune to a dragon’s breath.
He had to flee. If he could just escape, he would win in the end. Dragons lived forever, and the longer they lived, the stronger they became. In the long run, wasn’t survival itself victory? No matter how strong that human was, he’d wither and die within a hundred years…
But there was one problem.
‘How am I supposed to escape?’
His wings were broken. One of his legs had been severed. He had exhausted himself by forcing out that breath. Could he really run in this condition? Judging from earlier, that human clearly knew the geography of the Sky Mountains better than even Aion himself—who had lived here for over a century.
‘Was he a ranger? No, impossible. I’ve never heard of imperial rangers handling swords with such mastery. At best they use crossbows and hunt wild beasts…’
Who—what—was he? The longer Aion looked, the less he understood. And what one does not understand, one fears.
The metallic scent emanating from the human no longer felt like an unpleasant odor—it was the scent of a top predator, exuding killing intent. The human’s form seemed to shift before his eyes.
A rugged old adventurer, yet also a young man. His figure flickered and became that of an old man with a lion’s face—long beard, fierce eyes, and a body bathed in blood, as hard as forged steel.
‘U… uuh.’
The moment Aion saw that old man’s form, a primal terror gripped him. A fear unlike anything he had ever felt before. He didn’t know who the old man was, but something deep within his blood screamed in alarm —as though he had met his natural predator.
‘I must return… to the nest… to the safety of my nest!’
Overwhelmed by indescribable fear, Aion abandoned all pride and bolted through the mud. But escaping the human was impossible.
“Where do you think—”
Whsshh! 
Aion’s foreleg was severed.
“—you’re going?”
Thud!
 His head slammed into the ground, and the very earth trembled, binding his body in place. It was as if the entire land itself was hunting him. Impossible—every spirit in existence loved dragons. Unless the Spirit King of the Earth had descended himself, such a thing could never—
“Going somewhere?”
Slash!
 The broken wings were carved clean off. Agonizing pain swept through him, but Aion couldn’t even scream. The cold blade was already pressed against his throat. A single motion, and his head would fall. Even dragons died when decapitated.And as death loomed closer, Aion felt sheer terror.
 For immortal beings, death was a horror they could scarcely comprehend—something utterly foreign. Especially for dragons.
“S-stop! Please, stop!”
Before that dreadful fear, Aion broke down in pitiful tears. Tears streamed from his reptilian eyes as he even lost control of his bladder. Gasping for breath, he looked up at the terrifying human and begged for his life —in the way of dragons.
“Please, spare me! I’ll do anything! I swear it upon my Dragon Heart! A vow sworn on a Dragon Heart lasts even after death, in the Spirit World! So, ask me anything—anything! Please, I want to live…”
It was an offer no one could refuse. Aion might have been weak now, but what about in the future? Dragons grew ever stronger with the passage of time. He was bargaining for his life by appealing to his potential value.
“If you kill me, human… you’ll regret it. All Dragon Hearts are connected by blood. If I die, my mother will come—and she will burn you to ash. Not just you, but everyone sharing your bloodline. In the dragon’s way…”
It wasn’t a bluff. That was why no one killed dragons recklessly. They were arrogant, dismissing the six other races as insects—but their love for their kin, especially family, was stronger than any other race.
Aion wept as he pleaded. Then the human spoke.
“Mom’s coming for revenge?”
The man grinned. Aion’s mind went blank.
“Then I’ll call my grandfather.”
This human… was insane.
***
The young dragon that had attacked us by collapsing the Cloud Bridge was now completely subdued. The authority of Gaia imbued in the sword proved remarkably useful—it not only saved me from danger but even bound the target in place. With this sword, I could command the power of the earth itself.
「That was reckless, young descendant.」
Liam’s voice echoed.
「A dragon’s breath is not something one faces head-on—it is something one avoids. Only a Swordmaster can withstand it.」
 “But I cut through it, didn’t I?”
 「Did I not tell you? A young dragon is merely a winged lizard.」
 “…”
 「This one possesses none of a true dragon’s weapons. Had it been a real dragon, your life would have ended on the spot—and I would be scolding your spirit for dying foolishly.」
Dying foolishly, only to be scolded by Liam afterwards—that would’ve been the worst ending imaginable.
“So I just got lucky because he was young.”
 「Exactly.」
 “There’s something I’m curious about.”
 「Speak.」
 “When I cut through that breath—no, erased it—I didn’t consciously do anything. I just… moved as my instincts told me to.”
Instinct. That was the perfect word.
The moment I saw the dragon’s breath, a memory surfaced—and when I came to, I had already swung my sword. Yet, that strike didn’t contain the Mystery of 「Flight」. I hadn’t fully absorbed the old adventurer’s memories enough to wield his true power.
Liam answered.
「Your original Mystery has grown.」
 “Grown?”
 「As you absorb legends, your soul strengthens—and a swordsman’s Mysteries grow with the soul. The 「Flame of Doubt」 you possess has become stronger. Strong enough to dismantle a young dragon’s breath in an instant.」
The 「Flame of Doubt」. So my own power had evolved.
“Then, the more swords I consume, the more my strength will grow alongside the new powers I gain?”
 「Indeed.」
 “Isn’t that practically cheating?”
Liam scoffed.
「This? You call this cheating?」
My growth showed no signs of stopping.
Truly— I could feel it, the greatness of the blood flowing through my veins. The lineage that once defied the world itself—the Blood of Steel.
I was a descendant of Karavan.
‘Feels good to be great.’
I smiled with satisfaction. The young dragon stared at me.
“Why… Why do you mutter to yourself like that? Have you lost your mind?”
His voice trembled. I replied curtly.
“Watch your tone.”
 “W-what?”
 “Your tone. Show some respect.”
***
The young dragon introduced himself as Aion. He first explained why he had been loitering around the lower slopes of the Sky Mountains—the realm of beasts—rather than his proper place at the summit, home of the dragons.
“U-uh, because… up at the summit, I’m nothing.”
 “Nothing?”
 “The e-elders never ask young dragons to do anything! They don’t even let us fly or leave the mountain! They say young dragons are weak and useless, that beasts might bite us to death, or the wind might blow us off mid-flight and kill us…”
 “…”
 “The overprotection was just too much, so I left. D-down here, at least I can be king. I can trample whoever I want and reign like a monarch! That’s… that’s what it means to be a dragon—to claim a domain and rule over it!”
In short— he just wanted to feel like a big shot among the weak.
‘What a pathetic nerd…’
As I looked at Aion in disbelief, my master spoke.
「That is the dragon’s nature. They are born as monarchs and must rule somewhere to feel fulfilled. It’s not because he’s young—all dragons are idiots like this. The problem is, those idiots happen to be the strongest beings among the Seven Races.」
An awful species, from the sound of it.
Anyway, the conclusion was simple.
 A timid young dragon had come down the mountains to feed his ego by ruling over the weak—and when he sensed the Karavan presence, he destroyed the Cloud Bridge to show off his power.
‘Hmm.’
Put that way— he deserved to die.
“Please…”
Perhaps sensing my thoughts, Aion desperately begged for mercy.
「Let him live.」
 “That’s unexpected of you.”
 「There’s no benefit in killing him. The hide of a young dragon isn’t worth much, and slaying one before it matures will only earn you countless enemies. Remember the fury of the High Elf? The wrath of dragons makes that look like a child’s tantrum.」
Dragon’s wrath. Just hearing it made my spine tingle.
「Besides, keeping him alive benefits you more.」
 “How so?”
 「You’ve gained yourself a dragon slave.」
Liam chuckled.
「A vow sworn on a Dragon Heart is unbreakable to dragons. It’s akin to selling one’s soul to a demon. You now have a dragon bound to you—a young, impressionable, and easily dominated one.」
 “…”
 「What? Does the word “slave” make you uncomfortable?」
 “No.”
Uncomfortable? Not at all.
“That’s amazing.”
I grinned and turned to Aion.
“Aion.”
 “Y-yes?”
 “Swear it upon your Dragon Heart.”
Suddenly, the little dragon looked rather… promising.
“From today, we’re secret friends.”
Dragon. You’re mine now!
***
Liam was right. By sparing the young dragon Aion, I gained a lot.
“From this moment, my Dragon Heart shall be bound to the human Arhan Karavan. Should Arhan Karavan’s life be cut short, he may decide my fate even as a spirit. The dragon Aion shall serve his new master, Arhan Karavan, with unwavering loyalty.”
Thus, Aion’s life and death now rested in my hands. He couldn’t even think of betrayal—since even after my death, I could choose to end him. Indeed, a Dragon Heart oath was no different from selling one’s soul.
From now on, Aion would serve me, whether he liked it or not. He would even pray for my safety—because if I died, I might drag him to hell just to keep me company.
A valuable card in hand.
“Since the human Arhan Karavan has become the master of the Dragon Heart, he may now wield a portion of its power.”
 “A portion? What does that mean?”
 “You’ll gain greater Mana capacity. The Mana within you will grow purer. And… you’ll be able to create a spiritual domain and summon me there—to ask questions or seek my wisdom. The wisdom of dragons, which all beings of the continent desire.”
 “I’d rather not invite you. Anything else?”
 “…”
 “Can I breathe fire, fly like a dragon, or grow scales that deflect arrows?”
 “N-no.”
 “Magic? Spirit powers?”
 “No.”
 “So basically, I just get a little healthier and have to chat with a dumb lizard sometimes.”
 “…”
I grumbled, but in truth, I’d gained plenty.
 I could feel the difference in my body already.
 Before, I’d merely had the strength of a superhuman—now, even without Paths, I felt like a monster.
“I’ll grow quickly and be of help to you someday!”
 “How long’s that gonna take?”
 “Uh… three hundred years?”
 “…”
Well, fine. It wasn’t bad overall.
Even if sparing him felt unsatisfying, having his life in my hands was enough. When the contract ended, I gestured for the trembling Aion to leave. I’d call him later if I needed him.
“Thank you!”
Aion scrambled up the mountain, filthy and pathetic—but surprisingly fast.
 The little king had gone home to his mother.
Watching his figure disappear, I brushed the dust off my clothes.
“Hmm.”
There was still something left to do.
‘Seol Yoon, Tom.’
I had to find my companions. Fortunately, that wouldn’t be difficult. I was no longer some country bumpkin from the Iron Kingdom’s edge—I was practically a legendary adventurer with the Sky Mountains’ structure etched into my mind.
I’d track their trail down soon enough…
Or so I thought.
“Arhan!”
 “Sir!”
Before I could even start searching— Seol Yoon and Tom found me.
How had they located me first? They didn’t know about these mountains at all. But the answer soon appeared.
“It’s been a while, O warrior of unyielding strength and mysterious might.”
Behind Seol Yoon and Tom stood a familiar face— a man holding a sacred torch.
“Your aura is as magnificent as ever. I’m glad to meet you again. I had a feeling we’d cross paths once more here in the Sky Mountains, but I didn’t think it’d be this soon.”
Smiling warmly, he brought his palms together and bowed.
“May the Eternal Day be with you.”
The greeting of those who served the Sun Goddess, Revrua.
‘So we meet again.’
The ascetic of the Sky Mountains. A servant of the Sun Goddess Revrua. The Monk.
The very fighter who had appeared as my opponent in the Promotion Match for the Gold Medal— the prerequisite for entering the 「Infinite Duel」.
“Helen?”
Yes. That was his name.
“I’m honored you remember.”
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Chapter 140 – The Temple (1)
“While we were lost, Monk Helen helped us. We were truly fortunate. Not only did he serve as our guide, but he also assisted us in finding you, Young Master.”
Though we had landed in the Sky Mountains—contrary to our original plan—our encounter with Monk Helen was a great blessing. Monks were martial artists who sought self-perfection, but in essence, they were still devotees of their faith. They were pious ascetics who would never ignore those in distress.
“As a humble servant of Goddess Revrua, I merely did what I ought to do. In reverence to Her will, which shines upon the world with grace, all Monks are bound to offer aid to those who face hardship.”
Monk Helen smiled kindly. He had volunteered to serve as our guide, holding a sacred torch in hand. Each time he swung it, a brilliant light spread forth, illuminating the path we were to follow. 
More than that—the torch seemed to repel danger itself. 
We hadn’t encountered a single one of the vicious plants, wild beasts, or other perils that were said to infest the outskirts of the Sky Mountains. Even the creeping, man-eating vines slithered away when the torch’s light touched them—as though frightened of it.
“What is that item, if I may ask?”
 “It is the Torch of Serenity. A divine relic bestowed by Goddess Revrua to watch over Her servants who train within these perilous mountains. It reveals the righteous path even in unfamiliar lands and burns with a flame that drives away all that is wicked or dangerous.”
…Was there really such an absurdly miraculous artifact? If Helen’s words were true, then that torch would allow its bearer to reach any destination safely, no matter where they found themselves. I couldn’t help but covet it—a desire so strong that I almost wanted one for myself.
「Most of the precious treasures across the continent rest within the arms of the Orders that worship the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords, young descendant.」
Sensing my gaze, Helen smiled.
“Would you like to have one?”
 “To be honest… yes, I would.”
 “Then when we reach the temple, I shall give you one.”
 “Truly?”
 “Yes, though I must warn you—it will not serve you as it serves me. A divine relic’s power depends on whose hand holds it. In the hands of a Monk who has prayed to Goddess Revrua for decades, it becomes a sacred treasure. But to a foreigner ignorant of the Sun’s doctrine… it would be nothing more than a slightly brighter torch.”
 “Ah.”
Of course. It would have such limitations.
‘I suppose I’ll have to be content with the Sword of Gaia.’
Helen proved to be a reliable guide. As the ascetic of the Sky Mountains led the way, Seol Yoon and Tom approached me.
“But, Young Master—are you truly alright? The two of us were swept away by the falling earth and separated from the dragon, but you were right beside it, weren’t you? You weren’t harmed?”
 “I’m fine.”
 “That’s a relief. When the ground collapsed, we thought perhaps you’d—”
 “I fought it and won.”
 “…What?”
Tom blinked blankly at my words. Seeing the confusion on their faces, I briefly explained what had happened after we were separated: that the dragon we’d encountered was a young one, that I’d been fortunate enough to defeat it, and that I’d made it my slave by bargaining with its Dragon Heart.
“Heh.”
Tom gave a hollow laugh, as though he had just listened to a ridiculous tall tale. But when he looked at my face, he realized that I wasn’t joking. His expression hardened.
“Young Master.”
 “Yes.”
 “That was… a very dangerous thing to do.”
His tone shifted instantly.
“I’ve said this before—you do not understand dragons.”
I’d noticed it before as well— Whenever dragons were mentioned, Tom became strangely tense.
“Even a young dragon is still a dragon. Do you know what kind of vengeance they’re capable of? To make an enemy of one—it’s beyond reckless… far too dangerous.”
No, he wasn’t tense.
He was afraid.
“If you’re not careful, Young Master, you’ll vanish without a trace…”
Tom’s voice trembled.
“…Just as my homeland did, long ago.”
Homeland. At that word, I turned to him. But Tom quickly looked away.
“Your homeland?”
 “…No, forget I said anything.”
 “I’d like to hear about it, Tom.”
I’d heard fragments of Tom’s past before—the life of a caretaker who once dreamed of a sword with a soul. But Tom was old. A single story couldn’t encompass his whole life. And judging from his tone, the part of his past bound to dragons was the heavier one.
“…Later,” he said with a weary smile. “I’ll tell you later, Young Master.”
For some reason, I couldn’t press him further. The pain that old caretaker carried—I didn’t dare pry into it. As Tom fell silent, I heard something faint— Not from him, but from the blade hanging at his waist. It trembled as if begging to speak.
『Man…』
A voice filled with overwhelming intensity— One that held a power even deeper than that of 「Flight」. A voice that contained a life that could not be easily ignored. And I was certain.
『Man was not created to be defeated.』
Tom’s sword— That, too, carried a legend.
***
Following Helen, we soon reached the Monks’ temple.
Young acolytes were gathered before it, praying, while countless “Torches of Serenity” surrounded the temple grounds like a glowing fence. They were relics of the Sun Goddess Revrua, driving away all peril from the vicinity. It was those flames that turned this harsh mountain temple into a sanctuary.
At the temple’s center rose a towering pillar of flame that seemed to touch the sky. Its light was not fierce but gentle—radiating warmth rather than heat, like a mother’s embrace.
This was indeed a place where one could feel the presence of divinity.
“I’ve brought some travelers who were in distress.”
Monk Helen explained our situation to the other monks. 
None of them rejected us or looked at us with suspicion. 
They were purely good people—something I had never seen in the Iron Kingdom.
We were each given a room to rest in, and Helen told us we could stay as long as we needed.
“When you decide to depart, let me know. I’ll serve as your guide again. I have to visit the Empire anyway—to purchase supplies and pay a visit to the Order.”
Helen’s kindness never faltered. It was beginning to make sense why those who served the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords were considered sacred beings worthy of protection. It was people like them—pure and good—who made the world better. Not those like me, who lived by the sword, obsessed with revenge.
“The Sky Empire isn’t far from here,” Helen said with a smile. “Four days on foot, perhaps—two, for ones as strong as you.”
When he left, I stood for a moment, watching the peaceful life of the temple. Soon the monks served us food—mostly vegetables, in accordance with the doctrine of the Sun.
Those who worshipped Revrua ate only the plants that grew by the Sun’s light—never the flesh of other living beings.
 I had no complaints. The food was delicious enough, and it would be shameless to grumble when one was being fed freely.
As I filled my stomach with greens and herbs, one of the monks approached.
“Monk Helen told us you’re from the Iron Kingdom. Is that true?”
 “Yes.”
 “You’ve come from a harsh land indeed.”
The monk half-closed his eyes and continued softly,
“Guests from the land of iron—you should consider staying in the Sky Empire for a while. Or, if you wish, remain here at the temple.”
 “Why do you say that?”
 “The Iron Kingdom’s situation sounds dire. There are rumors that war will soon break out.”
 “War?”
 “The capital’s walls fell to the elves’ assault, did they not? I’ve heard that the Machine Empire has declared war. Before the Blade Walls can be rebuilt, they plan to unleash their arcane soldiers to burn the capital to ash. A tragic thing indeed. All who live beneath the Sun deserve to see the light of tomorrow… yet they’ll be buried in meaningless sleep by the hands of those who crave power.”
War. A word impossible to ignore.
“The continent is in turmoil. The long peace seems to be ending. I can scarcely imagine it, living my whole life secluded in these mountains. It saddens me even when a wild beast dies—how unbearable it must be, when so many people perish. I can only pray that Goddess Revrua is with them, and that eternal daylight will shine upon their souls.”
 “……”
 “They say the Black Archipelago has sent its fleet, and that the Alliance is stirring. They speak of lofty reasons, but in truth, each nation is blinded by its own greed. It’s a scary thing. To think that wealth and land could ever outweigh the worth of a life beneath the Sun—surely, even the Goddess must weep.”
The storm sweeping across the continent was growing larger— Too vast for someone like me to intervene.
Yet… another question lingered.
“There’s something I wish to ask.”
 “Please, ask freely.”
 “If the Goddess weeps, and all beings beneath the Sun deserve to see tomorrow… then why does Goddess Revrua not save them Herself? Why does she simply watch as her creations suffer?”
 “……”
 “If She cannot act because of other gods, then why does She not at least warn them? Tell them to stop fighting, to live peacefully under Her sunlight? Why does she merely look on while people die, meaningless deaths in this cruel, sorrowful world of blades and spears?”
The monk fell silent.
As the quiet stretched, an elderly monk approached from behind him.
“A question of essence, I see.”
The old monk was blind—his eyes were pure white. He glanced toward me.
“‘Why does she remain a bystander?’ Countless believers have asked that question throughout history. ‘We give You our faith—why do You not reward us? Why do You merely watch as we die so wretchedly? What is the meaning of our devotion?’”
 “…Has an answer ever been found?”
 “Not yet. Many still accuse the gods of indifference, wondering if they even exist at all. Some mock us—saying that we are fools, chasing after faith while renouncing pleasure and joy, receiving nothing in return.”
 “……”
 “Your question is a good one. Even as the oldest Monk here, I cannot give a clear answer. If you ask why the gods do not grant salvation, all I can say is: only the gods themselves would know.”
The old monk smiled faintly.
“But you see, whether the gods exist or not, the weak still need something to lean on.”
 “Something to lean on?”
 “I was abandoned at birth—left at the gates of this Order. The kind monks here took me in, raised me, and taught me the doctrine of the Sun. I never resented my parents, never hated the world, never felt alone. I didn’t need to steal to survive. I was able to study what I wished, sleep in warmth, drink milk each night, and go to bed knowing I’d wake to another day’s light—with the Sun shining in my heart.”
 “……”
 “There are many children like me. Not every one of them can wield a sword or cast a spell. Not every one of them can survive through strength or violence. Hatred and wrath are too dark to carry for an entire lifetime. A heart abandoned or betrayed can still shine brightly when bathed in love and kindness. The Sun once said: ‘The brightest light is born from the darkest night.’”
His voice was quiet, yet it filled the air.
 I looked at him.
“Everyone needs something to lean on. But that support only warms us—it doesn’t carry us. The Sun does not descend to earth to bring warmth to people. It merely shines where it is, keeping the world from falling into darkness. Under its light, it is we humans who must choose our own paths.”
 “……”
 “The Sun gives no answers. It only lets us see the world as it is. The Goddess will not grant salvation or happiness, nor will She reward us—for salvation is something we must find ourselves. Happiness, too, is something we create. We of the Order of the Sun do not seek heaven or divine rescue. We worship the Sun not to be saved by it, but because we hope one day to shine as it does.”
The old monk smiled kindly.
“You are a man of doubt, filled with vengeance. One who sees the world as flame and blade. I do not think you are misguided. Your life is yours to forge—and I simply hope you may yet find salvation within it. I only worry that you’ll be swept up in the great storm and crumble before you find your light.”
I was silent for a while.
“…That was a wise answer.”
 “Merely a grand speech in humble words.”
 “If it’s not too impolite—may I know your name?”
The old monk nodded gently.
“Buddha. That is what they call me.”
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Chapter 141 – The Temple (2)
“You met a great one.”
When I told Helen that I had spoken with the old monk Buddha, he nodded in admiration.
“He is the one who has endured the longest ascetic practice, and the first Monk in centuries to attain Nirvana. Since the foundation of the Order of the Sun, no one has ever drawn closer to the Sun than he.”
 “……”
 “When you speak with him, it feels as if peace itself settles within your heart. No matter how foolish the question, he will always answer with wisdom—with an answer that pierces truth itself.”
Helen smiled as he handed me several fruits.
“When I said you could stay as long as you like, I didn’t mean it as mere courtesy. Remain here until your heart finds ease. If you leave this place with even a small enlightenment or a fond memory, I would be glad.”
***
The view of the Sky Mountains from the temple was breathtaking. The unseen summit—its peak shrouded in clouds—was awe-inspiring just to look at.
“Young Master, when do you plan to depart? If we wish to stick to the plan, we should head to the Empire by tomorrow. Thanks to the Monks, the road ahead may go more smoothly.”
The plan—Tom was referring to the one we made before leaving the Iron Kingdom.
Our goal had been to reach the Sky Empire, hire an experienced sherpa or ranger who knew these mountains well, and then ascend them together. We would procure the necessary equipment in the Empire’s city, climb as high as possible, and search for the clues needed to fully assimilate 「Flight」.
Through that process, I would see more of the world and continue my growth—that was the core purpose.
But due to the dragon Aion, we were already within the Sky Mountains. That in itself wasn’t bad—but the problem was that we had been separated from part of our group and entered this perilous region without proper preparation. Still, that issue was now partially resolved.
I had the adventurer’s memories contained within 「Flight」, and through my past connection with the Monks, we were granted shelter and safety here. Under such circumstances, was there truly any reason to detour to the Sky Empire?
When I voiced my thoughts, Tom replied,
“You’re not wrong. But ascending the Sky Mountains without a mage or ranger would be far too dangerous. The mountains are full of Mysteries, and only those who can wield Mystery can resist them. Swordsmen can channel it to a degree, but they are no match for mages. To be thorough, we must recruit magical support. And most importantly… to wander these harsh lands without a ranger’s guidance is…”
Tom’s voice trailed with concern.
But Seol Yoon, unexpectedly, had a different opinion.
“I think it’s fine to go as you are.”
 “Do you?”
 “Yes. But Arhan, I have a favor to ask.”
 “What kind of favor?”
And then— Seol Yoon made an unexpected proposal.
“The Monks told me that the Sky Mountains are close not only to the Empire but also to the Great Land.”
 “……”
 “I want to visit the Eastern Continent.”
Her eyes gleamed.
“Traveling with you has been an incredible training. Climbing these mountains with you will grant me enlightenment, and watching you might teach me even more. But unlike you, who chases after lost memories, I may not gain as much here.”
 “That may be true.”
 “But if I go to the Great Land… I feel I’ll gain something far greater—truly great.”
 “……”
 “I’ll miss traveling with you. It’ll be dangerous. But I think this is my chance—an opportunity to unravel something that’s been buried deep inside me… and to come closer to paradise.”
Her eyes were unwavering. There was no reason to stop her. Above all—
“Go well, Seol Yoon.”
There was no reason to hold her back.
“I pray you return alive.”
Seol Yoon had joined me to see higher places. But if she had now found a better path toward that goal, who was I to block it? Even Tom—who’d warned me about danger countless times—did not stop her. Perhaps because he knew what I knew: Seol Yoon could survive on her own. She was strong.
“Take this.”
Tom handed Seol Yoon a small metal piece.
“What is it?”
 “It’s an arrowhead from the East. They say it wards off evil spirits. There’s no proof of that, of course—but one never knows.”
It was one of the many relics Tom carried around.
Seol Yoon accepted it and, for the first time in a long while, smiled like an ordinary girl her age.
“Thank you.”
And so, one of our party members left.
The Monks gladly guided her on the path to the Great Land, and by the next morning, Seol Yoon departed alongside a middle-aged Monk.
It was a parting, but not a sorrowful one. I knew she would return—and when she did, she would be utterly changed. There was no need to worry about her. The one who needed concern was me.
When Seol Yoon returned from the Great Land, she would no doubt have grown immensely, as befitted a true genius. As for me—the dullest of dullards—I would have to grow just as much to keep from being left behind.
Yes, I would have to be very, very busy.
“Arhan.”
Just before she left, Seol Yoon said something curious.
“When I return—when we’ve both grown strong enough, when we’ve overcome all the trials that await us…”
 “……”
 “Let’s go to paradise together.”
Go to paradise together. An abstract phrase. Of course, she didn’t mean a vacation to some resort… or did she? Knowing Seol Yoon, perhaps she did mean that.
Well—there wasn’t time to dwell on it. Her eyes were shining more brightly than ever when she said it. So I met her gaze and nodded.
“Yes. Let’s.”
And thus, Seol Yoon left. No—“left” wasn’t the right word.
She returned. To the land from which she came.
And one day, she would come back. Stronger than ever.
“Go well, Seol Yoon.”
It was a farewell, but not a sad one. I wasn’t used to parting with companions, but this kind of farewell—I could welcome. It wasn’t eternal. It was a brief separation for the sake of growth.
‘If only Sherizik would go off somewhere for a while… though maybe I shouldn’t wish that. She’s far too capable to lose. Then again… maybe just for a bit? No, actually…’
Well. Inner conflict was unavoidable.
After Seol Yoon’s departure, I still couldn’t decide what to do next. Tom’s words—that we should gather more allies before climbing—made sense. But so did my own urge to continue as I was.
Another day passed. The temple remained peaceful and warm. I even caught myself wishing that my own domain might someday be a place like this.
While I drifted in that serenity, I met the old monk Buddha once more.
“The young lady from the East has left, I hear. I suspected she might.”
 “Did you offer her counsel as well?”
 “Just a few simple words. I told her that the knots in her heart must be untied—that she couldn’t take flight while still bound by her past. Wherever she was going, she couldn’t go there with regrets holding her down. She seemed enlightened after hearing that.”
 “You said something good to her.”
 “And you? What will you do now?”
 “I haven’t decided yet.”
Buddha merely smiled faintly.
“Then take your time. The act of deciding and reflecting is itself meaningful. Only through a good process can a good result be born. Think well.”
***
Night fell again.
Tom spent the evening polishing his blades, telling old stories to the young acolytes, even boasting about the weapons he’d bought in the Blade City, Cherville—ancient pieces, each with its own worth.
As for me, I sat before the great pillar of flame at the temple’s heart. Just watching it filled my heart with calm and warmth.
When I lifted my gaze, the dark sky stretched wide above me. Beyond the drifting clouds, I could faintly make out the shadow of the Sky Mountains—their peaks piercing the heavens.
My mind was heavy with thought. War would soon come. If Ian Cherville’s intentions were true, the whole world would be swept into a colossal conflict. Its key players might be the Prince’s Executioner, or the strongest champions of the continent—warriors far beyond my reach.
What was I to do? Should I gather those I’d met and form an army to intervene? No—war only begets war. The innocent would bleed again, and that was the last thing I wanted. Then what should I do? To fulfill my vengeance, to end the world’s injustices, to create a world that made sense… What path should I walk?
As my thoughts tangled, Liam spoke.
「Do not overthink it.」
 “Then how should I think?”
 「Simply.」
He looked down at me.
「When you first devoured me, you sought revenge. You longed for the fall of Swordmaster Carlos, who ruined your life. Even now, that vengeance remains unfulfilled. And still, you desire it.」
 “……”
 「Do not be distracted by the chaos of the world—the wars, the blood of others. Focus only on one thing: hone your sword. Forge a blade that can reach anyone.」
Beneath the starlit sky, my master spoke.
「Only then will you be able to build the right world. Only then will you have your vengeance. Only then will you see the end of all things. Just as I once did.」
 “How did you do it, Master?”
 「I made the world my enemy.」
 “You fought every army, every nation, every race—with only a sword?”
 「At times, yes. But not always.」
 “Then…”
 「To achieve your desire in this continent, you must satisfy one condition: become the strongest individual.」
His eyes gleamed.
「Think only of that, young descendant. Become a Swordmaster. Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
 “……”
 「I promise you this—when you forge your own sword, I shall tell you how to obtain everything you desire. The Karavan way.」
In an instant, all my tangled thoughts aligned into one. My master was different from the old monk Buddha, yet wise all the same. After all, he was a man who had already found his own answer long ago.
“It seems I’ve decided what I must do.”
I looked up at the night sky. Far away, the mountains loomed higher than clouds.
“Instead of heading to the Empire, I’ll finish assimilating 「Flight」 here—and fully accept the legend.”
 「Do you know how to accept it?」
 “Yes.”
Far above, at a height that seemed impossible to reach, was a sheer cliff—its outline faint beneath the stars. I knew its name, for the memory of the old adventurer had called it so.
“I’ll climb.”
To the place closest to the heavens— the spot where the old adventurer’s son had died, where the old man himself had fallen, where one man’s struggle had ended, and a legend had begun.
I could feel it instinctively. Once I reached that place, this blade would yield everything to me.
“Up to Azure Heaven.”
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Chapter 142 – The Temple (3)
Azure Heaven.
A mysterious place beyond the mid-slope of the Sky Mountains—a place known as the Tomb of the Adventurer, a height conquered by no one but dragons. It was also the place the old adventurer had reached in the memories contained within 「Flight」.
Once I decided to make that my goal, there was no reason to hesitate. But before I began, there was something I had to do.
“Tom.”
 “Yes, Young Master. So you’ve finally made your decision? Whatever it is, I’ll follow your will. I’ve already prepared everything. If we are to climb the mountain—”
 “Please, go back.”
 “…Pardon?”
To climb the mountain— I had to do that alone. With no one’s help.
“Why, may I ask?”
 “I want to climb with you, Tom. You are my dear friend, and your company brings me joy. But to obtain what I seek, I cannot have any companions. To truly understand the soul bound within this blade… I must be alone.”
The final memory of 「Flight」— What the old adventurer had felt was an unbearable solitude. His yearning for light and for flight had been born from that loneliness. For perfect assimilation, I too had to become solitary.
Tom looked troubled at my words.
“It’s dangerous.”
 “I know. But please, listen.”
 “……”
 “Do not stay here to guard me. Instead, return and protect my domain. The continent will soon fall into chaos, and even my fief will not remain safe. If you, Tom, guard the Karavan lands, then I can have peace of mind—because my most trusted friend will be watching over them.”
 “…But still.”
 “I will return, Tom. I swear it.”
I didn’t know how long it would take to fully absorb 「Flight」. I didn’t yet know the true scale of what it meant to claim a legend. Nor did I know how arduous it would be to climb from the Sky Mountains to Azure Heaven. In short—I knew nothing.
While I secluded myself on this mountain, the outside world might plunge into chaos. Ian Cherville would not stop, and the storms of turmoil would only grow stronger. But I decided to stop worrying about that—for now, I would focus solely on my sword. Just as my master said—to achieve my desire the Karavan way.
“Do you remember what we talked about before?”
 “What do you mean?”
 “When I met you before my Promotion Match against Seol Yoon. You told me that sometimes, avoiding a fight can be the wiser choice—that it’s fine to hide until the storm passes.”
 “……”
 “At the time, I pretended to be a bold warrior who couldn’t run from battle. But truthfully, I’m a coward. I doubt too much, I fear too easily. Even now, I’m afraid—to climb this mountain alone, to die meaninglessly in an unknown land.”
I smiled at him.
“So please, give me a handful of courage—like you did then.”
Tom fell silent for a moment. Then he said quietly,
“Caretaker Tom. Lover of the Hall of Honor, fan of Warrior Liam, and friend of Young Master Arhan—cannot refuse that request.”
 “……”
 “Then promise me one thing, Young Master. You must return. Come back, and let’s have the long discussion we never finished—about swords, about souls. There are still too many stories left untold. And this old man has no young companion to talk with but you.”
Tom embraced me.
“I promise.”
And thus, I sent Tom away as well. He said he would descend the mountain, stop by the Sky Empire to inform the others, and then return to the Iron Kingdom. A wise choice. Sherizik and Audrey were likely waiting, not knowing what had happened.
Before leaving, Tom added one last thing.
“Young Master.”
 “Yes?”
 “If you ever meet a true dragon, remember this—”
His voice trembled.
“Dragons never grant mercy. Any mercy they offer is false, deception. Remember that, and you might survive.”
***
Everyone was gone. Now, of all who had left the Iron Kingdom with me, I was the only one remaining. And with no one beside me, the solitude felt heavier than I expected.
 It was strange. I had spent so long dreaming of revenge alone, yet after traveling with others, solitude now felt foreign.
Right. Humans are not meant to live alone.
 We are incomplete and fragile creatures.
It felt like I had returned to where I started— back to the days right after the Karavan domain became a land of death. Back to when there were no neighbors, no Liam—only me, sharpening my sword of vengeance. Back to those days when I mindlessly struck wooden posts in the manor yard…
“They’ve all left, haven’t they?”
 “Yes.”
Yet because of that, I could be certain— After I endured this, I would no longer be the same.
 Just as Seol Yoon had left for the Eastern Continent to change herself, I too would become someone different when this was over.
How long would it take? No one knew.
When I asked the Monks, they told me that ascending to Azure Heaven was no different from suicide. Even with companions, the climb would take months. Alone—it might take a year or more.
A year. A long time.
When I was fifteen, I lost everything. I spent years training alone with a sword manual in my backyard, and that year vanished in the blink of an eye.
Now I am nearing seventeen. And once another year passed—there might not be a next one.
When I turned eighteen— Swordmaster Carlos would not let me live any longer.
Two years. Within two years, I had to become a Swordmaster.
 At the very least—to carve a scar into that arrogant face.
All my worries will be solved the moment I become a Swordmaster.
War. Chaos.
For a Swordmaster, such things are trivial. Though Hugo Rhapsody had been foolish enough to break the rules and fall from grace, most Swordmasters never interfered with one another—as long as the laws were upheld. And no one but a Swordmaster could ever challenge a Swordmaster.
My master had been right all along. In the end, the sword decided everything.
“I respect your decision.”
The old monk, Buddha, spoke.
“It will be a path of hardship. Had you been a Monk, you would have achieved great things as well. The road ahead will be difficult, but at its end, light awaits.”
His words were warm. As I listened, I couldn’t help but think—‘I want to test myself against him.’
During the Gold Medal Promotion Match, I had barely won against Monk Helen. What if I faced a stronger Monk—one like the old Buddha himself?
「Don’t be foolish.」
My master’s voice echoed.
「Even in my era, there were no Monks like him, young descendant.」
 “……”
 「If he threw even a single punch, that new sword of yours might shatter.」
That thought killed my urge to fight immediately. Peace returned to my heart. I bowed.
“May the Eternal Daylight be with you.”
 “And with you.”
The greeting of those who served Goddess Revrua. When I spoke, the other Monks joined their hands and returned the gesture.
They were truly good people. They offered kind words and filled my pack with supplies for the journey—food, clothing, blankets, and pillows. Though Tom had already left me well-prepared, they insisted on filling my magic pouch to the brim. It warmed my heart.
「Be careful, young descendant.」
 “Yes?”
 「They might charge you later.」
If not for my master’s comment, that moment might have stayed peaceful.
“…You may be right.”
It wasn’t impossible, so I hastened my preparations.
***
Before dawn, as the night faded and the first light of day began to rise, I set out.
Helen offered to accompany me as a guide, but I declined. Instead, I asked for one “Torch of Serenity.” Helen looked worried, but Buddha stopped him.
“Let him ascend alone.”
And so—for the first time in a long while—I set out completely alone. The silence, with no one beside me, felt strange. It was like crossing an endless ocean guided by a single torchlight.
‘Well, the torch works… somewhat.’
Just as Helen had said, the Torch of Serenity lost most of its divine power in my hands. Its brightness dimmed until it was little more than an ordinary flame.
The beasts and plants no longer fled from me.
But that was no trouble.
“……!”
 “……!”
Because ever since forming my pact with the dragon Aion, I carried a fragment of his Dragon Heart—and the aura of a dragon flowed from me. The beasts sensed the presence of their apex predator, the ruler of the skies, and immediately fled. As for the plants—
“Easy now.”
When I released the power of the Earth Spirit King Gaia, even the monstrous vines bent low. With Gaia’s authority and the dragon’s power combined, the Sky Mountains felt no more dangerous than the hills behind the Karavan manor.
Of course, I didn’t say that aloud. With my luck, the moment I boasted, disaster would surely strike.
It was a calm, quiet climb—until suddenly…
“……?”
Something strange happened.
“Wait—what the…”
The Torch of Serenity in my hand— its sacred flame suddenly roared to life.
The blaze surged high above my head, forming a pillar of fire that resembled the one I had seen at the temple’s heart—the sacred symbol of the Order of the Sun.
And then—
「Karavan. The last of the Karavan line.」
A voice I could not resist echoed around me. It was like my master’s voice—yet unlike his. It carried a divinity and authority that brooked no defiance.
I somehow knew, instinctively, whose voice it was.
「Turn back. Do not ascend to the heavens.」
A god.
「Fragment of a being that should never have been born—return and let the years erase you. Your existence is tragedy, shard of steel.」
The pillar of flame took the shape of a woman— a woman with hair of fire.
 She gazed straight at me, her voice resounding with sacred majesty.
「Thus speaks Revrua, Goddess of the Sun. Go no farther. If you climb beyond this point, there will be no return—for anyone. Turn back, now.」
One of the Nine Goddesses— the Sun Goddess Revrua herself— had descended before me.
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Chapter 143 – The Temple (4)
One of the Nine Goddesses. The divinity worshipped by the Order of the Sun, the one who ruled over the lofty light of day—the Great Goddess Revrua.
The moment I saw her blazing form, my thoughts froze. I had once felt the touch of divine power when the gods delivered heavenly punishment to Toma Rhapsody. But only now did I truly understand. What I’d felt then had been nothing but a fragment of divinity—just a trace. The presence of a god directly descended into the mortal world was beyond imagination, beyond words, beyond all comprehension.
「Forsake the path of Steel, last of the Karavan line.」
One of the Nine, who had descended into the world, looked directly at me. Her eyes, carved from flame, were dazzlingly beautiful—no jewel in existence could match them. Awe and adoration flooded my mind. It was an ecstasy so overpowering I wanted to throw everything away and pledge myself to the Order of the Sun right then and there.
「I say again: you are a being who brings tragedy. If you wish to keep the grain of happiness you still hold, turn back now. Become insignificant once more. Return to being a meaningless boy, a speck ignored by all.」
But— Even in that overwhelming ecstasy, I did not kneel. I did not bow my head.
“No… I refuse.”
Because something far greater than awe or bliss burned within me. Something that could not be suppressed, silenced, or extinguished. A vengeance that would never die—a scar carved into my soul. A purpose that not even gods could halt so long as I still drew breath.
“It’s too late.”
 「No, it is not—」
 “It is too late. If you wished to stop me, you should have come sooner—before I lost everything. At the very least, you should have appeared after I lost it all, and punished the one responsible. You should have rewarded the faithful, and made the guilty pay their due.”
 「……」
 “I know you are great, Goddess. But—”
One of the Nine Goddesses? Not enough. Even if all Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords stood before me and told me to stop, I would not. I would sooner break than bend, sooner fall than yield.
“No one has the right to tell me to stop. No one has the right to command me to let go—to give up. Not a single soul in this world.”
The crushing weight of divinity lessened slightly. I raised my head and met the eyes of Goddess Revrua. Her form wavered—like a candle flickering before the wind.
「…A cub of a lion is still a lion.」
 “……”
 「Truly… you are Karavan.」
The burning woman’s figure began to lose its brilliance. And then, the Goddess spoke again.
「I can hold you no longer. Your ancestor comes to drive me away—the master of all blades, who once carved out the midday sun itself. The one who defies every law and order of the world.」
 “……”
 「Remember this, last of Karavan.」
As her blazing form began to fade, she whispered her final words—「The heavens will watch you.」
***
“Haaah…!”
When I opened my eyes again, the presence of Goddess Revrua was gone. The sacred flames had vanished, leaving only the ‘Torch of Serenity’ rolling on the ground—its light completely extinguished. The once divine torch had turned black, like a spent matchstick. It seemed impossible to rekindle.
‘…The Monks went through the trouble of lending it to me.’
They had said it didn’t matter if I lost it or extinguished it, since only members of the Order could use it properly. Even so—it was disappointing to see it destroyed so quickly. I even felt a little guilty.
“Tch.”
Damn it. Just when things had been going smoothly, fate had decided to slap me again.
The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords— the greatest beings on the continent, creators of the seven races and the world itself— one of them had descended before me to warn me to stop.
‘The scale’s gotten absurd.’
The unwelcome guests who once visited the ruined Karavan estate were nothing compared to this. Now, for the first time, I could truly feel the weight of my goal—how impossible, how ridiculous it was to seek the death of a Swordmaster. And how many enemies the name “Karavan” truly had.
“Just now, one of the Nine Goddesses—the Sun Goddess Revrua—manifested before me. You saw, didn’t you?”
 「I did.」
 “Can this even make sense? That an all-powerful creator, one of the gods themselves, would appear before a mere human—a lowly Sword Runner—just to tell me to stop?”
 「Unbelievable, yes. But if you are a Karavan, then it is entirely possible, young descendant.」
Liam’s expression was calm.
「And there’s the matter of location. The Sky Mountains are close to the heavens, after all.」
 “……”
 「In a place so near to the sky, with the last of the Karavan holding one of the Sun Goddess’s sacred relics in hand—she must have thought this the perfect moment to strike. A chance to break the Karavan’s will.」
Liam looked at me.
「Normally, she wouldn’t dare approach—too wary of me.」
 “You mean she’s afraid of you, Master?”
 「Indeed. She wouldn’t so much as glance this way, let alone interfere. To the gods, the Karavan line—or rather, I—am a being to be feared.」
The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords feared him? It sounded utterly insane. Even in fiction, such a line would be laughed at. Yet somehow, it didn’t sound like a boast or a lie coming from him.
I stared blankly for a moment, then asked,
“What exactly did you do when you were alive, Master?”
 「I fought many.」
Liam’s tone was flat— dry as the wind.
「The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords were merely among them.」
If I listened to more, I might lose my mind. And there was no point. It was all in the past—things long done and impossible to change. No matter how grand the struggles or how impossible the foes, the truth remained simple: I could only do one thing now—become stronger. Hadn’t I already decided that was my purpose?
“Then let’s climb.”
Let’s go. Up—further up.
***
“…And that is how I came alone.”
The city of Aurora, capital of the Sky Empire. Having crossed the imperial border with the Monks’ help, Tom met with Audrey and Sherizik and explained everything.
Audrey was the first to speak.
“He’s insane. Staying there alone? Even Witches don’t climb the Sky Mountains by themselves—it’s far too dangerous! The best rangers in the Empire wouldn’t go alone either, never!”
 “It was the Young Master’s will.”
 “I understand why he went—to devour the sword’s soul, to interpret its memory. But still—still…”
 “Please understand—”
 “That’s reckless.”
Audrey bit her lip.
“As a Witch, I should be pleased by his choice. You know why? Because whether he dies up there or not, we can still reach his spirit through the Astral World and fulfill our contract. We can still ask what clues he found within the blade. From a Witch’s standpoint, that’s ideal.”
 “……”
 “But I thought… I thought I’d become his friend. I was born in this Empire, raised inside the mage tower my whole life, chosen by my master to become a Witch—and in all that time, I never had a real friend. There were the smiling sisters, the kind master—but no one who felt like an equal. That’s why I spent the time in that remote village… was more enjoyable than I expected.”
Her voice trembled.
“If he dies, I’ll be sad. Hailyn will be sad. The kind people in that village will grieve. Maybe they won’t survive what’s coming—they’re not ready yet. I don’t understand… why would he do something so irresponsible.”
As Audrey muttered tearfully, Sherizik gently patted her shoulder.
“It’s not irresponsible.”
 “Then what is it?”
 “It means he trusted you.”
Sherizik smiled—her fangs glinting softly. It was the kind of smile that could stop the hearts of lesser orcs.
“Witch, return to the village where the descendant of Steel resides. Continue to do what you have—protect it, strengthen it, prepare it for what’s coming. Do it as his friend. As someone who loves that land.”
 “…Is that really right?”
 “Yes. Then you won’t have regrets.”
Audrey turned to Tom. He nodded.
“If you do that, the Young Master will feel at ease. I too plan to return and guard the fief. I promised him I would.”
 “……”
 “That will give me peace as well. With your help, my lady Witch, the domain will be in the best of hands. But… are you certain you can leave for so long?”
 “…It’s fine. I can always commune with my sisters. Witches are nowhere and everywhere—the essence of our being is spirit and soul. Whether in the Iron Kingdom or here, it makes no difference.”
 “Then let’s go together.”
Tom smiled faintly.
“You’re our friend, after all.”
Audrey’s expression softened.
“A friend should believe in a friend’s choice, and stand strong for them. Hailyn will be glad to see you, too.”
 “That brat? Yeah… she’ll be bored to death without me.”
The atmosphere lightened a little. Tom then turned to Sherizik.
“And you, Lady Sherizik?”
She snorted and looked away.
“For now, I intend to remain nearby.”
 “Nearby?”
 “I won’t interfere with his trial, but I want to witness the process of steel being reborn as steel. And if any bothersome insects approach him… I’ll deal with them one by one.”
Audrey nodded approvingly.
“…Then I can rest easy.”
“Rest easy?” Tom asked, puzzled.
“Of course. That reckless idiot won’t die easily now. I was thinking of asking my sisters to protect him, but that’s unnecessary. I don’t even have to ask this old man here to watch from afar.”
Seeing his confusion, Audrey explained.
“Why am I not worried? Simple.”
She smirked.
“Because that orc over there—she’s the strongest one here.”
 “……”
 “Maybe even stronger than my sisters.”
Tom looked at Sherizik. The orc nodded.
“I can’t say I’m stronger than the Witches, but yes—here, I’m the strongest. Even outside this land, my power holds firm. Among the orcs, I was the mightiest. My father, the chieftain of all orcs, is an honorable man—but when it comes to fighting… he’s rather hopeless.”
***
There are many ways to accept a sword’s soul. And among them, the most effective is to recreate the sword’s memories in reality—to experience the same events its former wielder did.
That was how I’d once absorbed 「Gale」. The ronin’s memory had been tied to the mage Dorothy, and when I’d heard the screams of a mage during the Race Duel, the past and present had overlapped—allowing the sword’s memory to flood into me.
Yes. I’d gone through this before.
That was why I decided to climb the Sky Mountains alone—to absorb 「Flight」. If I could recreate the same conditions as the old adventurer, the process would proceed faster.
And now, in this very moment—
“Ah…”
—I was in exactly the same situation as the old adventurer in 「Flight」.
My body was shattered, unable to move a finger.
My arms and legs were twisted at odd angles.
My torso was riddled with gaping holes, blood pouring uncontrollably.
My vision was dim, fading.At the far edge of that blurred sight stood the towering cliff and mountain—the exact same landscape the old adventurer had seen.
It even felt like the same place.
‘Damn it.’
Of course— this hadn’t been intentional.
Shit.
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Chapter 144. Legend (1)
“…Nothing’s changed.”
Touching the parched earth, Seol Yoon murmured quietly.
A barren land stretched before her, the yellow horizon swept by dusty winds and a crimson sunset sinking beyond it.
The scent was familiar— the smell of soil mingled with blood, the fragrance of the East. Even the sounds were not strange to her ears; not the common tongue of the Sky Empire, but the language of the Eastern continent.
Then came another sound— the clatter of hooves.
“Is that a Ronin?”
 “…”
 “No, too delicate for that. A woman, then—a servant of the plains, perhaps?”
A group appeared—men armed not with Western swords, but with long spears, staves, and crescent blades.
“Why doesn’t she answer?”
 “Boss, maybe she’s scared ‘cause you pointed a spear at her. Women go mute when they’re frightened, y’know.”
 “Then you open her mouth for her.”
 “Oh, I’ll open more than that, heh.”
Seol Yoon said nothing, simply staring at them. 
One man dismounted, approaching her with a sly grin. 
The black-haired man drew closer—but still, she didn’t speak.
It wasn’t that she’d forgotten how to talk after years away from the East.
She was silent for one reason only.
“You’ve got a real pretty face. Skin so white and soft—”
Because Seol Yoon preferred a different kind of conversation.
A conversation of the sword.
“Just my type, you—urk.”
The man’s words were cut short—along with his head.
For a heartbeat, silence blanketed the wasteland. Then the leader’s spear lunged forward— but before its tip could touch her, a perfect pattern bloomed in the air.
Crack!
The spear snapped apart, scattering into the sand.
A single stroke— and in that flash of light, every man who’d dared to approach her lost his head.
The motion was like a dancer’s grace— or perhaps a farmer harvesting his field.
The leader looked down in disbelief.
The beautiful sword blade had already pierced his heart.
“So… we poked a beast…”
His voice trailed off as life left him. Seol Yoon drew her blade free and flicked it, scattering the clinging blood into the dry air.
The wasteland was streaked with red. She turned her gaze toward the remaining horses.
Their eyes were clear, unafraid.
“…”
She gestured lightly, and the horses, as if understanding her intent, turned and galloped away—toward the horizon glowing under the burning sunset.
As they vanished into the plains, Seol Yoon began walking once more— not on horseback, but on her own two feet, sword in hand.
The Eastern lands.
Once, a girl who had lost everything had been taken as spoils of war and sold far to the Western lands. Now that girl had returned— her once-latent talent awakened, a blade in her grasp sharp enough to cut through anything.
The girl who had returned— was no longer insignificant.
***
Let’s review the situation.
The lower slope of the Sky Mountains had been harsh, but not impossible. With my contract with the Dragon Aion and the blessing of the Earth Spirit King Gaia, I hadn’t even needed to rely on the knowledge within the old adventurer’s memories. I just climbed.
Compared to the mountains behind the Karavan estate, this was far steeper—but I was no longer human in the ordinary sense. With a body that had surpassed mortal limits, I could handle such paths with ease.
After a few days’ climb, I reached the mid-slope. There were no signposts, but I could feel it the moment I arrived—the air itself changed. That’s when the real problem began.
The Dragon’s aura and Gaia’s power no longer helped me. From the moment I set foot on the mid-slope, every living thing turned against me— as if to expel an uninvited guest.
The beasts here were beyond beasts. Born of sacred Mana, each creature carried a Mana Heart, like a swordsman’s core. They were spirit beasts, rivals to the monsters of the northern continent.
Even insects and plants were the same.
 When I saw vines glowing faintly with Mana coil around my ankles, a chill ran down my spine.
Now I understood why the Sky Mountains were considered forbidden ground.
Not even Gaia’s authority held sway here.
My master once said:
「To command the earth of this mountain, you’d need not a fragment of the Spirit King’s power, but her full might.」
Here, even a rabbit running through the brush wielded mystical force.
Within that terrifying ecosystem, I forced myself upward.
Had it not been for the memories within 「Flight」, I would have died on the first day. Tom’s worries hadn’t been unfounded. This land wasn’t meant for outsiders.
The old adventurer’s hard-won wisdom— the memory of a man who burned his life to fulfill his son’s dream— guided me onward.
Food ran out quickly. Finding a safe place to sleep was almost impossible. I had to avoid the poisonous fruits, cursed plants, and venomous insects. Even the water here was toxic enough to melt the body of a Sword Runner in an instant. Whenever I found clear water, purification was essential before drinking.
It was grueling, but doable. 
The old adventurer had endured far worse— climbing to save his son, yearning for the sky even as his body crumbled.
His will carried me upward.
But—
“…Hoo.”
—I still hadn’t reached where he did.
“What the hell is this?”
Too many trials. Spirit beasts attacked relentlessly. Harmless fruit would suddenly turn lethal.
The moment I ate to fill my stomach, my body deteriorated— my sight blurred, one ear went deaf, my limbs stiffened as though I’d aged decades. Breathing itself became agony, as though the mountain denied me air.
And still, the beasts came. Each as strong as a knight— some even fiercer, for they fought with instinct, not form. I battled them over ten times a day.
I had no uninjured spot left. For over ten days, I hadn’t slept even once.
 My eyes rolled in exhaustion; I couldn’t tell if I was going the right way.
 My lips and tongue were dry, the taste of iron thick in my mouth.
The firm ground turned to swamp. Alligators the size of giants lurked, insects big as men, plants that exploded if stepped on. Covered in mud and filth, I trudged on. Even the mud was poisonous.
My skin festered. My body was heavy with fatigue. My one good eye grew dim.
Then came the storm— a downpour so unnatural it seemed like the heavens’ wrath. Lightning, thunder, roaring wind. I was swept away— down, down, into the darkness below.
That was where I landed.
‘The place where the old adventurer of 「Flight」 once fell.’
Lying on the cold, lightless ground, I looked up at the sky.
Honestly, one thought crossed my mind: Can a human really do this?
From the mid-slope onward, everything in nature had become my enemy.
 It felt as though the entire world conspired to cast me out.
Not difficult—impossible.
「The heavens reject you.」
 “What do you mean?”
 「The Sky Mountains touch the heavens. They are the first mountains ever formed—saturated with the will of the sky itself.」
 “…”
 「If you felt the mountain reject you, the world would deny you—it wasn’t your imagination. The Sky Mountains live.」
Liam looked at me.
「The Karavans were never loved by the heavens.」
 “…”
 「What you’ve faced is only the beginning, young descendant.」
His words should have broken my resolve. To think the mountains rejected me because I was a Karavan…
Damn it.
The Blood of Steel flowed through me.
The grudges tied to that blood haunted me more the farther I went.
Things I hadn’t done, hadn’t seen, couldn’t remember—they all followed me like shadows.
「Does it enrage you?」
Liam’s gaze was sharp.
「If it’s too much, give up. Return to the Empire. Gather supplies. Come back with allies. Without unwavering will, you’ll never endure Heaven’s trial.」
 “…”
 「But if you do that—」
His eyes gleamed.
「—you will never claim the legend sealed within that blade.」
High above, in the air, Liam stood with the sun at his back.
「Do you remember the first step you took in swordsmanship?」
 “The Sword Beginner’s training, Master?”
 「Yes. Back then, you clung to a cliff’s edge with a pitiful body—one slip away from death.」
 “…”
 「That was training for the Heart of Steel—a rite allowed only to the Karavans, to forge a heart unscarred by any blow.」
I remembered. How could I forget?
Like a lion throwing its cub from a cliff, I had risked death to awaken a second heart.
To become stronger.
「I told you then—you must become a Swordmaster to take your revenge. Only a Swordmaster can kill another Swordmaster.」
 “Yes.”
 「That truth hasn’t changed.」
 “…”
 「Do you recall? Out of all my descendants, only one in ten—or even one in twenty—ever forged the Heart of Steel.」
 “I remember.”
 「Only those who endured that trial could become Swordmasters. The Heart of Steel is the minimum condition.」
Yes— those were his words.
「You were born the weakest of the Karavans, with the least talent—yet you fulfilled the first condition to forge the sword.」
 “…”
 「And this is the second.」
Liam’s eyes burned like molten metal.
「Achieve a legend, young descendant.」
 “…”
 「A sword without legend cannot transcend. Without transcendence, there is no Swordmaster. So even if you are lonely, even if you waver— never break. Be Steel. Stand tall before the world that hammers you unendingly.」
When our eyes met, my heart pounded.
「I’ll repeat what I told you long ago.」
My body was in tatters— on the brink of collapse.
Yet I struggled to rise.
「Endure, young descendant.」
My arms failed me. I fell, rolling across the rocky ground. My skin tore, blood stinging my eyes. Still, I did not bow my head.
I pushed my chin, my forehead, my whole body against the dirt to rise again.
No matter how many times I fell— I rose again.
「If you desire revenge—」
I remembered his words.
What is built easily crumbles easily. For a Karavan, a trial is not a crisis, but an opportunity.
 A sword born of pain will shine brightest.
I raised my head. At the end of the cliff, under the black night sky, countless stars shimmered.
The same sky the old adventurer and his son had longed for.
It was beautiful enough to make my heart ache. But I wasn’t longing for beauty. I didn’t seek ideals, or the world’s salvation.
I wanted a sword. And I wanted revenge.
That was enough.
“I’ll climb again.”
Yes. That was enough.
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Chapter 145. Legend (2)
The home of the Monks — the Temple of the Sun. At its center burned a blazing pillar of fire.
The oldest Monk, Buddha, smiled serenely as he looked upon the holy flames that symbolized the Sun Goddess Revrua.
“Please, do not be so angry.”
At his words, the flames quivered. The flicker was the Goddess’s will.
“The tragedies of the past are merely that — the past. Rather than fretting over what’s already gone and fuming in anger, please become a warm sunlight that will shine upon the boy’s path ahead. Even if he is a descendant of Steel, he is still but a young lamb living under your light.”
Buddha gazed at his Goddess, who existed beyond the flames.
The restless fire signified her wrath, yet Buddha remained unshaken, even before the fury of the one he served.
“Even if tragedy repeats, that too is the order of the world. So, please, do not sing of your wrath. Be not the flames that burn all things, but the gentle sunlight that warms those trembling in the cold.”
Buddha extended his hand and caressed the fire. Though his bare hand touched the flame, his wrinkled, aged skin did not burn. Instead, the fire became a hand — a delicate, radiant hand of a woman. The blazing hand stroked her devotee with affection.
「Buddha, my beloved Great Warrior. Chaos will soon descend. It will resemble the Age of War long past — when the seven races tore one another apart until nothing remained. Yet this time, it shall be different from that age of despair.」
 “What shall be different, my Goddess?”
 「In the Age of War, the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords lost much. They lost the all-knowing light and the absolute power that once ruled the world. The mightiest Steel tore it all away from us.」
 “So it did.”
 「The gods have not forgotten that humiliation. To prevent the repetition of that tragedy, the gods shall no longer remain idle. The Age of Steel will not be allowed to rise again.」
The flames rippled once more. They then took on the complete form of a woman, a burning figure who looked upon Buddha with tender affection.
「Great Warrior, your Goddess is anxious. Having lost omniscience in the Age of Steel, your Goddess has also lost insight into truth and the tranquility of peace. Your Goddess may be more foolish than you.」
 “All beings live with imperfection.”
 「Your Goddess is not all-powerful either. Thus, I cannot shake off this unease. I have already endured disgrace once — I can endure it again. But I fear being unable to protect my Great Warrior and my beloved children. I fear the innocent will bleed and die amidst the coming chaos. Though I shall receive them into my embrace, hearing their cries amid swords, spears, and raining arrows… pains me deeply.」
Her voice trembled with unease. Any servant would feel that same fear — but Buddha’s face remained serene. His gentle smile was unbroken.
“Do not worry. Simply remain as the warm sunlight you have always been. You need not govern the world as the other Goddesses and Lords do. The sun draws worship simply by being there. Fire saves the lambs of winter merely by existing. Your presence itself is the light in the dark, the star that guides the lost.”
The flames wrapped around Buddha’s body.
“In the midst of chaos, I shall protect your people. You need not fear. Your Great Warrior has enough strength to do so.”
At those words, the fire finally subsided.
Buddha bowed deeply toward the dying embers of his Goddess’s flame.
He had lived his entire life as a hermit monk in the mountains. He believed he would one day die a monk, and his spirit would stay by his Goddess’s side as her Great Warrior. But before that time came, the world had begun to call for him.
Buddha knew — the time for him to leave the mountains was near. Perhaps all Great Warriors of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords would soon step into the world once again. And if that happened, none of them would remain still. Just as Hugo Rhapsody once did, the Six Masters would return to the world, bound by the divine law — to quell the coming chaos.
It would be a great chaos indeed. But Buddha did not fear.
His Goddess had spoken of tragedy, but in truth, no tragedy is ever complete, just as no joy is ever pure. The world is like a coin — whether it shows heads or tails depends on how one looks at it. What is comedy to one is tragedy to another; what is evil to one may be good to another. That is life — that is the world. Thus, Buddha saw the world simply as it was. And when trials came, he would meet them in his own way — following his own thoughts and his own happiness.
Even after hearing his Goddess’s unease, Buddha continued his tranquil life. Then, one day, an unexpected guest arrived at the Monks’ temple — a race known for their untainted purity and for living every moment as an ordeal.
An Orc.
“How rare — a beautiful Orc lady graces our temple.”
 “I hear that quite often.”
Buddha recognized her.
“What brings you here, Lady Sherizik?”
 “I was hoping to stay here for a while. Would that be alright?”
 “As long as you wish.”
The young monks peeked out curiously to see their guest. Sherizik smiled at them — a sharp-toothed, deadly smile that made several of them lose their composure. She was secretly pleased; her beauty truly transcended race.
“But tell me, why would the strongest of Orcs visit our humble temple?”
 “There’s a man I wish to watch over.”
 “Ah… could it be that you’ve finally chosen a husband?”
Buddha chuckled. Sherizik twisted her body slightly, her tone turning shy.
“Well… I don’t know yet.”
***
‘…What a remarkable soul.’
The first of the Karavans — Liam Karavan — watched his distant descendant with his hands behind his back.
‘To be honest, I hadn’t expected much at first.’
That distant descendant — Arhan Karavan. Every Karavan bore strong bodies and radiant talent. But this final Karavan had neither. Despite being a man, he was frail as a woman, with no sense for physical movement — not just average, but an utter dullard.
Liam had placed no hope in him. If things went poorly, he had intended to intervene himself — to descend into the mortal realm by borrowing his descendant’s body, and reopen the Age of Steel.
That would have destroyed the boy’s life and plunged the world into chaos… but that did not matter to Liam. His only promise had been to help the boy become a Swordmaster and avenge his pain. Nothing beyond that — not happiness, not peace.
‘I thought he resembled me in nothing…’
But the descendant before him had changed. He had filled his lacks through his own effort, forged bonds, and even found the path toward happiness — all without abandoning his first purpose. Like a flame that refused to die, he continued forward — upward.
He had no innate strength, no instinctive grace. But Arhan possessed what mattered most to a Karavan — the Soul of Steel. An unyielding will that would not break under any trial.
The strength to never lose himself, even if the entire world turned against him.
“Urgh, ugh…”
Liam watched as his battered descendant climbed the mountain again and again. He had already failed more than ten times. Bones pierced through flesh; every nerve screamed. Yet Arhan did not stop. As if the act of giving up would mean death, he looked not down but only upward.
What filled Liam’s eyes was something nobler than any legend — something higher.
 The essence of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords themselves revered.
 The spark that made beings divine — now stirred within his descendant’s soul.
‘More than my son, more than the countless geniuses of our bloodline — you, little one, resemble me most.’
Expectation welled within Liam’s chest. He could already see the future his descendant would carve — the rebirth of Steel, the unbreakable soul. The true Steel within him was awakening.
With a cracking sound, the ledge Arhan stood on gave way. He fell, his body twisting through the air before crashing down. Bones broke. Flesh tore. He groaned in agony, pounding the ground with his fist, crying in frustration — yet still, he did not break.
While his Steel Heart repaired his shattered body, his eyes remained fixed on the heights above.
「…Only those who look highest can soar the highest.」
Liam looked down at him.
「My young descendant.」
 “Yes.”
 「When you achieve your legend and descend this mountain, it will not be you who endures the world — it will be the world that must endure you.」
They were words of truth.
Once Arhan fulfilled the conditions of transcendence and claimed a legend, Liam would teach him how to wield the sword as a true Karavan — the way none of his descendants had endured. The way that had once cleaved the world itself. Liam Karavan’s way.
‘You can do it.’
The thought lingered in his throat. No one else had ever endured it — only Liam himself.
His beloved son, his grandson, his “genius” descendants — all died mid-swing or took their own lives in despair. They had cursed him. They said his way was impossible, that the gods had been right, that he should never have existed — that his bloodline was cursed.
But Liam never accepted that. 
He still shouted within: I was not wrong.
And this final Karavan, the one who resembled him most, would prove it to the world. His precious young descendant would.
“It’s hard enough as it is. Stop spouting cryptic nonsense, will you?”
 「……」
 “Please. Be quiet.”
…A bit lacking in manners, though.
***
The mountain rejected me. Master had been right.
It wasn’t that climbing it was difficult — it was as if the mountain itself was driving me away. Nature refused me, and no mere human could ever win against nature.
Even so, I didn’t give up. I kept trying, again and again.
 I no longer knew how many days had passed — it felt like months, maybe even a year.
In this endless ordeal, time blurred. But my mind remained sharp. With that clear mind, I had to do one thing — keep challenging. Still, continuing this brute-force approach was becoming senselessly inefficient.
So, what now? To keep failing in the same way forever — no one remembers such effort.
The old adventurer in 「Flight」 must have succeeded because he found a different way. Had he kept repeating the same mistake, he never would have reached his legend.
But I didn’t know his method. Then there was only one choice — I had to choose my own.
“...Hoo.”
Back to the beginning. Return to the start.
‘Let’s see who wins.’
Doubt.
I would doubt nature.
 I would doubt this world that rejected me.
Doubt is a process — a way to prove something true. And what did I want to prove? That I am right. And they are wrong.
Chapter 146
Translator: AkazaTL 
Pr/Ed: Sol IX 
***
Chapter 146. Legend (3)
“Hmm.”
Atop a tree so tall it seemed to reach the heavens, Sherizik sat astride a branch, gazing down at Arhan’s relentless struggle. The distance was vast, yet her keen eyes saw everything clearly.
As she bit into a ripe fruit, savoring its tart juice, she murmured,
“Is he trying to ascend to the Azure Heaven?”
It had already been two months since Arhan began his climb through the Sky Mountains. After observing him for roughly sixty days, Sherizik had reached her conclusion—his goal was indeed the Azure Heaven.
A place dreamed of by every adventurer on the continent, a land that no one—save the Dragons—had ever set foot in. A sacred realm where countless myths and legends had been born.
A place said to connect to the heavens, the Land of Dragons, the cradle of the continent’s truths, where ancient relics and divine secrets slumbered.
So said the many tales—yet Sherizik knew the truth of Azure Heaven. Her father, Sherdik, the Orc Shaman once called the Guide of the Stars, had told her long ago of the mysteries hidden in the Sky Mountains.
Should I tell him?
She chewed slowly, pondering deeply.
There was no glory awaiting an adventurer in Azure Heaven— no enlightenment to satisfy scholars, no radiant brilliance to match the dreams and hopes of children.
Sherizik frowned as she watched the descendant of Steel climb that endless cliff. For two months, he had repeated the same act, again and again. Part of her wanted to shout at him—to stop this meaningless struggle and go back.
Especially when the world outside is already in chaos.
Indeed, the continent had fallen into turmoil over the past two months. Though she had secluded herself in the Sky Mountains to watch Arhan, Sherizik could tell that the world beyond was unstable.
She didn’t even need reports—she could see it through the eyes of a shaman.
The sky itself reeked of ill omens—dark and dreadful, worse than anything seen in the last century.
“Hmm…”
She stroked her chin. Even if she ignored the chaos outside, attempting to reach Azure Heaven with a mortal body was sheer folly. Knowing the truth made it seem even more foolish to her. 
Arhan could never reach it. Humans could never stand where the sky’s rulers dwelled.
That place was reserved only for the masters of heaven—the Dragons.
So she wanted to tell him. To stop wasting his time. To turn back.
But…
‘Something inside me says I shouldn’t.’
Her warrior’s blood whispered that she must not interfere.
That the battle unfolding before her—this reckless mortal’s trial—was something sacred.
Because if he truly is a descendant of Steel…
Sherizik grinned faintly. At last, she began to understand the words her father once said:
“Watch over the descendant of Steel.”
 “If I could, I’d guard him myself.”
 “For the Karavans, nothing is impossible.”
Her mind still couldn’t grasp it fully—but Orcs were never creatures of reason. They understood through the heart—through boiling blood and pounding rhythm. And though she acted with the grace of a noble, Sherizik was still an Orc at heart.
“Beautiful Orc lady.”
A group of Monks approached her—each carrying a long staff, the sole weapon allowed to those who revered their bodies as their greatest arms.
“You’re heading out into the world, then?”
 “Yes. I go where the Sun shines.”
 “May the light guide you.”
Among them were no young novices—only those of proven strength. Seeing them, Sherizik understood at once how dire the situation beyond the mountains had become. Monks rarely left their temple except for sacred annual rites. If they were leaving now, the world must be in true peril. And among them was the Sun’s Great Warrior himself—Buddha.
“Lady Sherizik,” Buddha asked gently, “will you not join us?”
She hesitated for a moment before answering,
 “I’d like to keep watching this… process.”
At her words, Buddha lifted his head and glanced in the direction she was looking. For an instant, his serene face curved into a smile.
Sherizik couldn’t tell if he had actually seen Arhan or not.
After a brief silence, Buddha said,
“That, too, holds great value.”
 “…”
 “After all, every trial under the Sun is eventually rewarded. Were the Sun not shining upon the world today, I too would wish to stay by his side.”
He smiled warmly.
“The moment a bird breaks free from its egg is always thrilling, is it not?”
 “…”
 “Soon, a bird shall hatch from its shell—one forged of blood, steel, and flame… a bird that will fly farther than any other.”
***
From the base to the mid-slope of the Sky Mountains— I searched, doubted, and searched again.
Was there a hidden path? A way I hadn’t seen? No.
The mountain before me was exactly as the old adventurer’s memories described it. His memories were flawless— they simply led only this far. To the middle heights.
Between the mid-slope and Azure Heaven, there was a wall.
A wall no human could cross.
Damn it.
With the adventurer’s memories, reaching the mid-slope had become almost easy. I’d grown used to its dangers. But there was one problem—The damned fog.
A pale mist. Once I crossed a certain point, it always appeared. When it came, the ground turned to swamp, and forward progress became impossible. I was like a lost child in a forest—disoriented, senses crippled.
Shit.
It was as if the heavens themselves were saying:
You are not permitted here. Turn back. Leave.
“You’ve got to be kidding me…”
Through constant trial, I’d already mastered the mountain’s ecosystem. I could move unseen among the giant insects, feed on safe fruits, even read the signs of natural disasters through the reactions of nearby beasts. I had become a part of the ecosystem itself.
But the fog— that fog defied everything. It was as if it were the will of Heaven itself.
Like the fate those damned bards are always singing about.
Yes, fate. As though the world had decided I wasn’t meant to go further. And that enraged me.
The will of heaven, destiny, order, the balance of the world— all those excuses that made people accept injustice without protest.
It had been the same when I was fifteen. When everything was taken from me. Back then, Sancho and Nanny had said the same thing— that it was fate, that I should accept it as a disaster.
No.
I could not.
Who was Heaven to take everything from me?
What gave them that right, however mighty they were?
If the gods created all beings, must we accept everything they decree without question?
No. I would not.
Unjust, incomprehensible things— I could never accept them.
So now, my climb toward Azure Heaven was not merely to master 「Flight」. It had become the proof of my very existence.
Just as I once became a Great Warrior for Fetel, I could not retreat from this battle.
That event at fifteen had changed everything about me.
If I must break, then so be it. Better to shatter than to bend.
“...Haa.”
I lifted my head again. The mid-slope’s end loomed before me. And once more, the pale mist began to rise—Heaven’s way of driving me out.
But I would not yield.
If the mountain called me an intruder, then I would be an intruder— one that would never back down.
My senses… they’re fading.
Heaven rejects me? So what? My doubt—my defiance—was born from the very things Heaven took from me.
If they wish to reject me, then they should first return what they stole— or listen to my voice.
I’ll break through it, no matter what.
The ground turned to mud.
The mist wrapped around my skin, numbing my senses.
Sight vanished first. Then hearing warped—voices echoed.
“Master Arhan, please wake up.”
 “Son, get up already. How long will you sleep?”
Sancho’s voice. My parents’ voices.
 The ghosts of my past whispered from the fog.
I knew they were false, but they were hard to ignore. Then came pain—sharp, searing pain, as if my body were being flayed.
“Son, rest now. Don’t push yourself.”
 “Dinner is ready, Master Arhan. It’s your favorite dish, for your fifteenth birthday.”
The stench of the swamp faded, replaced by warm, fragrant air— the aroma of home.
I nearly wept.
But I refused. Even blind and disoriented, I forced myself forward— tripping, crawling, clawing through the mire like an insect chasing the light.
If only I could move forward. If only I could go higher.
“...Haa.”
The mist surged again, twisting my senses.
I saw my old mansion—my parents, my neighbors. They smiled, welcoming me back.
“Stop now, son. It’s enough.”
The pain vanished.
 The dream was warm—so real it made me doubt reality itself.
Could it be that this was truth, and all my suffering had been a nightmare?
“Stay here. You can rest now.”
It was happiness. Too much happiness.
If I let go and stayed in this dream— would I ever wake again?
“Ah.”
The sky above was the same as the one I’d been climbing toward.
The same sun.
The same air.
If all was the same, what separated dream from reality? 
But my soul whispered— this was false.
My ever-doubting soul tore me from the sweet illusion.
Even so— I couldn’t push them away.
“Son, you look so tired. Rest. Stay here, and I’ll hold you forever.”
So—
“Mother.”
—I didn’t reject her.
“It’s alright.”
 “…”
 “When everything’s over, then… Please hold me. When it’s all done, hear my story, and give me a cookie, just like you used to. Then light a fire behind the mansion. Call everyone from the village.”
I accepted her.
“That’s enough. That’s all I want.”
And then—she vanished like smoke. The warmth turned to horror. Her body was pierced by swords, her head severed.
Everyone was dead. A storm of blades raged.
 I was cut to pieces again and again— but it wasn’t real.
And if it wasn’t real— I had no reason to stop.
Break me. Crush me. I won’t bend.
I stepped forward. Again. And again.
My body burned. My skin peeled. Still, I pressed on— to prove myself.
“Ugh, aaah!”
The illusion shattered. Senses returned.
 Swamp and fog remained.
An alligator lunged. I drew my sword— but my body felt unbearably heavy. Mana wouldn’t rise. I was the weak boy again.
Still, I fought.
“Ugh… ahh!”
I was a dullard. Even stripped of all I’d gained, my essence remained the same— the boy who dreamed of revenge against the Swordmaster behind his mansion.
“Uaaaaah—!”
I hurled a fruit at the alligator—its poisonous juice splattered into its eyes. It screamed, and I plunged my sword, hammering the hilt with my elbow until the blade pierced its skull.
 Sticky blood spurted.
 I staggered up, dragging my sword, and kept walking toward the light.
“Ugh… ah… aaah!”
Monsters of mud emerged—creatures of destruction fit only for the northern lands.
 Impossible foes for my current body.
“Come on.”
They slammed into me—pain exploded.
 I swung my sword—too slow, too weak.
But I didn’t stop.
There is no such thing as impossible.
 Was killing a monster really harder than killing a Swordmaster within three years?
“Come! On!”
I refused to yield. I doubted everything. To prove that I was right, and the world was wrong.
That was my doubt. That was my life.
“Ugh—!”
A blow sent me flying. The monsters loomed closer. My heart pounded.
Maybe this was it. Maybe I’d die here—alone, unseen, forgotten.
But—
“Keuh, keh—!”
Even so, I couldn’t retreat. Even if it broke me.
And then—
『The last thing I remember was a burning mansion.』
A faint figure appeared before me— Mary, the swordswoman who wielded 「Needle」.
『To reclaim freedom, someone had to stain their hands with blood.』
Next came a man with disheveled hair— an assassin from the Free City of Crowley, the owner of 「Fang」.
『Not every boy can be the hero.』
 『There is no paradise for those who flee.』
 『My life was but a single gust of wind.』
 …
 …
 『Ah, how blessed was the age when one could gaze upon the starry sky and still read the map of paths yet to come.』
Like drifting smoke, the souls of the swords I had consumed appeared one by one.
Not as blades—but as the people they once were.
They all stood, facing the sky— as if challenging someone unseen.
「Young descendant.」
My master’s voice resounded.
「Excellent.」
 “…”
 「To compromise with nothing. To protect what you’ve built, no matter what. Some call it stubbornness. Some, arrogance. Others—conviction.」
 “…”
 「Your own world.」
The fog began to clear.
The mud monsters vanished.
The swamp hardened beneath my feet.
The wounds on my body faded away.
「Crude, but you’ve done it.」
 “…”
 「That was the final key to mastering the legend, and…」
Beyond the lifting mist, a blue light spread. So bright it nearly blinded me.
 The entire world turned blue—earth and sky alike.
Only one phrase echoed in my mind.
「It is your first step toward becoming a Sword Expert, young descendant.」
Azure Heaven.
As the souls of the swords looked skyward, I, too, lifted my eyes.
A clear, boundless sky stretched above— and from it came a voice.
「Last Karavan.」
The mountain peaks shimmered.
 The voice seemed to come from the mountain itself.
「You have won.」
***
Azure Heaven.
A world of endless blue.
Among the faint spirits of swords drifting before me, one shone brighter than all. Unlike the others, he did not turn away—he faced me directly. His wrinkled face looked oddly familiar.
『Insignificant boy, I pay respect to your world.』
 “…”
 『A world unbroken, unyielding. A world forged of steel. I can no longer deny it. You have earned the right to hear my final tale. A trivial story from an old man, but still—』
The mists parted. The clouds lifted. The heavens opened.
From the brightest point of light in that sky, the old adventurer—the one whose voice I’d heard countless times within 「Flight」— spoke softly:
『Boy.』
And the memories surged forth. The voice of the man who had once held 「Flight」— the legendary adventurer.
『Do you know the tale of the genius who became a specimen?』
His final memory— and the legend it contained.
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Chapter 147. Legend (4)
The Sky Mountains — the forbidden realm of the continent, the land of mystery.
They were no mere geographical formation.
They were the first mountains, the ground that had received the heavens’ breath since the dawn of time. And within that sacred land dwelled a will — vast and solemn, nearing that of a god.
The will of the mountain existed bound to the oldest law written by the gods themselves:
Those unworthy shall not draw near to the heavens.
In the present age, the seven races called this “worthiness” many names: the Great Warriors of the Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords, the pure-blooded heirs of royal lines, the masters of the sky — the Dragons. But in truth, it was not they who decided worthiness. It was the mountain’s will.
And since the mountain’s birth, it had never once changed its standard.
The races of the continent believed that only Dragons met that standard— but that was only because Dragons happened to embody it.
True worthiness was simple: To be unbroken.
Throughout the long ages, almost no beings met that mark. Not the famed adventurers, nor the kings who led armies to conquer the peaks, nor the magi who claimed mastery of truth.
None.
Only the Dragons— and a rare few human Swordmasters.
Those who stood utterly convinced that their world was right, even when all others screamed that it was wrong. Those so certain, so unyielding, that the heavens themselves could not sway them.
「…A peculiar human.」
Thus, the mountain’s will fixed its gaze on one such human. A fragile being, yet with a spirit as unbreakable as any who stood at the world’s center.
Could it be, the mountain thought, that this human was truly of the Karavan bloodline? A descendant of the one who once ruled an Age of Steel?
Yet still… he was different from that man.
That man, too, had wielded the souls of blades, as all Karavans did. He crushed those souls beneath his will and consumed them like sap from a tree— for he was too great to coexist with anything lesser.
But this human…
「That was close, huh. Nearly got himself killed again.」
 「Tell me about it.」
He was unlike his forebear. His inner strength rivaled that of transcendent beings, but the rest of him was utterly lacking.
Had he faced the trials of the elements, the spirits, or the heavens head-on— he would have perished.
Yet, unlike the ancient Karavan, he had reached Heaven’s Summit in his own way.
「Didn’t even get to use that pretty face before dying. What a waste.」
 「Says the mercenary whose own face is half-burned.」
 「What was that, you bastard?」
 「Sky Mountains, eh… Dorothy would’ve loved this view. She always spoke of the splendid sights beyond the Labyrinth City.」
 「Humans! Enough nostalgia! The Great Plains of my people are far more beautiful! Now that he holds my memory, he must visit them someday!」
 「Shut up, you damn orc.」
The souls of the swords resting within him— they had protected this fragile human.
「If only we could always guard him like this.」
 「The stars… so beautiful. More than in the age of stars itself.」
 「For a second there, I thought he was gonna break.」
Their voices carried genuine fondness— these blades truly cared for him.
「…He would never break.」
Among them stood a man with steadfast eyes and a gentle smile.
「For Young Lord Arhan will one day leave his name upon the history of this continent.」
Watching him, the mountain’s will mused that it had not seen such a sight in ages.
From high above, amid the clouds, the enraged roars of divine beings echoed— but the mountain was not bound to heed them. It would open itself to any who met the condition.
And this one had.
Then the mountains will noticed something else— one more spirit hovering near the human, unlike the rest.
Not one of the devoured sword souls, yet the closest of them all.
A faint, flickering spirit radiating tender affection, holding tightly to an old book.
Its light shimmered like a firefly.
The cover of the tattered book read: “The Knight of La Mancha.”
***
There were no miracles in this world.
“Come on… sprout again, wings.”
My second attempt at the climb ended in failure. 
This aged body was far beyond repair— a relic that should’ve been resting beside a warm hearth.
I had spent my last years chasing adventure, basking in fame alongside my son— and the price was ruin.
Then came the fall.
“I beg you…”
I survived—barely.  But survival meant little.
 My hands trembled too much to grip the rock.
 My body creaked like old wood.
It whispered to me: Your time is over.
A worthless old man.
A father too feeble to carry on his genius son’s dream.
“Please… sprout again…”
The heavens themselves seemed to answer:
No more.
Every age, it seemed, demanded the old step aside.
There is no country for old men.
Under the same beautiful sky, I lost consciousness— falling like a bird that could no longer flap its wings.
One miracle had spared my life once before. There would not be another.
My body shattered beyond repair.
“Is that the old fool?”
I heard them.
“The madman who tried to reach the sky.”
 “They say his son’s dead and he’s crippled now. The son was a fool too—couldn’t even speak right, a lump of meat pretending to be human.”
The sages once said: The son follows the path of the father.
But my twilight was the inverse.
 The father was retracing the tragedy of the son.
Now I, too, was caged— a living relic, unable to move or even end my own life.
“Why did he dare challenge the heavens?”
The boy who had once dreamed of Flight was gone.
The father, too, was broken—punished for defying the sky.
“Filthy thing.”
 “Humans should learn their place.”
How I despised that sky. Yet how beautiful it was— the same sky my son had loved.
My mind, though trapped in ruin, was clear as crystal. I gazed upward, day and night, for when I did… I could almost hear his voice. The voice of my son, once cradled in my arms, laughing, dreaming of wings.
Time passed. Hatred, grief, resentment—all eroded.
 Even the people forgot me.
I still became older. My body decayed, my mind sharpened. And the sky remained—blue, endless, pure. Just like Heaven’s Zenith — the Azure Heaven.
I could no longer feel.
How had my son endured such torment for so long?
How had he never lost hope?
I began to admire him more than I ever had.
Sometimes, I wondered if I was already dead, trapped in some cruel purgatory.
I could not speak. I could not move. I could only pray for the gods to take me. And still, I could not look away from the sky.
“Please, stay still.”
The priestesses of the Goddess of Light tended me. A rotting husk that soiled itself, stinking of decay— yet still alive. Still clinging to the world I no longer wanted.
Until one day—“Father.”
A woman came to me. Middle-aged, blue-haired, flanked by two boys.
Their faces were bright, innocent— and so achingly familiar.
“My apologies for being late. It took years to find you.”
She was my son’s wife. Back when my son had been a famed inventor, she had carried his child—two children.
Now she stood before me, bringing my grandsons to the wreck I’d become.
“They wanted to see your face. He always spoke of you, you know. Said he could dream of flight because of you. That you were the reason he never gave up.”
I wanted to deny it.
 I was a poor father, unworthy of such praise. But when I tried to close my heart— tears fell instead.
Hot, searing tears.
“Grandfather.”
I looked upon my grandsons—twins, it seemed.
“We want to fly too.”
 “Up there, like birds.”
Their eyes held the same light I’d once seen in my son.
The same fire.
“Mother said you can’t talk anymore. But you can hear us, right?”
 “Then please remember our names, okay? So when we meet in heaven, call us. When you call, we’ll fly to you.”
“I’m Wilbur Wright.”
 “And I’m Orville Wright.”
Their eyes sparkled.
“Everyone calls us the Wright Brothers. One day, we’ll fly higher than anyone.”
Ah…
Dreams endure. Invisible threads, passing from father to son, to grandsons. Almost as if by heaven’s will.
But heaven is cruel.
The same cruelty that struck my son returned.
 Dragons — the lords of the sky.
They descended once more to erase the third generation.
Wings unfurled. People bowed in terror.
My daughter-in-law shielded her sons, pleading for mercy.
And I— still trapped in my useless body— could do nothing.
Heaven spoke again: This is your fate. You will serve as proof that man must never dream of the sky.
My son. My grandsons. All to be erased, mocked as fools for daring to rise.
“Ah…”
Then, suddenly—clarity.
My body moved.
Gasps filled the room. Even the Dragon’s eyes widened.
The relic of a man stood, burning from within.
“Ahh…”
What is Flight, truly? To fly— is to resist.
Every being is born bound to the earth.
To rise is to rebel against the natural order.
To defy gravity, fate, and the will of the heavens.
“Sprout again, my wings.”
At last, I understood what my son had sought his whole life.
The foolish old father had finally glimpsed the truth his son had seen in youth.
Flight was resisting.
The defiance of the low against the high.
The poor, living with dignity.
The old, dreaming like children.
The broken, refusing despair.
Every act of defiance—was a form of flight.
“Let’s fly, just once more.”
I gripped the short sword I once carried in our journeys together.
The Dragon roared— and I soared.
Not metaphorically.
My body truly rose.
Faster than sight, I reached the beast. The world turned blue— from earth to sky, everything was Azure Heaven.
“Let’s fly once more…”
Thud.
The Dragon’s head fell. Its body collapsed into pieces.
Blood drenched me, but I lifted my gaze.
Above me spread a flawless blue sky.
And in that brilliance, I saw faint forms— eyes watching from beyond the clouds.
The gods themselves.
I met their gaze, and smiled.
“Well then… exalted ones.”
My body was breaking apart. But I had one last thing to say.
“…Do you know the story of the Taxidermied Genius?”
That— was the final moment of one old adventurer.
***
When I opened my eyes—
『Noble youth who lives with purpose. You who defy the heavens and leave a path of greatness.』
The old adventurer stood before me.
『Contrary to what you think, I never reached Azure Heaven— not even the mists you’ve passed. What my son and I saw was merely a clear sky we mistook for heaven. We were fools.』
His spirit began to fade, dissolving into light that flowed into me.
『My end was pitiful compared to your world. I only wanted to rise once more. Whether that was meaningful or not… who can say? I only hope my old blade serves you well.』
He smiled.
『Ah… that cloudless blue sky… how beautiful it was.』
Behind him shimmered countless faint souls— his son, his grandsons, every life he’d touched.
They merged together— and became a sword.
『May our small legend aid you.』
Under the blue sky, within a single ray of light, 「Flight」 was fully absorbed into me.
Fulfillment surged through me— and then the final voice echoed:
『Now, nothing will bind you again. Nothing at all.』
『For that is our legend.』
When I opened my eyes again, my master’s voice spoke:
「It won’t be long now.」
A tone filled with satisfaction.
「The day the world pays the price for forgetting the Karavans.」
***
The mountain shook.
 Boom!
The ground trembled violently beneath my feet.
A landslide’s prelude— the earth itself roaring.
But I did not panic. I lifted my sword calmly.
From above, the heavens’ tidal wave of power cascaded down.
It felt as though the world itself was collapsing.
And yet— I felt no fear.
Not anymore.
With the new power of my sword, I had no reason to.
“Hoo…”
I closed my eyes. Opened them again.
And spoke—
『Wings… sprout anew.』
The world before me turned blue.
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Chapter 148 — Legend (5)
A beautiful land beneath Azure Heaven. A land of peace like an oasis in the desert was being soiled, buried in dirt and rock. An avalanche as if the sky itself were collapsing. 
This merciless violence was not the will of the mountain but the will of the sky. The sky-imbued power resting in the mountains was rampaging in time with the gods’ singing anger. 
The Nine Goddesses and Seven Lords did not want the last Karavan with steel blood’s lineage to come even slightly close to them. They truly did not welcome it.
“Hmm, that looks dangerous.”
A threatening avalanche.
Seeing the outpouring of nature’s violence, Sherizik slowly raised her glaive. 
Arhan’s soul had become incomparably larger than before. Arhan before climbing the Sky Mountains and after climbing them were almost entirely different beings. 
But if he were swept away there, no matter how much Arhan had grown, he could not have survived. It wasn’t a simple landslide; it was the gods’ wrath, steeped in the sky’s power. That was why Sherizik, who had been watching her friend from afar for more than two months, slowly rose from her seat.
“He’s a handful… not bad.”
She smiled with murderous intent.
***
The moment I used the power of 「Flight」 I was swept by an exhilaration like liberation. It felt as if everything that had bound me until now had vanished. As if I had spent my whole life swimming underwater and for the first time stepped ashore and ran free without resistance.
‘It’s insanely fast.’
It felt like a two-footed beast gaining wings and soaring into the sky. My movement had become a speed that could not be compared to before. It was different from the Wing acceleration I had as a Sword Runner. If Wings simply made me faster, this made me an entirely different creature.
Bang—!
With a brutal sound, a boulder fell where I had been standing moments ago. If I had been even a little slower, I would have been nothing but dried fish. But I was not afraid. In the blue world I saw, there were blue paths.
Paths I had not seen before. Because I myself had become faster, my eyes opened anew. As if I could clearly see a short stretch of the future, I cut across the slope like a beast in the field. The avalanche could never catch me. As I ran coolly against the wind, a voice rang inside my head.
【What, what have you done!】
A buzzing voice. My brat of a dragon. It was Aion’s voice.
【H-here it’s a complete mess. A human entered Azure Heaven. Everyone’s rampaging, saying a lowly species invaded our domain.】
Aion sounded anxious.
【Even the elders are interested in this incident. They’re babbling nonsense about steel returning to the era, about the Sword of Heaven breaking the oath… I’ve only just come back not long ago and this is putting me in a lot of trouble. I might even get interrogated.】
 “…….”
 【This is awful. If you’re going to do this, at least swear you won’t take me as a travel companion if you die! I’m so worried I can’t sleep — if I lose sleep at my age, my growth slows down……】
Apparently my actions had put Aion in quite a bind. Of course. In the memory inside 「Flight」, when a human approached the sky the dragons themselves had erupted in chaos. But this time a human had crawled all the way to their nest entrance, hadn’t he? Chaos was inevitable. But—
“…Sword of Heaven?”
One word lodged itself firmly in my ears.
“Did you just say Sword of Heaven?”
 【Are you even listening? I said I’m in a terrible spot!】
Sword of Heaven. A familiar term. It was part of the forgotten history shown to me by my other ancestors in Cherville before I left the Iron Kingdom’s borders. It was a word I had heard within that forgotten history.
‘Do not stand against the Sword of Heaven. They were the natural enemies of Steel.’
I had not expected to hear that term here. While thinking that—
“Oof.”
With a thud, a huge tree crashed right in front of me. I almost ended my life then and there. Catching my breath, I pushed off the ground and leaped, vaulted the tree, and kept running. It was an important term, but now was not the time to dwell on it.
【W-what, you’re not dead, right? Eek, if you’re dead just go back to the spirit world. Don’t take me as a travel companion.】
 “……I’m not dead yet. I know it’s troublesome, but handle it yourselves. I can’t just run over there and stab everyone to death. Solve your problems your way. That way, if I get in trouble later, the bright future dragon Aion will help me.”
 【Huh? You mean you’ll solve yours and I’ll help you with mine…?】
 “Ah, don’t split hairs. I’m a little busy right now. If I die here, I won’t go alone. I’ll ride on cute-dragon Aion’s back to the afterlife. So stop talking to me.”
 【……Okay.】
Swish — a tree trunk flew like a cannon. It whizzed past behind my head, but my superhuman senses warned me in advance. Without even looking, I whirled my sword once and slashed. With a crack, the trunk split in two and fell to the ground. Escaping another crisis, I gave Aion one last instruction.
“And while you’re solving your problem, find out more about the Sword of Heaven in detail. It’s important.”
It was truly important. The Sword of Heaven had been an entirely unknown clue until now. That clue had come first from the dragons. Among the seven races, the dragons were the most closed-off; there was no way I could learn the information circulating among dragons. Dragons trusted only dragons. 
Only the cute baby dragon Aion was the sole key who could pry out this vital information.
【But how could I possibly do that…】
 “Thank you!”
After saying that I unilaterally cut the connection. It was easy to sever the link with Aion. In a contract secured by a Dragon Heart, I was the primary and the other party was the secondary. 
When I did not want communication, Aion’s presence faded like smoke. Aion’s energy kept knocking at my soul like a door, but if I didn’t respond, it was his problem.
‘I’m too busy to really chat anyway.’
A roar echoed. The avalanche that pursued me did not stop; it kept gaining on me. It did not feel like a natural disaster but rather like something alive. I even sensed malice there — a will to kill me.
‘The Sword of Heaven clue is fascinating, but first I had to survive.’
I tightened my breathing. With my pounding heart, the world deepened into bluer hues. 
My body moved even faster, and while dashing to avoid the avalanche a huge spirit beast lunged at me with a growl. Not only nature but the creatures of this place were bent on killing me.
‘If I stopped, the avalanche would catch me. If I were buried there, Steel Blood or whatever would be smashed. I couldn’t stop, but getting bitten by that thing was impossible. Then?’
There was only one way. Break through.
The moment I thought that, a blue path unfolded. The path thinned as soon as it appeared, narrowing into a line painted in blue. The thin line flashed and in the next instant my body shone with a flash. 
Becoming a ray of light, a pointed blade cut through the spirit beast’s body entirely. Flesh, blood, and entrails spilled, and as one spirit beast met death, my speed did not diminish at all. And then—
“Stop.”
“Stop,” a voice boomed across the whole mountain, so thunderous it seemed ears might burst. The voice rang suddenly like thunder, echoing repeatedly. The moment the voice poured out, my body froze. I could not move as if my muscles and bones had broken. It felt as if control of my body had been taken by someone.
‘What is this?’
It felt alien. I frowned for a moment and my master’s words came to mind.
「It is Dragon Tongue.」
 “…….”
 「One of the dragons’ countless powers. The original magic, a mystery that no race other than dragons could realize. By putting will into spoken words alone, it bent reality — a spoken rune.」
Dragon Tongue. I had experienced it before. The chilling sensation I had felt the moment Aion muttered something on the Cloud Bridge — the feeling that pressed down on the soul and skimmed the skin, the rising fear. The power that once overwhelmed our party for an instant. But the Dragon Tongue I now faced was completely different from that time. If Aion’s had been simple intimidation, this was close to an incomprehensible catastrophe.
「This is the true Dragon Tongue, young descendant. What you experienced then was closer to a child’s swagger. The true Dragon Tongue, by being spoken, crushes other souls and strips away their will. It makes them kneel before their greatness.」
 “…….”
 「It seems the lizards are very angry at the uninvited guest who came to their home. They are not like that young dragon from before. True dragons are pursuing you.」
It was on another level. I felt like an ant before a giant. But—‘Nothing could bind the boy any longer.’
I had newly obtained power. Whether it was the true dragons’ spoken runes or the terrible avalanche, as long as I had this power nothing could bind me. Never.
‘That was our legend.’
An old adventurer who had wanted to fly until the last moment. The will of an elder who inherited the dreams of his bloodline. He wanted to ascend, wanted to resist, and thus struggled and eventually flew up, making a legend out of the sword.
If I were to name it—
『Let us fly one more time.』
The power of ‘Liberation.’
“Hah—!”
Blue light gushed from my body. In the next instant the light exploded and everything that had held me vanished like smoke. A sense of release washed over me, and soon all the obstacles before my eyes began to blur transparently. The moment everything in sight disappeared, a long path unfolded. A free path that no one could obstruct.
『Let us try flying one more time.』
With that I gained a speed unlike before. As a single ray of light, neither the avalanche nor the true dragons could chase me. They could not even see me, let alone pursue. That was the legend I had newly embraced.
***
“They missed him.”
 “……I’m sorry.”
Beyond Azure Heaven. Kaluah, the sentinel who had guarded the dragons’ land spread across the Sky Mountains’ summit for centuries, bowed his head. He had failed in a sentinel’s duty to allow no intruder. The human had set foot right in front of the dragons’ nest, and as a sentinel Kaluah had to cut the human’s breath who had invaded dragon territory. That task should have succeeded at all costs. 
The human who trespassed into sacred land was that loathsome Karavan with steel blood.
“No, it’s fine.”
While Kaluah could not lift his head with guilt, the old dragons — the great ancient dragons — did not place any blame on the sentinel who had failed in his duty. They did not scold him nor hand down light punishment.
“It is not because of your lack. We cannot go outside our nests. No matter who you are, in this stifling nest it would have been difficult to restrain that human. Forget it. What can be done? He has already gone….”
The ancient dragons spoke indulgently. 
At first glance it sounded merciful, but Kaluah knew these old dragons were neither merciful nor indulgent. They were incarnations of violence who wanted to destroy anything that displeased them and could not endure anything existing above their heads. 
There was one true reason they showed such an attitude.
“No, it is not fine. If you allow me, I will fly up at once, shred that insolent human’s flesh, trample his soul, and return.”
 “That is unnecessary. What has left should be left to flow away like water—”
 “Are you afraid?”
Fear.
“Are you trembling because of the remnants of a forgotten family no one remembers now? Are you so shackled by the past that you are afraid to act even when their pitiful descendants insult us? All because of a past that is gone—!”
Kaluah shouted with rage. The clear sky and the earth began to tremble in response to the great dragons’ singing wrath. Nature raged alongside, and the old dragons simply watched their sentinel.
“What on earth, what are you so afraid of?”
Kaluah could not fathom it. Dragons did not age. Time was on the dragons’ side. 
The old dragons had become beings close to gods after nearly eternal years. If they wished, a single gesture could shake continents, they could reproduce the past where they ruled atop the seven races and held all underfoot. 
They could restore the ancient Age of Dragons. Kaluah felt their greatness acutely merely standing before them. The ancient dragons had long since become absolute beings. But—
“Yes, we are afraid. Terribly afraid.”
Kaluah saw it.
“A long time has passed. Yet none of us could forget that day. Perhaps we never will. Young sentinel, we cannot go outside. Dragons who have endured steel will not dare leave; they will not step into the world….”
Absolute beings touched by the divine trembled like newborns.
“What are you so afraid of?”
Kaluah, who could have obliterated them with a breath, saw in their eyes an indelible fear. An indescribable primal terror surged.
“You would not understand.”
Kaluah could not grasp it. Why should dragons, who should be above all things, live trapped and bound by a distant past? Why should the freest race be unable to spread their wings and instead curl up like insects through endless ages….?
“Do not break the covenant. Dragons must stay here. If we left, Liam would come. Liam Karavan, an irresistible death and the world’s destroyer… he will return. That must never be.”
As Kaluah listened to the trembling voices of the ancient dragons, his eyes blurred. When Kaluah had been a young dragon, those who had lived since the age of myth were objects of reverence. They were above all, powerful, great, and wise rulers of the sky.
“…I cannot understand it.”
 But as he watched the ancient dragons trembling in fear, his reverence vanished. Their conduct was very un-dragonlike. A race that should always reign supreme above all else. Born conquerors, natural rulers. That was dragons. A dragon trembling in fear could not exist. Impossible.
“It’s ugly, pitiful, and disgusting.”
Kaluah no longer cared for courtesy. Even as he insulted them, the ancient dragons simply remained silent. Seeing them, Kaluah flung away the proud mark on his horn — the glory only sentinels bore. When he had that mark he had been the happiest dragon in the world. But at that moment the mark meant nothing to him.
“I now understand why the brave sentinel Charlotte abandoned her duty and left for the Iron Kingdom to be with that lowly Ian Cherville. I understand now why so many young dragons followed her out into the world. You could not bear being trapped in the past. You could not endure the nausea and rage rising from your souls.”
Not long ago, the bravest sentinel of the dragon land, the dragon Charlotte, had led several young dragons and left this place — an act against duty. At the time Kaluah could not understand her behavior. 
He had even thought she had gone mad to cozy up to a petty human lord of a small kingdom. 
But now Kaluah understood. Seeing the old ones’ terrible faces, life beside humans looked far preferable. Far, far better.
“I will leave as well, old dragons. And I will take all the young and strong dragons with me. There is no hope here. Dragons must fly. If we remain curled up, we will forget how to fly. You are ruining dragons.”
Saying that, Kaluah turned and left. The old dragons left behind whispered quietly.
“…We only protect the dragons.”
 “You do not know, you know nothing.”
 “What the Karavan can do….”
Words bloodied youths would never hearken.
***
I barely managed to escape.
The liberation power contained in 「Flight」 — that thing was something else. Enticing enough to want to boast. It was an outrageous power. But—
【Descendant of Steel—!】
There was no time to gloat.
【Help, I need your help!】
The moment I had wriggled free, Audrey contacted me. Mages’ means of communication — using the spirit world to talk to those at great distances.
“What’s wrong?”
 【What’s wrong? Are you kidding? How long have you been gone! Without a single message! How long were you absent!? Everything’s turned to crap! What were you doing—!】
 “…….”
 【Anyway, come here right now. Go to the Sky Empire; beg my sisters. Ask them to send you to the Karavan territory. Teleport you there.】
 “Is it that urgent?”
An answer came immediately.
【This place might vanish off the map soon.】
It seemed many terrible things had happened while I had been buried in the mountain.
【So hurry—!】
***
「Name: 「Flight」」
 「A sword steeped in the legend of an old adventurer.」
 「The mystery of Flight is imbued.」
 「- It unfolds the world of Azure Heaven and grants extremely swift movement.」
 .
 .
 .
 「The legend of Liberation is imbued.」
 「- Frees the wielder from all elements that impede movement. Immediately after liberation, for a short time the wielder can move at a speed that surpasses limits.」
 .
 .
 .
 「Consumption completed.」
 「The Steel Blood hungers.」
 「Consume a new sword.」
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Chapter 149 — Oz (1)
The Sky Mountains.
A forbidden zone of the continent and a land of mystery. Azure Heaven and beyond — the domain ruled by dragons — were called the forbidden realm that every adventurer dreamed of. 
But not all the vast mountains belonged to dragons. There were lands where mysterious spirits dwelled, lands ruled by ancient spirit beasts, and even lands of perfect wilderness with no ruler at all.
And beneath all those lands of varying forms lay a hidden, lowly kingdom buried deep under layers of damp soil and stone — the Dwarves’ kingdom, concealed from the eyes of the sky, from the eyes of dragons.
 If dragons were the rulers of the heavens, then Dwarves were the rulers of the earth.
“Grand General, the descendant of Steel has departed.”
Upon the fortress’s outer wall, a Dwarf clad in thick iron armor bowed his head and gave his report. The one receiving it was a Grand General wearing a suit of dark-black iron — the bravest and most steadfast of all in this lowly kingdom. 
The unbreakable shield that guarded the Dwarves — the Iron Man, Dwight. Gazing up at the pale sky, Dwight murmured quietly.
“How complete is the descendant of Steel?”
 “Still like iron that needs more tempering, sir. Hard enough, but not yet truly formed. As you know better than anyone, General, no matter how fine the ore may be, unrefined iron is still…”
 “…less than a failed blade lying in the forge.”
Tempering — there was still a long way to go. But considering the characteristics of the Karavan bloodline, this rate of growth was quite decent. It could not be rushed. 
The Karavan took far longer to reach perfection than the other Great Five Houses. But once they did reach completion, they became absolute beings none could stand before. For that was the essence of Steel.
“Yes. It was wise not to summon him here yet. Even if we brought him into the Dwarven Kingdom now, there is nothing we could do for him. The time has not yet come.”
The descendant of Steel had yet to reach that realm — the realm where a single swing dulled the edge, a single step shattered the boots, and a single leap tore the armor apart.
A stage where no equipment in the world could endure the overwhelming power contained within. When that time came, the descendant of Steel had to come to the Dwarven Kingdom, for only the treasures housed in the 「Golden Vault」 could withstand the terrible might of the Karavan.
“Hah…”
 “Don’t fret too much, sir. There’s no need to rush — we Dwarves are best at waiting patiently, hiding deep and biding our time.”
 “You’re right. But still…”
Dwight clasped his hands behind his back.
News of the ever-changing world reached even this buried kingdom. 
The whirlpool of chaos devouring the world would soon reach the Dwarven Kingdom as well. 
There would be no way to avoid its hand. The turmoil sweeping the continent was the world’s flow, and those insignificant beings living upon it could not resist the tide.
“…Still, I cannot help but wish that time would come a little sooner.”
Soon the Dwarves, too, would be drawn into the whirlpool.
The world was calling them.
Dwight prayed that the descendant of Steel would gain enough power and worth before this Dwarven Kingdom was swallowed by the coming age of blood. Before the dragons, who coveted this place and sought to steal all that the Dwarves held to adorn their own nests, could lay claim to it — so that even if the 「Golden Vault」 were opened before their eyes, no disaster would befall them.
For that to happen, the descendant of Steel had to reach that realm as soon as possible — the realm where the Karavan began to show their true, genuine nature.
The Realm of Immortality.
***
Because of the Dragon Tongue, the power of Liberation within 「Flight」 had activated, allowing me to escape instantly. By the time the effect waned, the avalanche was so far behind I couldn’t even see it anymore.
‘It’s insanely fast.’
The speed was incomparable even to Wing acceleration. It didn’t last long, but at this rate, even Sword Runners spreading their Wings would be annihilated before realizing what hit them. 
It had conditions, yes, but not ones too hard to meet. I’d been bound by countless bizarre tricks in fights before — too many to count. Even without Liberation’s power, the Mystery of 「Flight」 alone was formidable. 
Combine the Wing acceleration and the Mystery of Flight, and unless one was a master swordsman on Rhapsody’s level, no one could react. 
Absolutely no one.
‘Good power is good, but I should still get off this mountain fast.’
The power 「Flight」 granted was exhilarating, but I didn’t want to experience that again. 
The avalanche that spelled certain death if swept away, the overwhelming might of a dragon added on top — the true Dragon Tongue, utterly unlike Aion’s, was pure discomfort. To have my soul seized and tossed about like that — I felt like a pathetic insect. Never again.
‘I’m still too weak to face a true dragon.’
Naturally so. A mere Sword Runner who’d just absorbed one sword couldn’t suddenly become a Dragon Slayer. 
Dragons were living legends of this continent — symbols of the most powerful violence among all seven races. I was lacking. For now.
‘…Still, it’s all about how I use it.’
At the end of 「Flight」’s memories, the old adventurer, with his broken body, had slain a dragon. 
The dragon he killed had been far stronger and more seasoned than Aion. 
Which meant the disgust and helplessness I felt earlier had stemmed entirely from my own inadequacy.
‘There’s no way the one dragon that came after me just happened to be absurdly strong. I can’t be that unlucky. Clearly, it’s because I lack the skill and experience…’
Nodding to myself, I hurried down the path.
It had only growled before, but maybe my sudden escape had riled it up enough that the dragons would pursue me. 
In countless myths, dragons were depicted as noble, wise, and praiseworthy beings — but hadn’t I already learned that stories and reality were different? Just remembering Aion’s nerdy behavior was proof enough that dragons weren’t all that “cool.”
I caught my breath and descended. Then, from the bushes, a spirit beast easily three times my size leapt out. It wasn’t an ambush meant to kill — but just as I was about to draw my sword, the creature’s head suddenly burst apart with a pop.
“…?”
 “I’ve been waiting.”
The beast’s head fragments splattered to the ground. When I lifted my gaze, I saw a terrifying orc drenched in sticky blood and the beast’s remains. 
She looked like a demon risen from hell, yet she was smiling brightly despite the carnage — that chilling, murderous smile. Familiar enough to make my heartbeat rise involuntarily.
“…Sherizik?”
The most beautiful orc was waiting for me.
***
“…So that’s what the others were doing while I was here.”
Sherizik told me about my companions’ situation. 
Apparently, more than two months had passed while I’d been here. I’d known some time had gone by, but hearing the exact number hit differently — two months. A short yet long time.
According to her, Tom and Audrey had returned to the Iron Kingdom and were faithfully guarding the Karavan territory. 
Sherizik had stayed behind in case I was in danger, which was why she hadn’t heard any news since returning to the territory. She also added that there’d been no word from Seol Yoon, though that didn’t worry me much. If it was Seol Yoon, she could handle herself anywhere.
‘I really should return as soon as possible.’
Even as the nominal lord, I’d been absent for far too long. Hailyn, Sancho, Audrey, Tom… all good people like Fetel in the past, helping me. But leaving everything to them weighed on me with guilt. Besides—
“I don’t think things are going too well. The continent’s situation is… turbulent right now. Most nations except the Sky Empire are in a tense standoff.”
 “A standoff?”
 “Yes. Because of the conquered Free Cities and the deaths that followed, many races and nations now have justification for war. Some city-states have already started fighting each other, some nations launched coups in the name of vengeance, and others are just watching, calculating what gains they could reap from the chaos. Think of it as the calm before the storm.”
The situation outside seemed serious.
 I could picture it — Rhapsody’s army stationed before the Karavan territory, the suffocating tension between us, ready to ignite at any moment. And now that same air blanketed the entire continent.
“And—”
Sherizik began to say something more. And then—
【Descendant of Steel─!】
Audrey’s voice crashed in.
***
Using the mages’ method of communication, Audrey shouted that I needed to return immediately — that she needed help — that at this rate, the Karavan territory might vanish from the map. When I asked for details, her hurried voice muttered:
【Just come first. I barely have time to explain. You’re still the lord in name — we need you. These maniacs— your butler Sancho tried to act as your deputy lord, and they drew swords on him right away. Said a non-noble had no right to speak. If it weren’t for old Tom, your butler would be dead now.】
 “…They threatened my man? Who?”
 【The Iron Legion. The Iron Kingdom’s strongest army.】
 “Why would they do that? The Iron Kingdom’s barely holding off its own external enemies. Making new ones would be tiring.”
 【It’s complicated. A lot happened in the two months you were gone. So just come. Ask my sisters—】
 “You mean the Witches?”
 【Yes! Who else? You think I’d tell you to go find some random woman who may or may not even exist to beg her for magic?】
 “……”
 【Anyway— ah, wait! Descendant of Steel, that adventurer’s sword — did you absorb the soul inside it?】
 “Yes, I’ve finished absorption.”
Audrey sounded frantic, but when she heard my words, I caught the sound of a relieved sigh through the link.
【Good. Then go to my sisters immediately. Tell them you’ve absorbed the soul of a legendary adventurer’s sword… but don’t tell them what it is. Negotiate with that.】
 “Negotiate?”
 【Yes. In exchange for sending you here, have them assign another Witch to your territory. At least sixth… no, someone higher than my fourth sister. We desperately need a mage here. Desperately!】
 “Hmm.”
A mage, desperately needed. 
I couldn’t guess the situation, but Audrey’s voice alone told me it was dire.
‘Still, isn’t it funny to use information for blackmail when they’re your own sisters?’
Of course, that was a sweet deal for me.
 Honestly, I half-hoped Audrey would get attached to the village and quit being a Witch altogether, staying on as a resident mage. After all, few things were as valuable — or as useful — as a high-grade mage-slash-servant.
“Yes, understood. But I’m a country bumpkin. Where do I even find the Witches?”
 【In the Magic City.】
The Magic City.
【Go to the Magic City, “Oz.” Mention my name there, and you’ll meet my sisters.】
The city where Dorothy, the mage loved by the wandering swordsman of 「Gale」, had come from.
***
【Yes, understood. I’ll move as quickly as I can.】
Hearing the distant voice fade, Audrey bit her lip and nodded.
The magical connection broke. As soon as it did, she leaned forward and let out a long sigh, forehead pressed against the shelf.
“Please, move quickly.”
Behind her, in the dim room, a girl lay on the bed, breathing weakly and painfully. Her fair skin was covered in wounds, and though she groaned softly in pain, her eyes did not open. 
Audrey gently poured some medicine she had hastily procured between the girl’s lips. 
Soon, the groans subsided. Audrey looked at her with sorrowful eyes — the cute girl who had always listened to her, who had become her precious little friend in this land.
“If you’re late, Hailyn will die. And…”
Audrey’s trembling hand brushed Hailyn’s cheek, then slowly turned her gaze toward the window. Through the slight gap of the open pane, blazing flames were visible — vast and powerful, as if they could consume the entire village in one breath.
“…the village you love so much will disappear too.”
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Chapter 150 — Oz (2)
“The flow of the continent is taking a strange turn.”
“They say many have died. Among the western continent’s city-states, countless ones have gone beyond small disputes into full-scale war. Some lands have already become lawless zones after losing their rulers.”
“The seed Ian Cherville sowed has sprouted. Like the strong flapping of a butterfly’s wings becoming a storm on the other side of the continent.”
“Every being across the vast continent is waging war under different banners. Between races, between nations, even between faiths. They all claim it’s for their beliefs — but in truth, it’s for profit. Everyone knows it, don’t they? War is horrific, but it brings great rewards.”
“Ian Cherville, the King of the Iron Kingdom, threw the spark. The continent may be wide, but its land is finite. The Six Free Cities — the most fertile and precious lands — fell into the Iron Kingdom’s hands far too easily. Naturally, the other nations’ greed would ignite. Truth be told, even our own Empire had its eyes on them, if not for that old covenant promising never to break eternal peace…”
“It was bound to happen someday. The order of the heavens our Empire built could not last forever. This chaos will not end here. Across the vast continent, there remain countless fertile lands — especially in the southern nations, still undeveloped and lacking proper armies. Seeing the Iron Kingdom’s advance, the other great powers will crave the same. Rather than stand idle and lose all to others, they’ll rush to plant their banners first — even if condemned for it. All to possess more.”
“An age of conquest, then. Next will come an age of colonies. Nations will wage war to claim as many colonies as possible. Countless countries will arise, erasing the will of primitive lands, forcing them to produce only for their conquerors. Dishonorable, yes — but soon it will be considered foolish not to do so.”
“There will be endless conflict. Forced conscription will spark revolts, coups will give rise to tyrants, and the distrustful will band together with those who share some trivial commonality. Perhaps racial nationalism will return — an age of hatred that cruelly discriminates, tears apart, and excludes all who differ.”
“This time it will be worse. Even within a single nation, people will fragment endlessly. Ideologies harsher than racism will arise. Those of the same race will group together; within them, religion will split them again. They’ll divide further by city, family, even what academy they attended. Countless factions will be born, and all will turn aggressive.”
“Even within small villages, factions will split. And once they do, they’ll stop doing anything productive and instead spend all day tearing one another apart. Instead of farming, they’ll slander others, seek applause, and plot to seize each other’s wealth. The great alliance may crumble. The balance among the seven races, achieved after the Age of War, may once again be broken.”
“A world where right and wrong no longer matter — only guilt or innocence. Everyone prattles about politics or belief with shallow knowledge, yet none farming. Then, once again, kings and nobles will seek war.”
“Indeed. What unites divided people better than war? War even forces productivity upward. If victorious, one can enslave entire nations — erase their will and use them wholly.”
“Wars will start division, and division will be quelled by war, then temporary unions will fragment again… the same process will repeat endlessly. Endless war, endless death, gold and glory reserved for the few.”
“The same pattern as before. As the sages said: ‘A people who forget their history have no future; history repeats itself.’ The age when swords, spears, and shields defined right and wrong — that Age of War is returning, darker and more blood-soaked than ever.”
“Then the conclusion is, as always, the same.”
At that word, the eight sages, heads together around a round table flooded with light, looked up. The Round Table, beneath the highest heavens of the greatest empire — Velma, the Grand Empire known as the Sky Empire. At its peak sat the Emperor.
“Sages, have you reached a decision?”
 “Yes, O Greatest Sky.”
 “Speak.”
A sage bowed deeply.
“The Empire will not join the wars. Instead, we shall wage a different war — one fought on the opposite side of the battlefield. A war where we shed no blood, yet claim all the gold and glory.”
 “Oh? Is that possible?”
 “For the Empire, it is. Since the last Age of War, the Sky Empire — the greatest power on the continent, protector of all order and might — has never known defeat. It can be done.”
The Emperor tilted his head slightly.
 The sage continued.
“War is a dreadful thing. Much blood will be spilled. But as history proves, those who bleed are the defeated. Death and reward always come hand in hand. And—”
 “—We are not the ones who bleed, but the ones who hold the gold.”
The Emperor’s words drew nods from all eight sages. He was not lesser than them — a man of the holiest bloodline on the continent. No word suited him better than “sky.” At least, none of the sages knew.
“Crisis is another word for opportunity. The Empire has more than enough power to turn crisis into gain. Just as we did when the last Age of War arrived.”
The Age of War — the bloodiest in all history, the darkest of ages. Yet paradoxically, the Sky Empire had gained brilliance from it. The Velma Empire had ascended then, reborn as the Grand Empire — the Sky Empire.
“After the Age of War, the Velma Empire became the Sky Empire and grew into the continent’s supreme superpower. Once debtors to the Black Archipelago, we seized all Central Continent lands, uniting the smaller kingdoms under one banner. After the war, the Empire that had once bowed became the greatest creditor nation. All nations and races looked up to us — the heavens themselves.”
A sage spoke again.
“The greatest business is war, O Great Sky. In the second Age of War soon to come, the Sky Empire shall know unrivaled prosperity.”
 “I understand… but tell me,”
 “Are you concerned?”
 “Is there any guarantee this growing vortex will not harm the Empire?”
 “There will be none. All wars are dressed in pretense, but their essence is glory and victory. What nation or alliance would dare knock on the Sky Empire’s gates? They’ll not provoke us — they’ll pray the sleeping giant never wakes.”
The logic was sound. Yet there was one thing the sages did not know.
“Greed is the strongest emotion of all. Surely, among the continent’s rulers, there are none so mad as to seek only ruin, death, and war for war’s sake. No true madmen exist — perhaps pretenders, but not real ones thirsting purely for blood.”
But war itself was never born of reason. And the one who had first sparked this chaos — the monarch seated upon the Iron Throne, crowned with his father’s blood — was not a man of reason. Not in the slightest.
Thus— The sages had no inkling what kind of future Ian Cherville dreamed of.
***
The Grand Empire Velma — the Sky Empire — housed countless cities. Each was so vast it could hardly be called a mere city, for most had once been nations themselves. The Empire was, at its core, a coalition bound under the creed of “many united as one.”
Among them, the city called Oz, known as the Magic City, was built by countless magical beings of the central continent: spiritists, mages, shamans from the Great Forest — essentially, all beings of the spiritual world within the Empire gathered here.
“Oh…”
It hadn’t taken long to reach the Magic City from the Sky Mountains. Getting to the Empire’s border took time, but once within, travel between its cities was effortless — for every city, including the capital, was linked by gates.
“It feels like I’ve stepped into another world.”
That was my first impression of the Magic City Oz.
 Another world. Compared to the Iron Kingdom, this was a true new world. Towering skyscrapers reached for the sky, and the streets bustled not with carriages but strange steel contraptions. Even above, metal vessels roared through the air. What in the world…?
“It’s understandable,” Sherizik said.
 “Is it just me being a country bumpkin?”
“No. The difference between the Sky Empire and other lands is so vast that every foreigner reacts the same way.”
Sherizik didn’t tease me — a perfect companion indeed. If Audrey or Seol Yoon were here, they would’ve mocked me mercilessly for acting like a rustic. Smiling gently — in her own murderous way — Sherizik led the way.
“The airships are one of the Sky Empire’s prides. They say they were based on inventions by twin inventors once called the Wright Brothers. In the Eastern Continent, they’re called Iron Birds.”
The Wright Brothers — that was what the old adventurer, the former owner of 「Flight」, had called his twin grandsons. Somehow, pride swelled in me. It felt good knowing his final act had not been in vain — that his end had left something behind in the world. I followed Sherizik, quietly taking in the sights.
“As I felt in the Cloud Garden, the people here live in peace. It’s been two months since, yet they remain the same. I heard the world outside has turned chaotic.”
 “That’s the Sky Empire’s nature. The citizens of Velma always live without worry. They take pride in being subjects of the Empire and in believing their nation is the continent’s center. Whatever happens in the world, they never feel fear. They’re convinced their daily lives will never change.”
Sherizik said that while wars raged across the lands, anxiety blanketed entire nations — yet here? The streets overflowed with people. Lovers and families dined in restaurants. Bards performed music in the plazas; couples kissed; patrons lined up for drinks. Watching this paradise of melody and joy stirred a strange feeling in me — and faintly, a voice whispered through my mind.
『You often spoke of your city. It was always a city of peace and love. Perhaps your tender nature was born from that city filled with love. My own life, like the wind, began in a homeland of blood and dust.』
The Ronin, memories of the warrior of 「Gale」. As I walked through the city connected to the mage he had loved, faint traces of his memories stirred within me. I could feel a wistful ache for a love I had never experienced.
『That city must have been as lovely and precious as you. Someday, I wished to take your hand, become the storm, and leave this bloodstained wasteland — to walk its streets with you.』
『Of course, it was only a dream — a fleeting dream that would soon vanish.』
Ronin's emotions were calm yet lingering, like still water with depth. As I followed Sherizik, those feelings shimmered within me like smoke. Feeling the faint stir of 「Gale」’s power, I couldn’t shake the sense that something in this city was calling to me.
“Sightseeing is nice, but let’s move.”
 “Ah, yes.”
It almost felt as though… I was about to meet someone fate.
***
“Lady Audrey told you to just say her name, but that’s not actually wise. There are factions here — and many dislike Witches. So we’ll have to approach a friendly faction first.”
 “Good thing you came. I’d have been doomed alone.”
 “She probably assumed you knew such basics. Witches tend to speak that way — they think everyone knows what they know. They’re only nice when mocking or criticizing others.”
 “Wholeheartedly agree.”
Sherizik’s footsteps halted.
“We’re here. If we ask them, we’ll be able to meet the Witches.”
 “Oh, this is a pro-Witch faction?”
 “No. The opposite, actually — they’re hostile.”
 “…Excuse me?”
 “But they’re hostile to everyone. The only ones they treat kindly are members of their own group. Quite egalitarian, really. They even fight each other dozens of times a day. A most admirable kin.”
 “Kin…?”
I hoped I’d misheard. Please, let it be a slip of the tongue.
But of course— our admirable Sherizik never misspoke.
“They’re my father’s friends. They’ll surely help us. There’s no race more trustworthy than Orcs. Reliable, easy to ask favors of, and always eager to lend a hand to those in need.”
 “Everything you just said… sounds nothing like Orcs.”
 “Going in!”
Bang!
The door to an ordinary, shabby-looking building burst open. Inside was far from ordinary — spacious, ornate, lit by radiant lamps. Within that stately hall swarmed green-skinned masses, baring tusks and wearing barely a scrap of clothing.
“Chrrrk! Chrrk!”
Ah. That familiar breathing. It almost brought tears to my eyes.
“A—an incredible beauty! Chrrrk!”
Yeah. I already wanted to leave.
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Chapter 151 – Oz (3)
The Magical City of Oz in the Sky Empire— a dreamlike place equipped with the Empire’s finest magitech, nearly indistinguishable from the “New World” itself.
Citizens of the Empire living here enjoyed comforts and experiences unimaginable elsewhere.
But to young Beven, an orc boy, the city of Oz was nothing short of boring.
“Chewk, chewk! I wanna go home!”
There were no plains to run across, no beasts to club to death, and he wasn’t even allowed to challenge anyone he met to a duel.
What kind of miserable place was this?! To Beven, a perfectly ordinary orc, this city might as well have been a prison.
An orc, after all, was meant to brawl ten times a day and run until his mouth filled with the taste of blood.
“Sniff… It’s so boring!”
But young Beven had been born with a shaman’s gift. The elder of his tribe, hoping for the boy’s future, entrusted him to the orc shamans living in Oz. They took him on as an apprentice—and that was why Beven’s days had become unbearably dull. These days, he felt like he might even catch that human sickness called “depression.”
He’d tried to escape more than once, but the orc shamans of this city were monstrous old men. 
They would never let go of a young assistant who did all the chores and was a pleasure to teach.
So, during one of those hellish days, Beven was sweeping the floor when the door suddenly swung open.
A guest? In this green house where even crying children went silent?
Startled, Beven turned around, broom in hand—
‘Ah… she’s so cool.’
—and fell in love.
“There’s a young orc here, I see. Hello. Could you take me to your elders?”
No goddess among the Nine, not even the Goddess of Beauty herself, could have possessed such a face.
Blinded by her radiant splendor, Beven nodded dumbly. Her voice was refined—completely un-orcish—yet even that felt charming.
When human nobles spoke that way, it was disgusting, but when she did it… it was divine.
“Y-you old geezers, I’ll fetch them right away. Trust me! Beven, son of the Eternal Plains, w-will fulfill your request!”
 “Thank you.”
 “B-by the way, do you have a mate? Ah, no, of course you do! Sorry. D-do you perhaps need a slave? Or a pet? I—I’ve fallen for you! I-it’s our first meeting, but you’re beautiful!”
 “I’ve heard that far too often. Spare me the stale compliments and show me the way, will you?”
 “O-of course! S-sorry for the boring words.”
Damn it!
 He normally spoke just fine—why did his voice have to crack now?
Holding back tears, Beven marched ahead as proudly as he could.
 The other orc shamans near the entrance—creatures who cared for nothing but rituals and knowledge—turned their heads toward her.
Even they couldn’t look away from this peerless beauty.
Beven bit back a grin.
For the first time, all those miserable days felt worth it. Maybe he’d been born just to witness this goddess for a moment. To speak to her even once—it was glory itself.
At that moment, Beven was the happiest orc alive.
***
“…How do orcs even see Lady Sherizik?”
 “Well, the orcish sense of beauty is a bit… different. But my father once said that if I were born human, my beauty alone could have conquered the continent. He claimed even the Nine Goddesses would grow jealous. My father once met the Goddess of Beauty in the Spirit World—after seeing my face every day, he said the goddess felt rather plain in comparison. So, at least by orcish standards, I’m prettier than a goddess.”
 “……”
Was that… true?
If it was, that was terrifying. Thank the heavens Sherizik had been born an orc.
 A beauty surpassing a goddess? The world might not have survived.
‘And the orcs are this docile?’
Every orc I knew would start a duel the moment you met their gaze—and unless you crushed them completely, they’d never listen. But Sherizik’s beauty silenced all of them.
The shamans who normally ignored everyone were now pressed flat against the walls, parting to clear her path.
Some even wept with gratitude for her mere existence.
Apparently, this wasn’t new to her. Sherizik explained calmly that orcs often reacted like that when meeting her for the first time.
‘How the hell do they see her? …Actually, the longer I look, the more attractive she does seem… No, wait. What am I thinking? Have I been cursed already?’
Dizzied by the bizarre situation, we soon reached the deepest part of the shamans’ lair, guided by the lovestruck young orc.
“Right here!”
Beven proudly pointed to an old, filthy door that looked like it led somewhere no one should ever enter.
 The air around it reeked; faint cobwebs and burn marks clung to its surface. It looked like the entrance to a haunted house.
“Touching that thing feels like it’d curse you.”
 “That’s right! If anyone besides the old geezers touches it, they get cursed. A while ago, some shamans came here before me—touched the door by mistake—and their bodies rotted away in a second! Went straight to join their ancestors! They were pretty skilled too. Didn’t last a full second!”
 “……”
…Comforting. Truly comforting.
“And don’t worry! Beven, son of the Eternal Plains, will call the old geezers to open it! I-I may look like a kid, but they respect me here! Just watch—when I shout, they’ll come runn—urk!”
BANG!
The old door flew open, slamming straight into Beven’s face.
 The poor kid went tumbling backward, rolling across the floor until he hit the wall and passed out, tongue lolling.
Out of the dark doorway stepped a stooped, ancient orc.
“Quiet down, apprentice. Why do you make such a racket when we have guests?”
He walked out slowly, lifted his head, and looked at us.
“It’s been a long time, Daughter of the Stars—Sherizik.”
 “Yes, it truly has, Elder.”
 “Still using that weird, un-orcish way of speaking?”
The old orc chuckled.
“I thought maybe it would make the other orc men lose interest in me.”
 “Hah! Impossible! Even if you were as old as me, marriage proposals would still flood in. Kekeke. Can’t believe such a lovely face came from that ugly father of yours.”
Laughing in his peculiar way, the elder patted Sherizik’s head, then turned his gaze toward me.
“So then—why have you brought the Heir of Steel before this old orc?”
***
Following the elder inside, I found four other aged orcs waiting. Each held a staff of a different color.
 The first elder plopped himself down on a worn carpet and listened as we explained.
“You want us to act as a bridge—to reach the Witches.”
 “Yes.”
 “Not a difficult request. Normally, I wouldn’t waste words on those prattling women who think too highly of themselves—but for you, Sherizik, anything.”
 “For our Sherizik, anything at all! Kekeke! I’d even risk scattering my soul to slay three or four of those Witch hags. Family is family!”
 “Who’d have thought that ugly bastard Sherdik could have such a beautiful daughter? We practically raised her from a baby. Makes us her uncles, eh? Heheheh!”
Eccentric energy poured from all five old orcs.
After chatting with Sherizik, they turned their glowing, curious eyes toward me.
“But the star of today isn’t our beautiful Sherizik.”
 “It’s the Heir of Steel.”
 “Been ages since we’ve seen a descendant of Karavan.”
 “We thought your line had vanished from the world.”
 “Ha! The blood of steel doesn’t fade so easily!”
They snickered among themselves.
“Doesn’t look anything like him.”
 “Nor does he carry his power.”
 “If he did, we wouldn’t even be able to meet his eyes.”
 “True! We’d have run for our lives by now.”
Then one of them gestured to me.
“Heir of Steel.”
 “Yes?”
 “How did you obtain that item—the one bearing the power of the Spirit King? Proud Gaia wouldn’t have granted her blessing to a Karavan descendant. She would soon vanish.”
 “Ah, this—”
They were speaking of my sword—the blade imbued with the blessing of the Earth Spirit King.
So I explained how I had come to possess it, and the abilities it held.
When I finished, they chuckled.
“That’s not all.”
 “Indeed. A fragment of the Earth Spirit King’s power… It cannot end there.”
 “Something sturdier? A bit of protection? Ha! You really have no idea what you hold, swordsman. To wield even a fragment of a Spirit King’s essence is no small thing. You’re as clueless as a young orc.”
 “…So there’s something else hidden in this sword?”
 “Of course there is. Something far greater than what you described.”
Their grins deepened.
“But telling you now would spoil the fun.”
 “Excuse me?”
 “You’ll learn when the time comes. Kekeke.”
 “……”
Damn it.
 Every mysterious being in this world acted the same. Never a straight answer.
As I grumbled inwardly, one elder spoke again.
“Heir of Steel.”
 “Yes.”
 “One of the souls you’ve swallowed—the bond that should’ve long since crumbled—faintly connects to this city. You feel it, don’t you? A breeze that refuses to leave.”
 “……”
 “That breeze will carry a new bond to you. And with that new bond, the wind will grow stronger… fiercer.”
The elder smiled thinly.
“Well, whether a mere sword-swinger can seize such a bond is uncertain. If fate allows, you’ll grasp it.”
 “And what does that—”
 “Enough chatter!”
Before I could finish, the elder’s booming voice filled the chamber. He raised his staff high, then struck the floor. A faint tremor rippled through the ground.
“Your request is granted. The bridge you sought is laid. Now go—without hindrance.”
 “……”
 “Sherizik, tell your father how we fare. He need not visit; just come yourself from time to time and share your stories. Old orcs need no reunions—this world belongs to the young.”
 “Yes, Elders.”
 “And you, Heir of Steel—”
The tremor grew stronger.
Their figures began to waver. The elders bared their fangs in crooked smiles.
“The Witches are cunning. They’ll try to ensnare you, to take what they want and deny you what you seek. It’s their favorite trick. Don’t be fooled. Remember who you are. Remember the blood that runs through your veins.”
 “……”
 “Steel bows to no one.”
The solemn words echoed.
Then the world shook as though in an earthquake. The ceiling and walls collapsed, and darkness swallowed me and Sherizik whole. As the world turned black, the shamans’ cackling voices rang in our ears—Kuheheheh!—And then—
***
“Kyaaaah!!”
When I opened my eyes, Sherizik and I were sitting on top of a group of slender women.
Blinking in confusion, I looked down. All of them had bandages or cloths wrapped tightly around their faces, covering every bit of skin. Just like Audrey.
“W-wait a second…”
The moment I saw those distinct coverings, I knew who they were.
The Witches. The most exalted ladies of the continent.
“Get off us! Now—get off!”
 “A man! A man has invaded the Witches’ sanctum!”
 “Kyaaaaaa!!”
The noble ladies— were screaming in pure outrage.
Through the gaps in the cloth and bandages, their eyes glared at me with utter contempt— as if looking at a shameless criminal.
I turned my head slowly.
Sherizik was beside me, looking awkwardly sheepish.
“The elders can be a bit mischievous.”
 “……”
This… was their idea of mischief?
“But quick, wasn’t it?”
 “……”
Was she seriously joking right now?
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Chapter 152 – Oz (4)
「So, you’ve become a shameless degenerate overnight. Tsk. The honor of the Karavan name has fallen to the ground. A descendant who sneaks into a woman’s home to peep on another man’s wife… pitiful indeed.」
 “Wait—how is this my fault?”
Damn it.
 Liam wasn’t helping in the least. In fact, he was mocking me, thoroughly enjoying the mess I’d landed in. My blood boiled. Of course—this was the kind of man he had always been: the great ancestor with the iron face and an even harder heart.
“Don’t worry too much.”
 “You… have a plan?”
 “Of course. Orcs may seem rash and brutish, but we’re a people who always think of clever solutions. Especially a wise orc like me—I always find the best way forward.”
 “Oh.”
I couldn’t exactly agree that orcs were known for their sharp wits, but somehow, when Sherizik said it, it sounded trustworthy. Maybe she really did know a way out of this. However—
“First, I’ll make sure they stop screaming.”
 “What do you mea—”
Sherizik, after all, was still an orc.
Thunk!
Her figure blurred and vanished. In the next instant, every Witch who’d been shrieking was flipped upside down and slammed headfirst into the ground. A chorus of thuds and cries filled the air before silence fell.
Far across the room, Sherizik stood with one Witch in her grasp, smiling—no, murderously grinning. That distant, dizzying smile that could make your soul leave your body.
“When strength is lacking, the brain must suffer for it. But when you have enough strength, complicated thinking isn’t necessary. That’s the unchanging truth passed down among orcs.”
I almost fainted watching her cheerful grin.
 Damn it—she was an orc, through and through.
「Indeed. Noisy ones deserve a good hit.」
 “How are we supposed to clean this up…”
I ignored Liam’s cackling laughter and sighed deeply. Sherizik, though, looked completely at ease. The Witch trapped in her thick hand gagged and flailed, eyes wide with terror.
“Don’t worry, Heir of Steel.”
 “K-kehk! Kkhh!”
 “Orcs have their own ways of doing things.”
It was such an orcish line I almost saw darkness before my eyes. And yet—
“Hm?”
—strangely enough, things began to go surprisingly well.
***
“L-let me go! Do you even know who I am? If I get so much as a scratch, my husband will unleash his wrath upon you! Do you think some filthy orc can withstand that?”
 “So what!”
The Witch’s high-pitched warning met the full force of Sherizik’s brain-melting voice. Her tone was loud enough to burst eardrums, and she spoke without pause or logic—just shouting whatever came to mind. The perfect image of a typical orc.
“I’m a dumb orc! I don’t know what ‘wrath’ means! What’s ‘wrath’? Stop using hard words! Who’s your husband? Your leader? Then I’ll duel him!”
 “……”
 “I don’t know where I am! I’m hungry! If you keep yapping, I’ll smash you like I did those other human women! Puhehel! Your neck looks so thin, I could snap it like a twig!”
 “Mercy…”
 “Don’t care! Hurry and lead us! Audrey told me to find you! She said if I bring this human to you, I’ll get tasty meat! I’m hungry already! Hungry and bored! I wanna swing my glaive!”
The Witches—normally masters of twisted logic, manipulative rhetoric, and smug superiority—were completely undone.
These were the most cunning beings on the continent, women who never let themselves lose ground in an argument. But against an orc shouting at the top of her lungs, logic and eloquence meant nothing.
“My goodness… such barbarity…”
All the sly tricks and manipulative reasoning were useless before Sherizik’s raw, brainless volume. 
Even invoking the Heavenly Father, one of the Seven Lords, did nothing—because orcs weren’t intimidated by anyone. These were beings who would challenge an emperor to a duel if they were in a bad mood.
“O—oh, Audrey, you foolish little sister… what were you thinking, trusting a savage orc like this… sob…”
 “Lead us!”
 “Sob, if I bring that brute to my elder sister, she might get infected by orcish idiocy and become a savage herself!”
Under normal circumstances, this conversation would have devolved into endless circles of wordplay and politics—but Sherizik being an orc had simplified everything. Honestly, even I might’ve been fooled—she played the part too well.
For a moment, I even wondered whether her act had gone so deep that she’d lost her intelligence entirely and reverted to her primal orc nature.
“I’m dumb! I can't talk well! Then talk to this human! Audrey said you should guide him to the others!”
But of course, that wasn’t the case. Sherizik winked at me playfully.
「A fine strategy. Truly, a wise orc.」
 “……”
 「Better to be seen as a perverted degenerate than a mad orc. In that witch’s eyes, you’ll look like an angel in comparison. At least she can talk to you.」
Liam was right—it was a clever plan.
This way, we could defuse the chaos, gain their cooperation, and maybe even get what we came for. After all, talking to me would be easier than reasoning with a lunatic orc.
But still…
‘I’m not a perverted degenerate, though.’
Why did I have to be labeled that?
“Rude human, was it?”
 “…Excuse me?”
 “It seems I’ll have to speak with you directly.”
And just like that, the situation began to untangle.
***
Truly, the orcish way might have been the most straightforward method in all seven races.
 The most terrifying kind of opponent in any negotiation wasn’t one with flawless logic or eloquence—it was the kind who simply didn’t listen.
 One who just shouted their own words at the top of their lungs. A madman like that was practically invincible.
“So that’s why you’re here. The orc shamans sent you straight to us without warning, and that’s how this happened?”
 “Yes. I’m as confused as you are.”
 “Well, if orcs are involved, that explains it. Of course.”
In a normal exchange, this would’ve taken hours of twisted talk. But thanks to Sherizik, we skipped straight through all the nonsense. Was this the wisdom of the orc shamans? No way. What kind of “wisdom” turns an innocent man into a perverted trespasser?
‘Still… it was fast.’
Sherizik’s earlier words—“But it was quick, wasn’t it?”—echoed in my ears. 
Damn it. Was this what it meant to be corrupted by orcs? To grow addicted to this reckless, socially suicidal efficiency?
Anyway, thanks to that, we now had the Witches’ cooperation—or at least, their willingness to lead us to the one they called the “Elder Sister.” Apparently, no Witch could act on her own without the Elder Sister’s permission.
“Please, this way.”
The Witch smiled sweetly now, her earlier fury completely gone. But I had overlooked something important.
“Thank you. We’ll just—”
 “—Ha! As if!”
 “…?”
BANG!
The door slammed shut behind us. Her shrill laughter came from beyond the iron door.
“The Elder Sister will judge you and that filthy orc! You really thought we’d fall for your trick? Orcs or men, you’re all the same! Die! Die!”
 “……”
 “Kyaahahahaha! Audrey would never have asked you for help! That clever girl, trusting a strange man—and with an orc, no less? Tell a better lie next time!”
Hmph.
「This is why those Witch hags need a good beating.」
 “They truly are detestable.”
For once, Sherizik and my teacher were in perfect agreement.
“Kyaahahahahaha!”
Their laughter rang in my ears as the ground beneath us began to crack. An unseen force pressed down upon us, crushing like invisible boulders.
Looking up, I saw three women in large, ornate robes. They radiated a power far beyond the witches we’d seen before.
“Are these intruders? Daring to trespass in the Witches’ domain?”
 “They should be crushed to paste. Tsk, back in our day this never happened. The young ones have forgotten to fear Witches.”
 “Elder Sister, allow us to handle them.”
My patience finally started to fray.
‘We just needed to ask for help. That’s it.’
Damn it, Audrey. I cursed her inwardly but couldn’t truly blame her. She was my ally, the one protecting my territory. My friend.
So instead, I drew my sword.
At once, a voice resonated in my mind.
『Fly. Fly. Fly.』
The power of 「Flight」 awakened, and the weight pinning me down vanished. A blue world unfurled before my eyes, lightning rushing through my veins. Freedom itself— The authority that allowed me to move within a frozen world.
I shot forward toward the center of the hall, facing the witches head-on.
“Witches!”
My voice thundered.
“Your sister, Audrey, asked for my aid! She requested the Witches’ support—to teleport us to the Karavan domain in the Verdí region of the Iron Kingdom! You have an obligation to honor her request!”
Their schemes unraveled before my shout—but the Witches didn’t flinch.
 Power rippled from their hands—chains, ropes, invisible bindings—but none of it touched me.
The power of 「Flight」 held absolute dominion over freedom.
 Even the Dragon Tongue—the primordial source of all magic—couldn’t restrain it.
According to Audrey, all magic originated from the dragons. If the liberation of 「Flight」 could dispel even the dragons’ words, then it naturally rendered all lesser spells useless.
As long as I bore 「Flight」, I was immune to magical confinement.
“What is that…?”
 “…What kind of power is this?”
The Witches’ voices trembled at last. And then—
“Sisters, come forth.”
From the back, a woman stepped forward.
“They’re not intruders… but honored guests. They carry the key to the treasure we’ve long sought. Audrey has sent us the very one we needed.”
 “Elder Sister, what do you mean?”
 “The Heir of Steel has come. He holds the key to the legendary adventurer’s cipher—Labyrinthos.”
A soft laugh echoed through the chamber.
Then the “Elder Sister” vanished and reappeared right before me—without a chant, without a gesture. Instantaneous teleportation.
Grasping her robe’s hem like a noble lady, she curtsied gracefully, radiating poise.
“It’s an honor to meet you, Heir of Steel. I am Elizabeth, the First Witch.”
She kept her head bowed—and trembling slightly.
Why would such a powerful woman tremble before me?
Then I realized—
“Please forgive my sisters’ insolence, O Master of All Swords.”
Liam.
She was trembling because she sensed him.
「I chose to stay hidden this time because dealing with them is such a pain. But apparently, this one can see me. Tsk, what a nuisance.」
 “……”
 「Rejoice, my descendant! Once again, you bask in the glory of your great ancestor!」
Oh, sure. When I was branded a pervert, he stayed quiet. But now he shows up?
‘…That iron face again.’
 「Hey now, no impure thoughts.」
***
“You must return to the Iron Kingdom, then. But… there’s a problem.”
 “A problem?”
 “Yes. Sending one of my sisters with you is too dangerous. Perhaps you haven’t heard—the Iron Kingdom is currently at war.”
 “What?”
The Witch, Elizabeth, delivered the shocking news.
“The Iron Kingdom is fighting the Machine Empire. And the Verdí region—the place you mentioned—is one of the war zones. The battles there are so fierce that parts of it have already been erased from the map.”
…What?
What the hell did she just say?
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Chapter 153 – Oz (5)
The Machine Empire, Lafrien.
Unlike the Iron Kingdom, which revered the sword, the Machine Empire worshiped magic, knowledge, and engineering. It was a strict hierarchy ruled by one Emperor and ten Masters—hence its nickname, the “Machine Empire,” for its unmatched mastery of magitech across the continent.
Throughout history, it had repeatedly gone to war with the Iron Kingdom of Cherville.
The two nations shared a border, but beyond geography, their values and beliefs could not have been more opposite.
Centuries of political intrigue, recorded atrocities, and ideological hatred had long since hardened into an unbreakable feud.
***
“A fierce war, you say? What do you mean by that?”
The wars between the Iron Kingdom and the Machine Empire had gone on so long that they had become almost annual events.
 Whenever the Iron King needed to strengthen his rule or regain public support, he would declare war on the Machine Empire.
 The Iron Kingdom, a nation founded on strength and conflict, could not exist without war—and the Machine Empire was always the easiest target.
 Once an external enemy was set, even the most unruly of the Iron Kingdom’s people would unite as one.
The Machine Empire? It was the same. Though the imperial throne was inherited, the Emperor was largely symbolic—one who ruled but did not govern.
 Real power lay with the Ten Masters, whose positions were decided every five years by a vote among the nobility. When election season approached, or when the public needed a distraction, war would once again ignite.
Thus, despite the hatred between them, both nations used each other—a convenient cycle of mutually beneficial conflict.
***
“But aren’t those wars basically… events? Political theater?”
Exactly.
 For generations, both sides had kept their wars carefully contained. Yet the Witch Elizabeth had said that parts of the map were being erased. That was no mere “event.”
“Yes. Until now, that’s how it was.”
 “……”
 “This time, it’s different—for both sides.”
Elizabeth let out a slow, weary sigh.
“The land you called your domain, Heir of Steel—it’s already surrounded by the Machine Empire’s magical corps. Verdí region of the Iron Kingdom has been neglected for years. No standing army, not even a knight order remains. The anti-magic barrier? Long gone. And on such open plains, the mage corps fight like fish in water.”
 “……”
 “It’s easy to infiltrate, easy to fortify. Mostly farmland, so they can sustain themselves. No strong enemies nearby.”
 “……”
 “We don’t know exactly what deepened this war so suddenly. But none of this is false—I swear it on the Seven Lords and the Nine Goddesses.”
A vow. Her words carried divine weight.
Damn it.
‘So everything’s already falling apart?’
 ‘That land… might vanish from the map soon.’
Audrey’s desperate voice echoed in my memory. And suddenly, everything made sense—why she had sounded so urgent.
“We desperately need mages right now!”
Because—
“Only magic can fight magic. A swordsman can’t stand against magical beings unless he’s at least a Sword Runner. The Machine Empire’s mage corps are all trained combat mages… but in the Karavan domain, those capable of opposing them…”
Damn it.
‘…Not even five.’
This was the worst.
***
Behind the veil covering her face, Witch Elizabeth’s lips curved faintly upward—a subtle, knowing smile.
“Now you understand. We can’t send our sisters to such a dangerous place. We may be skilled mages, but that doesn’t make us powerful ones. The Machine Empire’s War Mages are not scholars—they’re weapons, bred purely for destruction. To fight them would doom my sisters as well.”
 “So you’re saying you won’t help? Even though your youngest sister Audrey is there?”
“Of course Audrey is precious to us. But if one person is drowning, and another leaps in to save them, they both may die. We can’t risk losing more sisters to save just one.”
Her tone made it clear—she was ready to abandon Audrey.
Expressionless, she spoke of sacrifice like one might discuss the weather.
Then she smiled again.
“However… there is a way for everyone to be satisfied.”
 “And that is?”
 “The Heir of Steel has devoured the soul of a legendary adventurer. You succeeded splendidly in completing our earlier request. Now, if you decipher the adventurer’s immortal code—Labyrinthos—and retrieve the Witches’ treasure for us… everything will be resolved.”
 “You’re saying if I bring you this treasure, things will change?”
 “Yes. The treasure we’ve long sought—our master’s gift from ages past… 『Thunder』. If we reclaim it, the mage corps will be no threat to us.”
Her silken voice rippled through the air.
“Decipher the code. Deliver us the treasure. Do that, and not only will we teleport you to the Karavan domain immediately—we’ll send our finest sisters with you. It’s the best outcome for all.”
 “Help us first. Then I’ll do as you ask.”
 “That’s impossible. Without 『Thunder』, my sisters would die in the Iron Kingdom. And casting a teleportation spell across nations is no trivial matter—it demands immense power and sacrifice. No mage pays such a cost for nothing. Surely you understand that, Heir of Steel.”
Her logic was sound on the surface. But Audrey’s warning rang in my head again—“Never reveal the code. Use it to negotiate.”
Did Audrey know this situation would happen? Were the Witches lying? Would they really forsake their own sister?
While I hesitated, our land could already be burning.
Confusion clouded my thoughts. I glanced toward Sherizik. Maybe it was time for the “orc method” again?
“By the way,” Elizabeth said, her tone sharp, “half-baked orc antics won’t work on me, Daughter of the Stars. I know you’re a wise orc. And if you wish to settle this by strength, I won’t refuse. But understand this—this is the Witches’ domain. I’ve existed since the birth of the Empire. Can you handle me?”
Sherizik murmured, “Tricky.”
 “Tricky? What do you mean?”
 “I could win, but not quickly. In her own domain, a Witch can be tenacious. Best to set aside the straightforward orcish method for now.”
Damn it. No easy way out.
 If things continued like this, we’d have no choice but to dance to their tune.
But if I agreed to their deal, how long would this “treasure hunt” take? By the time I returned, my domain could already be gone. And what guarantee did I have that they wouldn’t delay again—or kill me once I’d delivered what they wanted?
No. I couldn’t trust them.
My mind raced. The Witches needed me. Only I, the last Karavan, could solve Labyrinthos.
That meant—I had the leverage.
I closed my eyes, gathered my thoughts, and reached my conclusion.
“I’ve decided.”
 “Oh? You’ll help us then? Excellent—let me bring the map—”
 “Send us to the Karavan domain. Now. And if you’re worried about your sisters dying, you come with us yourself. You’re stronger than Sherizik, aren’t you? What are you afraid of?”
 “…What are you saying? I already explained—this is nonsense—”
 “There will be no compromise.”
I wasn’t the one cornered here.
“Stop wasting time. You’re the ones who can’t afford delay. Do you know why? Because I have nothing left to lose except that land. The moment I lose it, I’ll become someone with nothing left—no reason to live, no reason to help you.”
 “……”
 “If my domain burns and everyone I love dies, I’ll take my own life. I have nothing to protect, no vengeance to seek. But I made a contract with a young dragon, remember? When I die, I’ll take it with me. And then its mother—the Ruler of the Sky—will come looking for whoever caused her child’s death.”
 “Dragons do not frighten—”
 “And then I’ll meet my ancestor—the first Karavan, Liam Karavan. I’ll tell him everything. That his bloodline was extinguished because of the Witches. I’ll beg him for vengeance. I’ll curse you to meet the same end.”
Don’t help?
Then we all die.
“So, what will it be, Lady Elizabeth? Will the strongest Witch accompany me, save her beloved sister, and retrieve her treasure—or face a dragon’s wrath and the vengeance of the Karavan bloodline? Is that really a hard choice? I’m just a dumb swordsman; I wouldn’t know.”
Elizabeth froze.
“So decide, wise Witch.”
The tremor in her body was unmistakable.
From within, Liam’s laughter burst forth—
「Pffft… Hahaha… hahaha!」
I glared at Elizabeth.
「That was one hell of a bluff, my young descendant.」
Yeah. It was a bluff—pure blackmail.
 I had no intention of dying. Not before facing Swordmaster Carlos. Both Liam and I knew that. But did the proud Witch know that? Of course not.
「That’s it.」
Even the most “wise” Witch couldn’t possibly imagine the level of madness that ran through my veins.
「That’s the Karavan way.」
Not the orc’s way. The Karavan way.
Time to see if she could handle it.
***
For a long moment, Witch Elizabeth said nothing. She had indeed pushed the Heir of Steel, trying to get what she wanted without giving anything in return. But this response—this insane threat—was beyond anything she’d expected.
And yes, what he said was full of contradictions.
‘A few dragons wouldn’t threaten the Witches. And revenge from the Spirit World? Impossible. No spirit can interfere with the mortal realm. If they did, they’d violate the world’s laws and pay dearly for it…’
Yes. It was illogical.
But—
「My Elizabeth.」
A thunderous, divine voice echoed inside her mind.
 The voice of her husband—one of the Seven Lords—the Heavenly Father himself.
「The Karavan speaks the truth. Do as he says.」
‘But if I comply, we lose our leverage. If I press him just a little more, we could—’
 「Not this time. This time… don’t calculate gain or loss.」
 ‘What? Why…?’
The god’s mighty voice trembled.
「Please, just do as I say… if you don’t want to become a widow.」
As if even he were afraid.
It wasn’t only Elizabeth who fell for the Karavan’s bluff—even a god had taken the bait.
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Chapter 154 – Return (1)
「Tsk. To think that one of the Seven Lords would actually fall for the bluff of a mere mortal descendant of Karavan. The dignity of Heaven has plummeted to the dirt!」
 「He’s lost his wits from mingling with those pretty mortal wenches. We told him countless times—stop playing with mortal women.」
 「He should’ve courted one of the Nine Goddesses instead. Ah, but perhaps the rumors were true—those goddesses didn’t want to lie with him because his equipment was too pitiful!」
 「You can still lie with me, you know. Even if your equipment’s small and shriveled from fear of a mortal’s threat, I’ll still take good care of it!」
 「Silence. You, who merely watch from afar, dare speak so.」
 「Better to watch than to be humiliated like that.」
 「And what? You claim you’d have fared differently?」
 「At the very least, I wouldn’t have cowered. Tsk.」
 「Really? You swear that on your very existence?」
 「Ahem. Cough.」
 「Time flows oddly slow in the mortal realm.」
 .
 .
 .
 「When will that vile Karavan brat finally turn eighteen?」
***
The bluff had been a resounding success.
“…I shall personally aid in rescuing my youngest sister and temporarily cooperate to defend your domain. Consider this an act of immense generosity and compassion from us Witches—and divine mercy from the Heavenly Father Himself. Do not mistake this for your right. You will be grateful at every moment. Every moment.”
 “Ah, yes.”
Truly, a glorious success.
“When this is all over, you, Heir of Steel, will pay the price. You will fully cooperate in recovering our treasure, and there will be no further negotiation. You will obey my sisters’ commands faithfully—utterly faithfully!”
 “Yeees.”
 “…You have no idea what it means for me to personally intervene. I am the First Witch, the woman chosen by one of the Seven Lords, the being closest to divinity itself! Even the Emperor of the Sky Empire cannot command me. But you, an uneducated swordsman, wouldn’t understand that. So at least show gratitude. Deep, heartfelt gratitude…”
 “Thank youuu.”
 “……”
So much for the lofty dignity of the First Witch. Elizabeth, the elder sister of the Witches, had dropped her elegance entirely. Now she was all venom and hysteria—a nagging torrent of words that made even her sisters look quiet in comparison. Next to her, Audrey would seem a shy, soft-spoken girl. But so what?
‘Perfectly hit her pride.’
Watching Elizabeth tremble with indignation was strangely satisfying.
 There was a certain pleasure in hearing an enemy rant—it was the sound of victory itself.
「Look at her. Face red, lips trembling. Ridiculous.」
My ancestor Liam’s amused voice made me grin. 
Elizabeth and the Witches glared at me as if they could burn me alive, but what could they do now? The game was already decided.
“Ooooh.”
As their stares grew sharper, Sherizik’s eyes shone brightly.
“As expected of a Karavan.”
 “Right?”
 “I didn’t know there existed a method even more destructive than the orcs’. Amazing.”
 “Hahaha.”
High praise indeed.
“If I were to become part of the Karavan family, I could use that method myself. Hmm. I find that… intriguing. So much to think about.”
 “……?”
Why did she have to ruin it with that last line?
“Let’s go. I want this unpleasant journey over with.”
Suppressing the tremor in my hands, I followed.
 Elizabeth strode ahead stiffly.
“Elder Sister, please return safely.”
 “Sob… how tragic.”
The other Witches sent her off as if she were some saintly martyr embarking on a holy trial.
 Witches truly had a talent for melodrama.
“Do not worry, my sisters. I am the First Witch. I shall endure this trial as well.”
Elizabeth lifted her chin solemnly. Tears and theatrics—the whole scene was a farce.
My verdict: Idiots.
***
The Witches’ sanctuary lay at the very heart of the magical city of Oz. Everywhere I looked, wonders shimmered—metal horses creaked down the streets, magicians in fine robes sipped wine and debated philosophy. It was a spectacle utterly foreign to the Iron Kingdom.
“To reach your land, we must first leave the city. Oz restricts high-level magic to prevent magical crimes—so no teleportation circles can be cast within its boundaries.”
Elizabeth, who clearly knew her way around, talked incessantly as we walked. Her tone was curt but her mouth never stopped. It felt like walking beside a mixture of Tom and Audrey—a chatterbox hybrid aged poorly with time.
‘Gods, she talks too much.’
Thanks to Tom, I’d already mastered the art of tuning out half a conversation. So I gave vague responses and let her words drift by—until something stopped me cold.
“…Heir of Steel?”
Sherizik turned to me. Elizabeth frowned. But I didn’t move.
『I told you before.』
 『You’re like the wind.』
The voice echoed in my head.
『You were a single breeze passing through my life.』
My heart trembled, ringing like a struck bell.
“Why did you stop?”
 “What’s wrong?”
 “That store…”
 “…An antique shop?”
Yes—an antique shop. The dusty sign above the door read Antique Relics. The window display was cluttered with scraps: a torn rug, an empty glass flask, thick tomes in unreadable script—and among them, one object caught my eye.
A dull, rusted shard of metal.
“Ah, fascinated by junk? The Iron Kingdom doesn’t have places like this. Here in Oz, we value historical essence. Magicians know that objects can carry spiritual energy, so antique shops like this preserve items with lingering souls.”
 “……”
 “We have no time for curiosities. Let’s—”
 “Wait.”
Drawn as if by invisible hands, I stepped closer. And the moment I reached the window, I knew.
It was a blade fragment— a broken half of a sword.
And I recognized which sword it was immediately.
『This is no longer a familiar place.』
 『When the whirlwind swept me to a strange new land, I said…』
 『I was afraid. I was lonely.』
It was the missing half of 「Gale」, the sword I had once devoured—shattered from the start.
『But the wind was everywhere.』
 『When I laughed, when I wept, even when I burned with anger—the wind brushed my cheek. Like your rough, clumsy hand.』
 『I never knew whether you lived or died—or became one with the wind itself. But once I felt you in the breeze, I feared nothing.』
Fine script was etched into the shard’s surface, faint and ancient.
『I could never stand against legions as you did. I never became a famed mage.』
 『Swept here by the wind, I grew old, my hair white, my body frail—but I was free.』
 .
 .
 .
 『And I sang of the life you gave me. Others called it common, fabricated, or trite—but to me, it was precious, radiant.』
The Wizard of Oz.
“Ah…”
The missing half of 「Gale」 was here.
『I loved you—the one who vanished with the wind.』
As her voice echoed through me, the broken shard within my soul felt whole again. I stood dazed as the shop’s elderly owner approached—an old woman with a sharp face. 
She held out the fragment toward me.
“I’ll take it. How much?”
 “Take it.”
 “…What?”
“Take it, boy. When an item chooses its owner, I can’t take payment.”
A gift from the magical city of Oz— one more unexpected blessing.
***
“Cluck-cluck, the Heir of Steel has gained a faint bond.”
 “He has taken hold of the wind that lingered and refused to depart.”
 “A wondrous thing. Even the first Karavan would not have earned such a bond—he worshiped only strength.”
 “He’ll grow stronger, fiercer. Not a gale—but a storm.”
 “Puheheh.”
 “How curious. Sherdik, you lucky old fool. I wish I could watch from the stars as the Heir of Steel walks his path…”
 “To be loved by a sword itself—has such a Karavan ever existed?”
 “Not once.”
 “Then he’s a peculiar Karavan.”
 “Peculiar… or perhaps extraordinary.”
***
Leaving the outskirts of Oz, the magical brilliance faded. Above us stretched a sky painted with auroras—glittering like crushed jewels scattered across the heavens. Under that beauty, Elizabeth floated into the air, chanting softly.
“It’s time.”
Our bodies rose weightlessly, enveloped in light. When I opened my eyes again, the glow was gone— and before us lay a familiar sight.
A mountain forest. Not the Sky Mountains— but the back hills of the Karavan domain.
“…We’ve arrived?”
 “Yes. Can’t you even recognize your own land?”
 “That was faster than I expected.”
 “Truly refined magic is simple, not complex. Those who chase extravagance are novices. Masters understand—”
Her lecture droned on, but I turned away. From here, the back mountain offered a clear view of the entire domain. I meant to survey the situation before descending— and froze.
“…?”
The domain wasn’t there. My beloved village was engulfed in flames. 
A curtain of fire blanketed it, sealing it from view.
“What the…”
 “A Flame Veil.”
 “Flame… veil?”
 “A spell used by the Machine Empire’s War Mages. It seals a target area, cutting off escape with walls of flame.”
 “……”
 “It seems the situation is worse than we’d heard.”
Elizabeth’s muffled sigh came from behind her veil.
 I looked at her sharply.
“Can you dispel it?”
 “Is that a question?”
Her veil rippled, revealing the curve of a proud smile beneath.
“Open the path for us—to the heart of it.”
 “……”
 “You can do that, can’t you, Heir of Steel?”
Open the path.
Those words ignited something in me. I focused—my superhuman senses awakening. The power of the dragon contract sharpened my sight, and the world around me slowed under the blue light of 「Flight」.
Beyond the Flame Veil, I saw them. Figures in black uniforms, each marked with the cogwheel emblem of the Machine Empire, Lafrien.
The instant I recognized them, my blade was already drawn.
“You call that a question?”
Suspicion— my greatest weapon. With heightened senses, I broke down their energy patterns, converting everything into information. My instincts reached their verdict instantly.
“Stay close.”
Not one among them was my equal. Not a single one.
“Let’s go.”
Every intruder would die here.
The young lord of Karavan— had returned.
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Chapter 155 – Return (2)
“Seems the rumors about the Iron Kingdom were exaggerated after all.”
The man in a black uniform—James, of the Machine Empire’s Mage Corps—laughed.
“They said never underestimate even the smallest boy from Cherville, that every Iron Kingdom native fights like a demon, that they’ll keep struggling until their last breath. They really scared us with all that talk, but what do we have here? Puhahahaha!”
 “Right? Hah! Remember that old man? When I held a blade to his throat, he went pale and pissed himself! And his family was right behind him watching, too. They were crying, sure, but I bet they were laughing inside—disgusted by how pathetic he looked.”
 “Puhahahaha! Exactly! Savage idiots who can’t even build a single Iron Horse dare to challenge our Machine Empire…”
James and his superior snickered as if they’d just watched a delightful play.
“When’s the next shift coming? Time crawls when you’re on guard duty. I wanna go inside and have some fun already.”
 “Fun? With who? I took a look in there—it’s just a bunch of wrinkly old folk. Not a single woman worth your young eyes.”
 “I don’t need women. I can have them anytime. What I do enjoy is crushing terrified weaklings. Watching them tremble, grinding their teeth in humiliation—it makes me hum with joy.”
 “Heh. What a twisted hobby.”
James chuckled darkly.
“That’s the whole reason I volunteered for infiltration duty. Fighting strong enemies scares me, but slaughtering the weak? That’s pure pleasure.”
 “Just keep it here. You pull that back home, you’ll end up behind bars.”
 “Of course, of course. I know the difference between who I can and can’t do that to.”
James turned toward the blazing Flame Veil behind him, the magical barrier sealing the Karavan lands in burning walls of fire. To him, it was beautiful—a masterpiece of his comrades’ sorcery. He couldn’t wait for his shift to end so he could throw a few old villagers into the flames for fun.
Then—
“…‘Who you can and can’t do that to,’ huh?”
A calm voice echoed across the field.
“Who decided that?”
It was a young voice—somewhere between boy and man.
 James and his superior turned toward the sound.
There stood a striking youth with noble features: golden hair gleaming like sunlight, eyes as blue as the sea. He looked every bit the refined aristocrat—except for the fury burning behind those eyes.
“I’m curious,” the youth said evenly. “Since when does being weak or old make it acceptable to humiliate and hurt someone? Since when does strength or belonging to a powerful nation give you the right to trample others?”
The soldiers blinked.
 The young man descended the slope slowly, his posture straight, his tone calm but edged with rage.
“Identify yourself!”
 “You’re trespassing!”
 “State your allegiance!”
More soldiers gathered, forming a half-circle around him. But none dared move first. Something about him felt wrong. He radiated nobility—an aura they didn’t dare touch. Maybe he was an imperial noble? Someone far above their rank?
“And this land…” the youth said, “is not for intruders.”
As he spoke, his hand drifted to his hip. His blue eyes shimmered—and turned crimson.
The air itself changed.
“P-prepare!”
 “Prepare for combat!”
Too late.
“Form up—!”
Flash!
A thin silver line traced through the air.
 A heartbeat later, a soldier’s head spun skyward, spraying blood across the clear sky.
The youth stood holding a gleaming blade—beautiful, deadly.
A heavy thud. A body without a head crumpled to the ground.
 The copper scent of blood filled the air.
“Attack!”
 “A knight! A knight of the Iron Kingdom—!”
The soldiers shouted in panic.
 They knew the tales—Iron Kingdom knights clad in steel, masters of the sword, superhuman warriors. But they weren’t supposed to be here, on this remote border.
“Don’t fight him head-on!”
 “Follow training procedures!”
Their fear lessened once they remembered their drills.
 They were soldiers of the Machine Empire, veterans of the long war against Cherville. They knew how to fight knights.
“Bind his movement!”
They’d been taught: Iron Kingdom knights couldn’t counter magic. Only a rare few reached the level of Sword Runner, capable of touching the arcane. And this young man—bare-handed, no armor, barely an adult—surely wasn’t one of them.
“If we restrict his movement, he’s finished!”
They mistook him for some hot-blooded idealist—a naive young knight drunk on stories of heroism.
“Fire—!”
Dozens of magitech rifles and enchanted cannons roared.
 Explosions of flame and stone crashed down upon the youth.
But the fire and debris dissolved—like chalk wiped off a board.
“Wha…?”
The young man walked out of the smoke unscathed, his body wreathed in strange azure fire. 
Every spell that touched him unraveled, undone by that light.
The impossible. He was defying natural law.
Before they could process it, he was gone—then suddenly among them.
Slice.
Heads rolled. Limbs fell.
 Each stroke of his sword brought death with surgical precision, cutting through flesh and bone as if slicing tofu.
“You bastard—!”
Some tried to grab him, but he was too fast. His movements skipped—frames missing, as though reality itself couldn’t keep up.
“Ghost—he’s a Sword Runner!”
The term spread like wildfire. Ghosts of the battlefield. Knights who’d transcended human limits, wielding both steel and the supernatural. Ordinary soldiers couldn’t touch such beings.
“It’s a ghost! Run—!”
Their spells failed; even their enchanted devices fizzled out the instant they touched that blue flame.
Desperate, a few soldiers charged with bayonets.
 Their heads fell before they got within arm’s reach.
Finally, realization dawned—there was no winning this fight.
The survivors turned and fled.
 The youth simply watched them go.
A trap detonated beneath his feet—a buried magical mine powerful enough to kill a northern monster. It exploded but the shards of earth rose and shielded him, guided by his sword’s glow.
No hope. No escape.
He didn’t pursue it. He just watched. As if daring them to run.
And perhaps… letting them.
Because he already knew what waited beyond that flame.
***
Unforgivable.
To shroud my home—my people—in such vile flames?
Crushing the Mage Corps was easy. Their every spell disintegrated before my “Flame of Doubt.”
They were creatures of arcana; I was their natural predator.
“Why do you think they fled like that?” Sherizik asked. “Their faces screamed, You’re dead now…”
 “There must be War Mages inside,” Elizabeth replied. “The Mage Corps’ elite. They abandon all study of nature or spirit, devoting themselves only to destruction.”
 “Hmm.”
 “You’ve seen the Wave Tamers of the Free Cities, haven’t you? They’re descended from War Mages.”
 “Ah. Those ones.”
Now it made sense. Dangerous, sure—but not invincible.
“Tell me,” I said quietly, “are you stronger than Audrey?”
Elizabeth stiffened.
“Ha!”
She laughed, full of disdain.
“You call that a question?”
Confidence radiated from her. Mana surged around her like a storm, so dense I could almost taste it.
“Then prove it.”
 “With pleasure.”
Elizabeth stepped toward the Flame Veil. Without a word, she exhaled—
Fwoooosh.
The flames shuddered like they’d met a hurricane.
The blazing barrier wavered, twisted… and vanished completely.
What lay beyond took my breath away.
The burning ruins of my domain. Corpses. Smoke.
 The metallic scent of blood thick in the air.
My people— the ones who’d trusted me, stayed behind, believed in me— lay broken and bleeding.
Rage surged up my spine.
I raised my head. Above, floating arrogantly, were robed magicians adorned with the cogwheel insignia of the Machine Empire.
 They looked down at us like gods surveying insects.
“Elizabeth.”
 “Yes?”
 “Bring them down.”
The words left my mouth—and the sky fell.
The War Mages jerked as if struck by invisible hammers, their levitation unraveling.
 One by one, they plummeted.
Screams. Crashes. Bones shattering.
When the dust settled, I stood over them. Now they had to look up.
“...Haa.”
A trail of smoke rose from deeper within. An old man stepped forward—gray-bearded, with a metal prosthetic arm and leg, puffing on a cigarette that glowed crimson. He met my eyes and asked simply:
“…Who are you?”
Simple question.
So I gave him a simple answer.
“The owner of this land.”
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